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PREFACE 

 
  According to Off Balance: Youth, Race and Crime in the News by Lori 
Dorfman and Vincent Schiraldi, 76% of people get their understanding of crime from 
the news media while only 22% get their understanding from their own personal 
experience.  Moreover, 80% of respondents to a Los Angeles Times Poll admit that 
violent crime media coverage increased their fear of crime and personal victimization. 
This information alone begs the question, “is the media accurate in their presentation 
of crime, and thus, do people really know the truth about crime if they learn about it 
mostly from the media?”   In addition, it would be logical to also ponder if the effect 
that the media has on the public perception of crime has an effect on legislatures with 
regards to the creation of criminal justice policy.   Some would suggest that the media 
drives policy by the fact that legislatures are fulfilling the will of the people – and 
public perception based on inaccurate information can create bad policy (Murray, 
2001).  Though the report by Dorfman and Schiraldi concentrated on youth crime in 
the news media, the major findings of the report raise significant concerns for all 
criminal justice arenas. 
       For example, according to this research, the news media report youth crime, 
especially violent youth crime, way out of proportion to its actual occurrence.  Youth 
crime dominates the news, with the most unusual or violent stories the most likely to 
be covered.  Overall, the study suggests, coverage of crime has increased over the last 
several years, while crime rates, including juvenile crime rates, have actually fallen.  In 
addition, this research suggests that the news media, in particular the television news, 
focuses on race, especially in stories concerning violent crime. 
 It is interesting to note, that despite the fact that the juvenile violent crime rate 
began to fall in the early to mid 1990s, state after state continued to implement or use 
tough laws on juvenile offenders that in particular addressed transfer or waiver.   These 
laws began to change the juvenile justice system and its original philosophies with 
unprecedented magnitude.  Were these changes “successful” in fulfilling their goals?  I 
guess it would depend on one’s definition of success.   Was this unprecedented 
remodeling of the juvenile justice system the result of a public misperception about the 
trends and patterns of juvenile crime?  These are tough questions to answer.  However, 
I would suspect that the same questions could be posed regarding adult crime and the 
news media, public perception and changing policy. 
 
 
 
 

INTRODUCTION TO THIS ISSUE 
 
      In the fall of 2002, Central Missouri State University tackled the very tough 
question regarding the effects of crime coverage by the media, subsequent public 
perception of crime and ensuing public policy in a symposium conducted on its 
campus.  Overseen by the Institute of Justice and International Studies, the Criminal 
Justice Department, Communication Department and Geography & Political Science 
Department, the two day symposium brought together experts from many disciplines 
to examine this multifaceted topic.  This journal is a collection of several of the 
presenters’ papers and presentations. 
 In the first article, Ted Gest, presents Indictment & Trial of the Media’s Crime 
Coverage.   This work oversees several aforementioned issues of media coverage of 
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crime and charges the media with four crimes: violating the privacy of victims and 
defendants, encouraging people to commit new crimes, promoting overreaction by 
policy makers and painting a misleading picture of crime in American.  The article 
discusses the charges and determines guilt or innocence of each charge. 
 In Crime on Television – Issues in Criminal Justice, Sarah Eschholz presents 
an overview of empirical research designed to determine whether crime presentation 
by the television news media is accurate, how it impacts people and whether it 
ultimately impact public policy. 
 Tim Kneist‘s article Reporting on the Missouri Department of Corrections to 
the Media presents a view from inside a criminal justice agency and examines the role 
and challenges of a public relations liaison. 
          Tabloid Tales: Other News, Other Voices by Bret Mills brings an international 
voice to the journal.  This article defines and discusses the use of tabloid news 
particularly in the British media. 
 Nobody Loves A Crime Reporter is presented by David Krajicek.  In this work, 
he discusses the role of the crime reporter, specifically addressing what it is, why it 
exists, and why it is so challenging.  
 Media, The Public and Criminal Justice Policy, by Ray Surette brings the 
discussion back around full circle to the question of media coverage of crime and its 
effect on public policy. 
 The final article of the journal Reporting Crime and Violence from a Public 
Health Perspective by Esther Thorson, Lori Dorfman and Jane Stevens, critiques 
current methods of reporting violence and crime and discusses how positive changes 
could be made with the use of the public health model of news reporting. 
 Within these articles is a wealth of information regarding crime and media 
coverage, public perception of crime as a result of media coverage and discussion of 
the links to public perception and legislative response in the form of public policy.  
Good reading. 
 
 
Fran Reddington, Coordinator 
Crime, Media, & Public Policy Symposium 
 

References 
 

Dorfman, Lori and Schiraldi, Vincent (2001).  Off balance: Youth, race & crime in the news.  Executive 
Summary.  Building Blocks for Youth. 

 
Murray, Albert (2001).  Public perception versus good public policy.  Corrections Today.  63:7, p. 8 – 

35. 
        

 v 



 
 
 

 
 

ABOUT THE AUTHORS 
 

 
LORI DORFMAN, DrPH, directs the Berkeley Media Studies Group, a project of 

the Public Health Institute. The Berkeley Media Studies Group examines news coverage 
of public health issues and provides media advocacy training and strategic consultation 
for community groups and public health professionals working on issues from children1s 
health to violence prevention. Dr. Dorfman is part of an interdisciplinary team working 
with journalists developing a public health approach to violence reporting. She researches 
how public health issues are portrayed in the news, teaches a course on mass 
communication and public health at the School of Public Health at the University of 
California, Berkeley and is co-author of Public Health and Media Advocacy, Power for 
Prevention, (Sage Publications, 1993) and News for a Change: An Advocates Guide To 
Working With The Media (Sage Publications, 1999). 

