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INTRODUCTION

he process by which incidents of palice violence’ come ro public, Bov-

ernmentil, and police attention, and the reacrions by various actors in

these groups, consists of a complex web of responses, reactions, conse-
quences, effects, and tmplications, hereafter labeled “outcomes . Central to
this process is the role of the mass media. Palice vielence can be thoughe of
as similar to Freud's characterization of the mental process wherehy 10 percent
Is conscious or above the surface, and 90 percent is unconscious or helow
the surface. The majority of police violence takes place bevond the knowl-
edge of the public; only 4 small percentage of such activities become public
knowledge,

Through a review of the literarure and series of interviews conducted wich
palice and crime reporters,” editors and producers, police public affairs per-
sonnel, and other actors in the criminal Justice system in Denver, New Yock
City, and Toronto, T developed a model of the process by which information
on police violence is transformed into articles in the press and stories that are
broadcast on radio and relevision,*

* A zarlier wersion af’ this clipeer wis prosersed at te anmual meeting of the Avadeny of
g, March 10, 1994, Special tharks ta Paul Band, Maraha
A ared Ted Bt Gorr S comaments. The paints af view e those of the
suthar lix e mecesarily repsesent these ol the Blacivnal Tnssicuce of atice nar the
LIS, Drepartnient of Justice, ]
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LITERATURE REVIEW

A series of studies have been conducted on the media. A smaller subset of that
research examines the process by which media organizations make decisions
about the types of stories they research, write about, and print or broadeast
(for example, Chermak, 1994b; Chibnall, 1977, 1981; Ericson, Baranck, and
Chan, 1987, 1989; Fishman, 1980; Gans, 197%; Glasgow Universicy Media
Group, 1980; Kasinsky, 1994; Rock, 1981). Although many researchers hawe
mvestigated the way news media operate, fow specifically look at the police-
media relationship, Even fewer examine the media'’s treatment of police al-
leged or real deviance, A paucity of this literature analyzes the process by
which the media research, write, and print or broadcast stories about police
violence, This lack of coverage is unfortunace given that “because [police] arc
in the media spotlight constantly, [they] are especially vulnerable to having
their procedural strays focused upon and controlled through the pressure of
publicity” (Ericson, Baranek, and Chan, 1989: 97)° This gap in the literacure
prevents us from understanding how certain tvpes of palice violence receive
the publicity and the chain reaction of events that police violence causes,

METHODOLOGY

Since I first started this research in 1988, [ have conducted 55 semi-structured
face-to-face interviews with reporters, editors, police public relations person-
nel, and lawyers representing clients who claimed to have suffered or were ac-
tually victims of palice vialence in Denver, New York Cicy, and Toronce.”
Individuals selected to be interviewed were culled from newspaper and maga-
zine articles on police violence or through referrals. In other words, I ob-
tained a snowball sample, and [ make no pretenses or claimg abour having a
representative sammple of all individusk who work for or have coneact with the
media and police,

REVIEW OF THE MODEL

Publicization of incidents of police violence depends on a series of factors re-
lated to the operation of media organizations. Of paramount importance to
media reporting of police violence is the working relationship between police
and journalists, This can affect the number and type of stories. In addition,
the "dynamics of the news production systemt’” (that is, bureaneratic, norma-
tive, and economic), must be considered as factors thar affect the printing oc
broadeast of stories (Fishman, 1980: 1411 520

I use the cover term media initiation to describe the series of events that
lead to an incident of police violence coming to the attention of news organi-
zations znd the decision-making process to communicate it to the public,
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government, and police department. The media are seen as the primary
agenda setters (for example, Gatlin, 1980), In this policy sphere, social prob-
lem, and political relationship, the media occupy a central ground for conflict
managetnent (thar is, expansion and resolution). The media also seeve an edu-
cational funcuen both inside and outside the police deparcment. For instance,
the media might reveal informacion thar can help police managers improve
service delivery and might be another method of menitoring police employ-
ces. Besides their effects on the police, news media can inform peliticians and
activises about problems arising in police-citizen relalionships.