 
 SARAH ESCHHOLZ is an Assistant Professor at Georgia State University.  She 
received her Ph.D. in Criminology and Criminal Justice from Florida State University in 
1998.  Her research includes work in the following areas: media studies, fear of crime, 
rape, and gender and race issues.  Her many publications on the media include:  The 
Racial Typification of Crime and the Criminal Typification of Race:  The Social 
Construction of Social Threat by Local TV News in the Journal of Research in Crime and 
Delinquency, Race and Attitudes Toward the Police: Assessing the Effects of Watching 
Reality Police Programs in the Journal of Criminal Justice. 
 
 TED GEST was a writer and editor at U.S. News & World Report, a weekly 
newsmagazine based in Washington, D.C., from 1977 to 2000. After covering the Carter 
White House, he was the magazine's chief legal affairs writer for 15 years, covering the 
Justice Department, the Supreme Court, and crime and justice issues nationally.  After 
1996, he served as national news editor and as a writer on law schools and other education 
issues. In 1998, he became president of Criminal Justice Journalists, a national 
organization of reporters, writers, and broadcasters who cover criminal justice. "Crime 
and Politics," Gest's book on anticrime policy in the United States since the late 1960s is 
scheduled to be published in the spring of 2001 by Oxford University  

 

 

 

 vi 



Press.  Before joining U.S. News, Gest was a reporter and editor at the St. Louis Post-
Dispatch. He is a graduate of Oberlin College and the Graduate School of Journalism at 
Columbia University.  As a Senior Fellow Mr. Gest presently directs the Program on 
Crime and the News Media with The Jerry Lee Center of Criminology, the University of 
Pennsylvania.   

 

TIM KNIEST has served since 1994 as the Chief Public Information Officer for 
the Missouri Department of Corrections. His duties include providing information and 
assistance to the public and the media, and overseeing Department public education 
projects.  Mr. Kniest began his career in corrections in 1974 as a probation and parole 
office for the Missouri Board of Probation and Parole in St. Louis.  He later served as a 
supervisor in Chillicothe and St. Louis, including two years as the Director of Community 
Services in the St. Louis region.  Mr. Kniest graduated from the University of Missouri at 
St. Louis with a BS in Education. He has conducted media and public relations training 
sessions for the National Institute of Corrections, the Federal Bureau of Prisons, the 
American Correctional Association, and the Missouri Correctional Association. 
 
 DAVID KRAJICEK worked as a crime reporter in Omaha, Nebraska, and Iowa 
before becoming chief of the police bureau for the New York Daily News. He left the 
paper to teach journalism at Columbia University and in recent years returned to writing 
full time. He writes “The Justice Story” column for the Daily News and contributes to 
many other publications, including the Village Voice and Manchester (UK) Guardian. Mr. 
Krajicek is the author of Scooped! Media Miss Real Story on Crime While Chasing Sex, 
Sleaze and Celebrities, published by Columbia University Press.  Mr. Krajicek is co-
founder and first vice president of Criminal Justice Journalists. He has spoken about crime 
reporting and the news at the Poynter Institute in Florida and on C-Span, the BBC, and 
NPR’s “On the Media.” His citations include the John Peter Zenger Award of the New 
York State Bar Association.  He also has been cited by the New York Press Club and the 
Associated Press. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 vii 



JANE ELLEN STEVENS is a freelance multimedia journalist. She began her 
career as a copy editor at the Boston Globe, moved to the San Francisco Examiner where 
she was assistant foreign/national editor, Sunday magazine writer, and technology 
reporter and columnist. She founded a syndicated science and technology feature service 
with 20 newspaper clients worldwide, including the Los Angeles Times, the Dallas 
Morning News, the Washington Post, and Asahi Shimbun's AERA Magazine. For four 
years, she lived and worked in Kenya and Indonesia. She’s written for magazines, 
including National Geographic, and worked for New York Times Television as a 
videojournalist. She has done multimedia reporting for the New York Times, Discovery 
Channel, and MSNBC.com. She is teaching the first multimedia reporting class offered at 
the University of California, Berkeley Graduate School of Journalism. She is director of 
the Violence Reporting Project, which encourages news organizations to include a 
scientific and prevention, or public health, approach to crime reporting. 
 
 BRETT MILLS is a Lecturer in Media and Cultural Studies at the University of 
Glamorgan in the UK.  He earned his Ph.D. from the University of Kent at Canterbury 
and CELTA from International House, London.  At Glamorgan he teaches Media, Race 
and Gender; Consumer Culture; Researching Media Culture; Researching 
Communication.  He has been a visiting lecturer at Central Missouri State University.   
Brett Mills research interests include:  comedy and humour; television sitcom; popular 
television; and, Australian media.  He has published on radio and television comedy and 
literary studies. 
 
 RAY SURETTE received his Ph.D. in Criminology from Florida State University. 
He has been a Professor in the College of Health and Public Affairs at the University of 
Central Florida since 1995. His primary research interest involves the relationship of the 
mass media, crime, and criminal justice in America. His published books include Media, 
Crime, and Criminal Justice: Images and Realities, The Media and Criminal Justice 
Policy, and Justice and The Media: Issues and Research. In addition, Professor Surette 
has published a number of research articles in varied academic journals that explore the 
associations between media and criminal justice policy. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 viii 



 ix 

ESTHER THORSON, Ph.D., Associate Dean for Graduate Studies and Research 
at the University of Missouri, has published extensively on consumer response to 
advertising and other forms of promotion.  She has published theoretical work about the 
impact of emotion generated by ads, on how different advertising appeals impact 
consumers, and the variables that drive attention to advertising. Thorson has been 
involved with Berkeley Media Studies Group in developing and evaluating more public 
health-friendly modes of reporting crime and violence.  In collaboration with Charles 
Atkin of Michigan State University, Thorson has been conducting phone surveys, content 
analyses, and focus groups that relate to how youth and adults are responding to 
advertising of liquor on television and in billboards.  Thorson is a fellow of the American 
Academy of Advertising and winner of the 2003 Outstanding Contributions to 
Advertising Research from that organization.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



1

INDICTMENT & TRIAL
OF  MEDIA’S CRIME COVERAGE

Ted Gest*

rime totals have declined in recent years, but a long-term perspective is helpful to
understand the trends. In 1969, when I began as a daily newspaper reporter at the St.
Louis Post-Dispatch, 662,000 violent crimes were reported across the country, about

330 per 100,000 residents. In 2001, according to the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports, there
were 1,437,000 violent crimes, more than 500 per 100,000 residents. Despite the welcome
news about crime going down in the 1990s, more than twice as many violent incidents were
reported 32 years after I started. The crime rate, taking the population into account, also went
up dramatically. If crime totals include the unreported incidents, as the Justice Department’s
victimization survey estimates, the overall total is higher but it has declined since the early
1970s.

Whatever the actual figure, there is little doubt that the crime problem in this country
has become more serious in the last half century, and that it deserves serious news coverage.
In fact, the news media stand accused of covering sensational crimes to the point that public
fears are exaggerated. A recent example is the sniper case in the Washington, D.C., area in
the fall of 2002. While undeniably fascinating and scary, it dominated the airwaves for three
weeks while most less-dramatic cases, including homicides, got little or no attention.

The news media and crime are locked in a symbiotic relationship. We can’t seem to
have one without the other. One threshold question for many of our inquiries—one that has
spawned as much heat as light over the years—is the actual influence of the news media,
whether it’s over individual wrongdoers, government policy making, or fear of crime.

Critics argue that the media do exert an influence, and its results usually are bad. In
the spirit of criminal-justice reporting, I will outline a four-count indictment against those of
us in the media. We will examine each of the charges and decide whether the media are
guilty.

• We violate privacy of victims and defendants alike to titillate our readers and
viewers.

• We encourage people to commit new crimes by publicizing current and past ones.
• We promote overreactions by policymakers by creating an atmosphere

that demands instant, often oversimplistic, reform.
• We give the public a misleading picture of crime in America.

                                                  
* Copyright 2003 Ted Gest, published here by permission.  Correspondence should be
addressed to author, 720 Seventh St., N.W., Third Floor, Washington, D.C. 20001.
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Before we put the media on trial, let’s define terms. I am referring to the news media,
an increasingly unruly lot that started with newspapers and magazines, expanded to
television and radio, and now includes any number of cable television and online news
outlets. The media are not a monolithic force but instead a very fragmented institution that
change format and content daily. That’s one of the challenges to responsible criticism of the
media: they are a moving target.

I do not take responsibility here for the many police, court, and crime drama
programs on television, as well as for the videogame industry. One could argue that they are
media in the broad sense of the term, but we should separate them in our analysis. Some
people do not. They argue, for example, that the 1999 massacre at Columbine High School
was encouraged both by videogames and the news media.

The first county of my indictment of the media was that they violate people’s privacy
to titillate the audience. We do violate privacy, but I maintain that we generally do it in the
public interest. Some crime victim advocates contend that victims should be able to opt out
of news stories about their cases. Generally, we in the media reject that idea. APBnews.com,
an online news service covering crime that operated between 1998 and 2000, used the slogan
“You have the right to know.” We crime reporters say that the public does have the right to
know about crimes committed against our fellow citizens, with the possible exception of
offenses like incest and child abuse that occur within families and the details of sexual
assaults. Some news organizations are re-examining their longstanding practices of shielding
rape victims, if they choose to come forward and tell their stories.

We don’t report on individual crimes to titillate but to inform. To be sure, some
stories are told mostly for their shock value, and one can debate how much detail about a
case is appropriate to include. My general practice is to include more detail than less. We
should be able to find out about what crimes are occurring in our community, in part so that
we can take action to protect ourselves. We also should know how our tax supported
agencies are responding to crimes.

To be sure, most of the news media are profit-making enterprises, so we plan our
news coverage in some measure to earn income. In large part, we view it also as a public
service.

Different media do use varying standards on what is appropriate to report. In general,
there is increasing sensitivity to victims, partly as a result of lobbying by victim advocacy
groups. We don’t always include addresses or personal details that would not help solve the
crime or help the public protect itself. Some critics wonder about incidents like the photos of
NASCAR driver Dale Earnhardt’s autopsy. Mainstream media organizations did not plan to
publish them but rather hoped to obtain them to do better reporting on the safety issues
involved. (An Internet entrepreneur may indeed have planned to publish them.)

So on count number one, I conclude that some media are guilty of misdemeanors, and
occasional felonies, if you count everything that may appear on the Web. Overall, most
media are trying to inform their viewers and readers about a significant public problem.

Count number two is that we encourage people to commit crimes by publicizing
them. This is a trickier one, because motivation can be very difficult to discern. Cases can be
found in which criminals say they perpetrated certain acts because of something they saw on
television or read in the newspaper. But these are anecdotal, and even if we could compile a
fairly long list, I doubt that they would amount to a very large proportion of serious crimes
overall.