[ the long run, “newsmaking i5 & fluid and equivocal process yet highly
structured and severely cireumseribed by organization, konowledge, and capac-
ity o commuricate’ (Ericson, Baranek, and Chan, 1987 178). Media initia-
cion, 1 the form of aricles or broadeast disclosing police vielence, 15
hypothesized to depend on a composite of 10 interacting factors endemic o
reporters, sources, and news organizations, These variables are ranked in in-
creasing arder of predicted importance: gender of reporter(s), experience of
reporter(s), number of media outlets in a city, number of reporters, status of
reporter(s), source of the report, type of reporters or beats writing or report-
ing abour police violence, kind of news organization, rype of medium, and
editorial decisions and traditions.” (See Figure 7-1)

Gender of Reporter(s)

Gender of reporter can affect the type of information that he or she gathers or
has access oo Following extensive nterviews with police reporters, some
trends emerged. Female police reporters are often treated differently than male
police reporters are: they have more difficulty developing sources and take
longer to do so than male reporters do.” Many male police officers are pater-
nalistic toward female reporters and, despite the increased numbers of police-
women on forces, consider the ferale reporters to be "potential dates”" This
iz mot the experience of all women reporters. According to Virginia Byrne,
police reporter of four-and-a-half years with the Asseciated Press, most sources
“are interested in brighrness, integrity, and the ability of the reporters to use
their mformation judiciously ™™ and noc the gender of the reporter. In addi-
tion to these problems encountered with male police officers, female police
reporters also experience discrimination from male reporters that can hamper
the free Aow of information.

Experience of the Reporter(s)

The greater reporters’ experience in the feld and with their editors or pro-
ducers, the higher the likelihood they will uncever stories on police violence
and convinee their editors to publish or air these stories, Journalists take a long
time to master their working environment, develop expertise in researching
and writing, and develop a sense of trust with their sources. Feeporters gain
experience during their formal and informal traming as well as by exposure to
different beats, Maost reporters are trained on the job and get sccustomed o
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FISURE 7-1 Media Initiation®
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their beats through making a series of rounds to bureancratically oriented
sources (Fishman, 1980: Chapter 2). Experienced reporters are more likely to
be able to negotiate with their editors and producers, extract information from
sources, determine the amount of time and energy to expend in collecting in-
formation for a story, and better predict the probability of a final product {that
13, article or broadeast) than are novice reporters,

Number of Media Outlets

The more media (that is, newspapers and radio and television stations) that
exist in a city, the greater the competition (for example, Ericson, Baranek, and
Chan, 1987: 177). Also, the greater the number of news outlets of the same
type (for example, newspapers), the higher the level of competition is, If re-
porters feel pressured to find the most sensationalistic information, then it is
reasonable to assume that some of those stories will concern police violence.
This competitive spirit can also contribute to reporting police violence that is
not necessarily excessive,
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police force, The internal source can be individual pelice officers, ncluding
siders, “informants” or “whistle blowers” in the police department™; police
radie or scanner; police complaints division; public affairs; and the chief's of-
fice. Some organizational and individual sources outsade the police depart-
ment include the police union or association; police commission members;
other reporters; other media outlets; offices of the commissioner of public
complaine, coroner, and public prosecutors; governmental agencies; con-
cerned members of the -:l.':lmmunity‘; ]:gﬂl institutions; wiktnesses at inquj.rics;
eqtablished ad hoo protest groups; witnesses to police violence; independent
groups that monitor the police; elected representatives; prominent communicy
leaders; lawryers For victims or their families; the alleged victims™® relatives or
friends; and, mere important, the victims themselves when possible,

A maajor determinant of whether or not reporters have access to informa-
ticn from the police is the unique working relationship berween reporters and
palice departments. The academic literature points to two major types of po-
lice reporters: those in the inner circle and those on the ourside.” Much of
the rescarch on this subject supgests thae the inner circle works out of “the
police newsroom,” maintains close affinities with police officers,” and secks
“searies sympathetic to the police viewpoint” (Ericson, Baranek, and Chan,
1989: 103), Consequently, innee-circle sources are very limited in the type of
articles they produce or are biased. Predictably, inner-circle reporters serve as
sources of infermation for each other, Thus innee-circle police reporters are
less likely to report mformation critical of the police department (198%: 106},

The outer-circle reporters, in contrast, are more likely to repeort palice de-
vianee: less inclined to use the police newsroom, working instead from their
media organization’s offices; are more detached from police sources; and have
a conflictual and rense relationship with the pelice {Ericson, Baranek, and
Chan, 198% 104-112). This type of reporting encourages police accountabil-
ity and reform, In general, outer cirele reporters receive their stories “from
their assignment editors”™ {1987) and "used a wide variety of police sources
and units, When they had burned one person or unit, and were denied further
access in consequence, they moved on to other persons or units to further their
purpose” (1989: 130)."

Information gathered from interviews that [ conducted with a variety of
actors, especially police reporters and public information officers of big city
police departments, shows that there is either a complete absence of the in-
sider—cutsider distinctions among reporters or that this arrangement varies
from one news organization or reporter to another. Alchough the insider-
outsider categorization might have been an accurate description of the state of
police reporting, during the 1980s economic considerations seem to have
changed the number of police reporters newsrooms ¢an hire and consequently
the number of roles they can assume. Moreover, typically police reporters now
cover a variety of stories, in addition to those that focus solely on police and
crime, and consequently, the reporters are in the field more. There iz also a
difference between Ericson'’s view and mine about how beats are constructed

CHAPTER SEVEN! THE ROLE OF THE MEDIA 107

from newspaper to newspaper and from one type of media to another, For ex-
ample, even though “so-called” inner-circle police reporters are provided with
a newsroom by the police departmens, they are rarcly physically present, Most

of their time is spent out in the field collecting information from officers, vie-
rims, and witnesses,

Type of News Organization

Reesearchers also distinguish between popular (for example, tabloid) versus
quality news outets (for example, broadsheet). As Ericson, Baranek, and
Chan, (198%; 118-119) pointed out, “popular news outlets were oriented to
crime-incident reports and primary and rertiary understanding, whereas gual-
ity news outlets gave emphasis to policing the police” Further,

Popular media are particularly noted for their emphasis on sensational
crime, viclence, sexual aberrations, major fires, disasters, and other tales of
the Ut!exptﬂtt}d that teillate and entertzin, ‘Qua]it}r" news outlets, on the
other hand, disavow artention to such matters, but this is usually a matter
of degree rather chan kind, (Voumvakis and Ericson, 1984, as cited in
Ericson, Baranek, and Chan, 1987: 48)

Finally, there is also a difference berween mainstream and alternative media.
Although the former with mass circulations publish frequentdy and are accessi-
ble by the general public, the latter cater to a small and select audience and do
not publish as aften. Alcernative media are more likely to report stories on po-
lice deviance than the mainsteeam press because of political and macket seg-
menting agendas,

Type of Medium

Although some writers have suggeseed that there is little difference among
mediums (for example, Schlesinger, 1978; Tuchman, 1978), others disagree
{Glasgow University Media Group, 1976; Graber, 1980; Sheley and Ashking,
1981}, Ericsen, Baranek, and Chan, (1987: 76) say that this discrepancy exists
because both groups of researchers have different foci of study. Regardless,
medium type affects how reports of police violence are portrayed (that is,
amount of sensationalism, comprehensiveness, and so on) and the publics per-
ceprion of credibaliey,

MNewspapers are the most comprehensive for numbers of stories on pelice
violence, leave a relatnvely casily retrievable record (generally microfilm or in-
dexes), and cover the story in greater depth, Radio and television, though
leaving a permanent record of audio and video tapes, are the most difficult o
access archivally. The broadesst media, however, are the most effective vehi-
cles for sustaining the personalization and dramatization of the story {Ericson,
Baranek, and Chan, 198%: 214), Yer broadcast media are also more cautions
than their counterparts because their licenses can be revaked by the Bovern-
ment for minor violations of federal communications laws.,
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Moreover, newspapers are potentially more comprehensive because they
have more reporters in the field than do the broadeast media, This situation
often leads o broadceast media Pmducing secondary reports bazed on the prj__
mary research of the newspapers. And, as with different types of organizations,
cach source tvpe is attracted to different mediums. Drespite chese differences,
every newsmaking organization can marshal different resources o cover a par-
tcular story,

The pepular and qualicy distinetion determines the mediom’s emphasis on
nevs originating from different beats, In the past, popular formars gave the
st attention to police beat stories, bur there 1 some indication that broad-
cast news are mereisingly seeking out these trpes of stories, The court beat 15
primarily print-ericnted, and the popular/quality distinction is a secondary
consideration. In contrast, for the legislature, neither medium is preferred;
rather, sources prefer outlets with large circulations or audiences (Ericson,
Baranek, and Chan, 1'989: 393-304).