And what’s the alternative? If we were to report no crime, or cut down 20 percent on
coverage, would crime disappear? Obviously not.
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I will declare the news media, as distinct from videogames and the entertainment
media, not guilty here, but not before saying that this is a serious issue that deserves more
discussion and research. It is particularly important during these days of concern over
terrorism.

After September 11, 2001, government agencies took down web sites that they
believed might provide critical information to terrorists, such as vulnerabilities in local utility
systems. Open-government advocates asserted that terrorists could obtain such information
readily without checking Web sites. Some continue that argument by maintaining that private
citizens should know about any vulnerabilities so that they can be corrected.  If discharges
from a local chemical plant can leak to places near where my children go to school, shouldn’t
I have the right to know about it?

Let’s consider the third count in the indictment of the media: that we promote
overreaction among politicians. I would convict the media of at worst a misdemeanor here.
Yes, we do report a lot about crime, but as I’ve said, crime is a major problem in this
country, high on the list along with education, health care, the economy, and a few other
issues.

Making crime a major subject of news reports does not in and of itself dictate poor
public policy. Let’s take one issue in which the news media might be implicated to some
degree:

In the late 1980s, serious juvenile crime in America increased sharply. There were
reports of more and more teenagers, seemingly without a conscience, robbing, maiming and
sometimes killing innocent citizens. Critics seized on the perception that the juvenile justice
system was too lenient, allowing many delinquents to be released too quickly after their first
few arrests.

These critics argued that what was needed was to send more of these so-called super-
predators to the adult court system, where supposedly they would be treated more harshly. It
sounded logical, but it proved not to be true. Academic research showed that those sent to the
adult system often committed new crimes at a higher rate than those who were retained in
juvenile court. Why was this?

One reason is that juveniles, not surprisingly, tend to enter the adult system when they
are somewhat less violent than their older counterparts. They may end up at the lower end of
the penalty range. In other words, it’s no certainty that the juveniles who are sent to the adult
system get tougher penalties.

Yet the news media typically published politicians’ assertions that it would be a good
idea to require more juveniles to be tried as adults. For several years, Congress debated
whether to require states to try more juveniles as adults automatically as a condition to
receive federal aid to fight juvenile crime. The law never was enacted, although for several
years the federal funding law encouraged programs that promote “accountability” of
offenders.

Eventually, some in the media reported on the studies doubting the efficacy of trying
large numbers of juveniles as adults. These included U.S. News & World Report and the New
York Times.

But many references to trying juveniles as adults were uncritical. Some would argue
that the news media were complicit in this and other arguably wrong-headed policies. I
conclude that the media were culpable of inadequate reporting but that it amounted to a
minor offense. The real failure is at the political level. I do not believe that the media must
take the rap for not keeping politicians in check. Yes, we try to function as watchdogs, but
we ultimately cannot be held responsible for the failures of government to pursue rational
policies that are supported by good research.
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Another fairly recent example often cited is the “three strikes and you’re out”
sentencing schemes that were popular in the late 1980s and 1990s. The news media did
widely publicize the murders of youngster Polly Klaas in California and others who were
victimized by repeat criminals. In 1994, the crucial year when crime rates were at their
highest in modern times and legislation proceeded at both the federal and state levels to
embody “three strikes” in the statute books, we dutifully reported endorsements of the idea
by Democrat and Republicans alike. Some observers say that in California, the public and
politicians received most of their information and commentary on the issue not from news
reports but rather talk radio programs that discussed “three strikes” incessantly and provided
large blocks of air time to three strikes proponents.

The news media also reported the concerns of opponents, who complained that the
state would end up incarcerating people for many years at great public expense for some
offenses that were not very serious.

Now three strikes is under attack, in the U.S. Supreme Court and elsewhere, for
having gone too far. Should we in the media have done a better job of explaining how three
strikes would work, particularly in the harsh form that California adopted? Yes. But does our
failure to do so make us responsible for enacting the measures? No. True, we are influential
because we are the conduit through which the public gets much of its information about
criminal justice issues as well as many others. We should do a more responsible job, but to
declare us the guilty party responsible for flawed anticrime ideas—especially ones that we
did not advocate—is unfair.

Let’s consider the fourth and last count in my indictment of the news media: that we
too often fail to give the public a true picture of crime in the United States. Here is where the
media have been guilty of several felonies.

One way in which we do this is with our seeming obsession with the ups and downs
of yearly crime rates, which resembles the way we report on the stock market or aggregate
student test scores. In doing this, the media may get the annual numbers right but miss the
big picture, which, is that crime in America is a serious problem that has worsened in recent
decades. One can debate whether the problem in certain years is more or less serious than the
preceding year, depending on whether one relies on the FBI’s compilation of reported crimes
or the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics’ victimization estimates that included unreported
crimes.

The crime issue should not fall off the radar screens of either policymakers or the
news media just because crime rates went down in the late 1990s. If the result of that is to
reduce government support for worthwhile anticrime programs, we are not doing ourselves
much good to prepare for the future, when it’s almost inevitable that crime will rise again; in
fact, it may be happening now.

The news media’s coverage of crime should be improved. More attention should be
paid to the quality rather than merely to the quantity. Critics are prone to cite studies showing
that during the 1990s, the national television networks increased the number of minutes
devoted to homicides when the actual number of homicides was going down. This critique
holds little merit for me. TV networks cover such a tiny proportion of murders—and they
include the O.J. Simpson and Chandra Levy cases—that there is no logical relationship
between quantity of coverage and the overall number of murders across the nation.

News organizations often do move from supposed crisis to crisis in focusing on one
crime or type of crime. This is primarily true of the 24-hour cable networks, whose influence
on more mainstream print and broadcast media may be growing. The phenomenon didn’t
start with O.J. Simpson—there were plenty of sensational crimes before that—but that is as
good a place as any to start in the modern era, given its coincidence with the 1994 crime-
wave peak.
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Since then, there has been one sensational case after another—JonBenet Ramsey,
Chandra Levy, the kidnappings of several young girls, and the Washington, D.C., sniper case
of fall 2002. (It’s not all violent crime; in November 2002 it was the Winona Ryder
shoplifting trial that got an inordinate amount of TV play.)

The saturation reporting of each of these episodes certainly has given rise to the idea
that no one is safe and that we all should be fearful. One point in the media’s defense is that
it does seem that the amount of what crime analysts call “stranger to stranger”
violence—crimes perpetrated by people unknown to the victims—has increased in recent
decades.

But we are not even close to the point that most of us need to be fearful every time we
go outside.

I lived through the Washington sniper case, which perhaps came closer to promoting
this phenomenon than did any other recent incident. It was unnerving to know that someone
was aiming a rifle at innocent citizens all over the metropolitan area.

The local media generally did a good job in keeping people up to date on hour-to-
hour developments. Much of the national media overdid the coverage in a way that may have
dissuade outsiders from visiting the Washington area.

While certainly a fascinating story, did it deserve being the lead story on national
nightly news programs every day for weeks? I doubt it.

One night, ABC and others led with news of Baltimore police checking out an ex-
Marine with a rifle who had been involved with a shooting episode with his wife and drove a
white van, supposedly the kind of vehicle used in the killings. It turned out that this lead was
just one of hundreds or thousands of dead ends, but that didn’t stop networks from reporting
it—even after local authorities had dismissed it as almost certainly meaningless.

Then there was the succession of profilers speculating on characteristics of the sniper.
Most of the speculation turned out to be wrong, including that the shooter never was in the
military, probably lived in Montgomery County, Md., was a delivery truck driver, etc.. A
prominent criminologist defended his speculation, noting that he did end up getting a few
things right, such as that two people were involved. Does that mean that we should measure
media reporting like baseball averages—that if we get 3 out of 10 items right, we’re batting
.300, an all-star average? It was appropriate for us to consult experts and to report the
thankfully limited history of so-called spree killers, but we should have used this material
with a greater deal of caution.

Overall, much coverage of the sniper case was justified because it was so unusual and
scary. It was a story that had to be reported. Even if there had been 20 percent less coverage,
many youngsters still would have been afraid, even if their actual odds of being victimized
were minuscule.

Just before the sniper case captured public attention, the news media suffered another
black eye in a less sensational but also significant case.

It started for me on September 9, when I woke up to see in the Washington Post and
New York Times an Associated Press story on the latest so-called victimization survey issued
by the Bureau of Justice Statistics and based on a survey of Americans to determine how
many had been victimized the previous year. I was surprised to see this report, because
journalists normally get a heads up on this annual survey so that we can prepare reports
during the few days before the release date. I had not heard about this one, and assumed that
there had been some miscommunication between the Justice Department and the media

It turned out to be worse. When I looked up the entire story online, I realized that the
survey had been leaked. The full version was not available on the Justice Department web
site, which made it impossible for anyone else to do a story on it because the full data were
not available. Even stranger to me was that the only two people quoted in the story were
experts I had never heard of, and both said roughly the same thing, that the reported
decline in crime in 2001 compared with 2000 was due in large part to the incarceration of
more criminals. This didn’t make much sense, because I didn’t believe that incarceration had
increased in that year, certainly not enough to affect the national crime rate.

I asked the AP reporter about all this, as did Fox Butterfield of the New York Times.
It turned out that the reporter couldn’t locate the quoted sources. When his bosses confronted
him and then started checking his previous stories, it turned out that unidentifiable sources,
mostly from special interest groups or from academia, were found in 40 stories over the past
few years. The reporter was fired, and AP recently published  one of the longest corrections
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in history, listing the mysterious sources in all of the stories. Ironically, the identifying slug
on one of them, quoting three untraceable people, was CATCHING LIARS.

Now this alone would qualify as being one of the worst scandals in modern media
history, but that’s not the entire story.

It turns out that the Associated Press made several errors in the statistical part of the
victimization story, errors that have mostly remained uncorrected. These began with the very
first words of the story, which said that “the number of Americans who were victims of
violent crimes except for murder fell by 9 percent in 2001…” In truth, it was not the number
of Americans that dropped but the number of victimizations, and that went down by 10
percent, not 9. Remember that one person can be victimized several times in a given year.

There were several other mistakes, some of them major, like reporting that guns were
used in 26 percent of violent crime, when in reality that applied to any weapon; firearms
were only 9 percent of the total. And so on.

The Associated Press is considered to be the premier news agency for factual
reporting of hard news in this country. Its reports are used by thousands newspapers, radio
and television stations, and web sites all over, potentially more than 15,000 outlets by one
count. Once the AP reported this story exclusively on a Sunday, it was unlikely that many
other news organizations would do their own versions, with the primary source material
unavailable, and few did. This means that this erroneous story remains in databases all over.
(AP did run a short correction on some of the statistical points.)

It’s easy to blame all of this on one bad apple, and thankfully there are few of them in
our ranks. One disturbing question is, as media critic Jack Shafer put it on the web site
Slate.com, “What does it say about Associated Press methods and practices that nobody
caught [reporter Newton] over the course of 32 months?” AP has said in March 2003 that it
still was studying ways both to shore up its fact-checking procedures and to better train of
reporters in coverage of issues involving crime statistics.

In late 1997, a group of journalists began a national organization called Criminal
Justice Journalists, with the aim of improving media coverage in this area. It’s a tall order for
a profession that largely has viewed police and crime reporting as an entry-level job that
journalists can do with little or no preparation. In 2001, the Jerry Lee Center of Criminology
at the University of Pennsylvania provided support so that I could devote most of my time to
the effort.

We now have a Ford Foundation grant to begin a comprehensive guide to journalists
on covering crime and justice issues, and we run a 500-member online discussion list that is
based at Poynter Institute (a journalism think tank in Florida) on which journalists can
exchange information and helpful hints on stories and sources. We also run a Web site
(www.reporters.net/cjj) and several conferences or seminars each year. We get some support
from the National Center on Courts and Media of the National Judicial College in Nevada for
programs on better court coverage. We are starting a daily headline service on important
crime and justice issues that will help fill those gaps between the saturation coverage stories.

This must be a campaign for the long haul. Only a minority of journalists covering
these issues belong to the group, and their ranks are changing constantly.

It must be understood that no professional organization like this tells journalists what
stories they must cover. Rather, we can suggest important trends and sources, but let them fill
in the details to their audiences as they see fit.

We also represent the interests of journalists who are denied access to crime scenes
and court records, among other places. In October 2002, we held panels for journalists at the
International Association of Chiefs of Police convention in Minneapolis. Before that
meeting, we were required to fill out an application for a media pass that included a
background check that asked us if we had ever been arrested, been a suspect, a victim, a
witness to a crime, received any citations—traffic, criminal or petty misdemeanor, made a
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police report in regards to ourselves or someone else, or been questioned by police for any
reason at any time.

It may be appropriate to do a basic security check, but it is unnecessary to ask a
person who covers law enforcement as a profession whether a police officer ever has asked
them a question.

In summary, the news media are not so bad about reporting on crime and anticrime
policies as some of the critics say, but we could stand much improvement. If this were a
criminal proceeding, we should plead guilty to several offenses and agree to mend our ways.



CRIME ON TELEVISION  --- ISSUES IN CRIMINAL JUSTICE

Sarah Eschholz*

elevision broadcasting, whether in the form of the news or crime drama programming, is
continuously scrutinized for its potential to influence individual viewers’ perceptions and
in turn impact public policy.  Critics often suggest that the media supports the

perpetuation of negative attitudes about minorities (Entman 2000; Entman 1992; Edsall and
Edsall 1991), and focuses on violent crime disproportionately to property crime and other
pressing social problems in society (Cavender and Fishman 1998; Chiricos and Eschholz 2002).
 While comments about televised media abound both in common discourse and in scholarly
publications in fields ranging from sociology to public policy, to communications and criminal
justice, empirical explorations of the media, its influence on public perceptions and public policy
are somewhat limited.  This paper will provide an overview of literature that focuses on the type
of coverage crime stories receive, racial stereotypes in crime coverage, what’s missing in crime
coverage, audience perceptions of crime coverage in the form of fear of crime, attitudes toward
the police and punitive attitudes, and conclude with a discussion of the ways these factors may
influence public policy.  Empirical data from several studies conducted by the author will be used
to augment the previous points.  These studies include a content analysis of 26 evening television
programs in 1995 coupled with a telephone survey of 1490 individuals on their viewing patterns
and fear of crime in the Leon County area of Florida, a 1998 content analysis of 3 different news
stations’ evening news combined with a telephone survey of 2526 individuals in the
Orlando/Orange county Florida area, a 2000 content analysis of NYPD Blue and Law and Order,
and a 2000 telephone survey of 2361 individuals in Georgia concerning fear of crime and
community participation.

Communications theory on the effects of television programming on viewers’
perceptions of the world, in particular perceptions of the dangerousness of the world, began in
the 1960s with the work of George Gerbner and his associates at the Annenburg School of
Communications at the University of Pennsylvania under a grant from the National Commission
on the Causes and Prevention of Violence (Gerbner and Gross 1976).  Gerbner posited the
“cultivation hypothesis,” predicting that television viewing, regardless of the content, would
cultivate a “mean world view” among heavy viewers.  In other words, television programming
presents a hegemonic view of reality that reproduces status quo power relationships and violence
and crime are often used as symbols in this effort (Gitlin 1986; Hall 1997).

Alternatively “reception research” suggests that diverse viewers are variously affected
by the different messages that appear on a multitude of types of programming (Dahlgren 1988;
Fiske 1986; Jenson 1991).  Therefore, the characteristics of both the viewer and the programs
watched are important factors in predicting television effects (Eschholz 1997; Heath and Gilbert
1996). Furthermore, individuals with shared background characteristics such as race, sex, and
class form “interpretive communities” whose members interpret media messages similarly (Barak
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1996; Condit 1989; Fiske 1986; Jenson 1991).

Research grounded in both cultivation theory and reception research has focused on three
major areas:  1) research that explores how justice and the criminal justice system are represented
on television, 2) research focusing on how race is portrayed on television, and 3) “effects”
research (focusing primarily on the impact watching television has on fear of crime or other
perceptions).  Some questions media studies of crime on television have tried to address include
the following: What is shown on television content?  Is there more crime, and different types of
crime, on television than in reality?  Are offenders disproportionately shown as minorities? 
Does watching television influence fear of crime, punitive attitudes, and other public
perceptions?  Do men and women, Blacks and Whites interpret media messages in a similar
manner?  Does crime coverage in the media influence public policy?  The remainder of this paper
will explore findings from empirical research addressing these questions.

Violence on Television
Several studies have shown that television programming greatly exaggerates the amount

of violent crime in the world relative to property crime, and the frequency of criminal events
(Gerbner and Gross 1976; Gerbner et al. 1977; Chermak 1995; Potter and Ware 1987).  Both
news and entertainment media consistently portray a more violent and dangerous view of our
world than exists in reality.

A 1998 study of local news programming in the Orlando, Florida, examined the content
of three weeks of evening news programming on three different channels (Eschholz, Chiricos and
Weitzel 1998).  The overwhelming majority of all local news broadcasts began with a crime
story, and approximately one-quarter of all stories (apart from weather, sports or anchor chit-
chat) shown on the news were crime related.  Of these crime stories more than two-thirds of
them focus on violent crime.  This is almost exactly opposite UCR measures of crime that report
violent crime in Orlando made up 18 percent of all crime in Orlando during the same year the
study was conducted (U. S. Department of Justice 1998).     

News programming does not have a market on the use of crime, particularly violent
crime.  Crime drama programs and reality police programming also capitalize on the marketability
of crime stories (Eschholz, Mallard and Flynn 2002; Surrette 1998; Fishman and Cavender
1998).  The genres of news, reality police programs and crime dramas have undergone some
cross-pollination with news programming becoming more sensational and entertaining like crime
drama programs, and crime drama programs drawing story lines from reality to make them
appear more realistic (Cavender and Fishman 1998; Krajicek 1998; Oliver and Armstrong 1998;
Bagdikian 1997). This process is exemplified in a recent advertisement for “Law and Order:”

Don’t take us the wrong way.  Law and Order has excellent writers. But when you’re
coming up with story lines for a real life crime drama set in New York, you don’t have to look
far for inspiration.  Just open up the newspaper. There’s enough material for a season. 
Some research even indicates that viewers may interpret dramas and the news in a similar manner
(Breslin 1990). 

Reality programs “present either actual footage or dramatic reenactments of the real-life
adventures of police officers, criminals, emergency medical personnel, and everyday citizens
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performing heroic feats (Eschholz, Blackwell, Gertz and Chiricos 2002:328)” and crime drama
programs are generally “fictional portrayals of the criminal justice system focusing primarily on
violent offenders, additionally these programs are usually presented from the perspective of
either law enforcement officials or prosecutors (Eschholz et al. 2002b:3).”  A recurrent theme of
both reality police programs and crime dramas is “justice,”
brought about by a police officer catching an offender and the offender receiving punishment for
his/her crime (Kurtz 1993; Sparks 1995; Surrette 1998).

In a study of several reality police programs Mary Beth Oliver (1994) found that, much
like the news studies, the image of crime shown on these programs is an inversion of reality. 
While murder makes up less than 0.2 percent of all crimes in the United States, a full 50 percent
of the crimes shown on reality police programs involve a murder. Similarly, property crime
makes up 87 percent of all crimes nationally and only 13 percent of crime on reality police
programming.  Research by Cavender and Bond-Maupin (1993), Kooistra et al. (1998) and
Whitney et al. (1997) noted similar trends.  Furthermore, on reality police programs over 60
percent of the crimes are cleared by arrest compared to only 18 percent in reality (Oliver 1994).

More qualitative work on reality police programs suggests several themes underlie these
programs.  First, these programs generally present a pro-law enforcement message, which
emphasizes the enforcement functions of police work (Cavender and Fishman 1998; Surette
1998).  Crime is often shown as being both random and the result of individual pathology rather
than larger social ills such as poverty, racism and unemployment (Cavender 1998; Cavender and
Bond-Maupin 1993; Cavender and Fishman 1998; Doyle 1998).  Additionally, the crime
problem is often depicted along racial lines, with a disproportionate number of white officers
compared to white offenders, and a disproportionate number of minority offenders compared
to minority officers (Kooistra et al. 1998; Kunkel et al. 1996; Oliver 1994).

Similar themes, including a pro-Criminal Justice system message, efficient police
departments, and the use of control-talk, which emphasizes an “us” against “them” mentality,
can all be found in crime dramas (Sparks 1995; Cavender and Fishman 1998).  A 2002 (Eschholz
et al. 2002b), study of “NYPD Blue” and “Law and Order” (two of the most popular and longest
lasting crime dramas on primetime television) found that over 80 percent of all crimes presented
on these dramas were murders, and the ratio of clearance rates between TV and reality (UCR
clearance rate for violent crimes) were 1.26 (Law and Order) and 1.61 (NYPD Blue). 
Additionally, both of these programs averaged over one civil rights violation per episode, and
“control talk” was often used by police officers and prosecutors to justify these violations.   

While television news, reality police programs and crime dramas all present information
about crime to viewers in a unique manner, much of the content of these programs is similar.  All
three program genres greatly over-represent violent crime as a percentage of all crime in the
world.  The efficiency of the police in terms of their ability to solve cases is also over-
represented on broadcast television.  These distorted images may combine to skew viewers’
perceptions of the crime problem in the United States.  These distortions become particularly
problematic when they serve to stereotype negatively minorities.

Racialized Crime Images in Television Programming
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Two recent articles have reviewed the literature on the racialized portrayals of offenders
and other roles such as police officers, and victims, with an eye toward identifying whether more
offenders on television are minorities than whites (racial typification of crime), and whether
within racial categories minorities are disproportionately shown as offenders compared to other
more positive roles (criminal typification of race) (Chiricos and Eschholz 2002; Eschholz 2003).
 The majority of studies found that Whites are more frequently shown as offenders than their
African American and Hispanic counterparts in the local news

(Chiricos and Eschholz 2002; Romer, Jamieson and DeCoteau 1998; Klite, Ardwell and Salzman
1997; Gilliam et al. 1996; Chermak 1995; Entman 1992; Sheley and Ashkins, 1981) and in a
variety of other types of programming such as Crime Dramas, Reality Police Programs, and
News Magazines (Eschholz, 2003). This finding was surprising, given public opinion data from
Tallahassee, Florida, which suggest that viewers think they see more African American offenders
on the local news than white offenders (Eschholz, 1998).  One reason for this may be that,
several of the studies that examined only violent crime on local news programs found that
African Americans were more likely to be shown as offenders than their white counterparts
(Dixon and Linz 2000; Romer et al. 1998; Klite et al. 1997; Gilliam et al. 1996).             

 Media perpetuation of racial stereotypes of the typical offender may not just be a
function of one race being shown as offenders more frequently than another.  An alternative
possibility is that viewers process information about a specific race by looking at the portrayals
within a racial category.  Sullivan (quoted in Drummond 1990:28) demonstrated this point in
describing how Blacks are treated in the media:  “As he [the Black male] typically appears in the
media, he’s either a jewelry-bedecked drug pusher, a misogynous pimp or a vicious thug.”  
Every study of local news reviewed in the literature found that Blacks had a higher ratio of
offenders to other roles, whether these roles are police officers, victims, officials or reporters,
than their White counterparts (Chiricos and Eschholz 2002).   Results for reality police
programming (Oliver 1994), national news, and crime drama (Eschholz 2003) showed a similar
pattern.

Several generalizations about the content of television broadcast programming can be
made from past studies.  First, local news, crime drama, and reality police programming all
greatly exaggerate the crime problem in the United States, particularly the violent crime problem.
 Second, the Criminal Justice system generally and law enforcement officers specifically are
typically shown in a flattering light on the local news, crime dramas, and reality police
programming.  Television crime clearance rates greatly exceed real life numbers.  Third, although
the actual number of minority offenders is less than white offenders on television broadcasts, the
percentage of minorities that are shown as offenders compared to other roles is much higher than
comparisons with White characters, which leads to the criminal typification of race.  Based on
both cultivation theory and reception research it is not enough to know the content of television
programming, it is also important to examine the consequences of viewing this content. 

Does Watching Television Impact Public Perceptions?
Does watching television impact public perceptions?  The obvious answer would appear

to be yes.  Otherwise, why would some many companies invest enormous amounts of money
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into television advertising (Croteau and Hoynes 2001)?  Additionally, examples of periods of
moral panics such as the crack-cocaine epidemic in the 1980s (Chiricos 1995; Reinerman and
Levine 1989) and the panic over juvenile violence in the early 1990’s (Chiricos 1995) show
widespread public and political reactions to stories reported in the media. 

Television and newspaper stories about violent crime and juvenile violence increased
more than 400 percent between June and November of 1993.  In the wake of this extraordinary
burst of media coverage, public concern about crime rose dramatically.  Americans ranking crime
and violence as the nation’s foremost problem jumped from 9 percent to 49 percent between
January 1993 and January 1994 (Gallup 1994:6).  Politicians at every level rose to the
“challenge” of keeping up with public opinion.  Proposals to stem
 the seeming “epidemic” of violence included everything from castration to caning, from
fingerprinting school children to incorporating military technology in the latest “war on crime.”
 That levels of violent crime actually were declining was apparently irrelevant (Chiricos,
Eschholz and Gertz 1997: 342).  

Despite strong arguments and circumstantial evidence about the link between the media
and public perceptions and public policy, empirical tests of the relationship between television
viewing and perceptions such as fear of crime, punitive attitudes and attitudes toward the police
have proven to be a difficult challenge.  Taking these tests one-step further toward testing the
causal link between television consumption and public policy through public perceptions is an
even more daunting task.

Researchers have long grappled with the question of whether or not watching television
broadcasts has a causal link with public perceptions, and the issue of causality remains unresolved
in the literature.  Although television may result in changes in audience members’ perceptions of
crime and the criminal justice system, it is also possible as Oliver (1996) suggests that individuals
with certain character traits are more likely to select television programming that matches their
interests and ideological orientation toward the world.  Initial tests of the relationship between
television viewing and viewers’ perceptions used Gerbner’s (1976) “cultivation model” and
compared individuals with low television consumption with individuals with high television
consumption in terms of fear of crime and other perceptual measures.  These studies produced
mixed results and generally led researchers to conclude that the relationship between television
and crime related anxiety was more complicated and models of media effects on public
perceptions needed to account for both characteristics of the content of the programming and
audience characteristics as suggested by the field of reception research (Eschholz 1997; Health and
Gilbert 1996).

Most recent research in this area includes tests of either specific television genres and/or
tests of specific audience sub-populations.  Although this body of research is anything but
definitive, some general patterns can be noted from these types of studies.   The overwhelming
majority of tests of the television genre and fear of crime relationship have focused on crime drama
and television news.  The majority of crime drama fear tests found no significant relationships
(Potter and Chang 1990; Heath and Petraitis 1987; O’Keefe and Reid Nash 1987; O’Keefe 1984),
but when a significant relationship was found it was usually in a positive direction (Rubin, Perse
and Taylor 1988; Slater and Elliot 1982; Hawkins and Pingree 1981; Gerbner et al. 1977).  The
relationship between watching television news and fear of crime was more consistently positive
and significant than crime drama tests (Chiricos, et al. 1997; O’Keefe and Reid Nash 1987;
O’Keefe 1984;), especially when testing only the local news fear of crime relationship (Chiricos,
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