Finally, “relevision journalises. . rely heavily on predictable sources of sto-
vies in particular bureaucratic settings™ whereas

Mewspaper [reportess] hifve] more resources, including a greacer number
of journalbists. These resources allow the newspaper to set up a more de-
centralized systen: for routine news work, including a larger number and
miore diverse mange of topic and beat specialists. . newspaper time and
space constraints are less severe .. (Bricson, Baranek, and Chan, 1987
354.355)

Editorial Decisions and Traditions

[ addition to the relationship bevween reporters and sources, o complex un-
derstanding cxists between reporters and their variows editors and producers,
Thus interaction affeces the assignment, writing, editing, and printing or broad-
casting articles or stories about police violence., Many of these decisions take
place in newspaper, radio, and television newsrooms, reflecting their unique
p'Ig{'T](L'lH and (!I:I'!I!'Il'rl'l'l'i-;' I:O]'LS['[‘Q.]‘H[S_

[n deciding if, how, and when a story will be ran, most editors and pro-
ducers (as do reporters) make decisions about the reliability and “abnormal-
ity™ of the story, 1ts sources, ather competing newsworthy stories, and, other
storics that are on schedule, or wers written or shot for that day’ news, Also
of concern are the ramifications of the story as well as the predicred resources
it will take to substantiate ts claims and complete it. Some of these decisions
evolee from editors’ and journalists” self censorship (that is, an avoidance of
conteoversial stories). Many of these editorial decisions are invalved wich what
i= generally referred o as aspects of occupational newsroom culture.

These decisions are made 0 two contexts {where editors exercise control);
before a story 15 written or shot, and once the story is written or shot {for ex-
ample, Burns, 1979 Ericson, Baranek, and Chan, 1987 Chapter 6; 198%
Fishman, 1980: Chaprer 1} GUMG, 1976, 1980; Schleunger, 1978; Tuchman,
1978; 31-38).
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Editorial decisions will ultimately determine whether a segment is broad-
cast or article is published that mentions palice violence and, in rurn, will also
affect the tone or trearment of that report. The publication or broadcase of 2
police violence report will generally lead to public, governmental, and police
arousal. The media simply act as the catalyst and filter through which
competing definitions and interpretations of the act(s) of police violence are
channeled.

CONCLUSION

Unmistakably, these factors interact with cach other in the specified causal
order to facilitate the publication or broadcast of stories on police vielence. In
general. this process structures the type and number of articles and stories
printed or broadcase on police viclence. To test the strength of as many of the
propositions of this model as possible, each factor should be operationalized,
relationships among factors should be clearly specified, and an appropriace
empirical method should be selected (for example, surveys) to assess how
newspaper, radio, and relevision station personnel and organizations conform
to the media initiation process. This will allow researchers, policymakers, and
even the media to better understand how information on police violence
makes its way into the public domain,

Causal modeling of the rype deweloped here is an iterative task. First gen-
eration causal models in 4 field of inquiry such as the connection berween the
media and the police, which is descriptively rich but analytically barren, will
provide the foundation for future and more complex models, More soplhisti-
cated models of media initiation should be developed in different markets (size
of cities) and include psychological and rational choice theories on the causes
of this process,

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

L. According to Puoss, what are some facrors that determine whether or nat
incidents of police violence or alleged police violence will become news
stoTies?

2. What role does the author suggest that individual factors such as gender,
status, and experience of the reporter play in the news gathering and
dissernination process? Does Ross's model suggest that a rookie (inexperi-
enced) female reporter would necessarily be at a disadvantage in gathering
news about police violence? Why or why not?

3 According to the author, how do police reporters generally acquire the
information used in preparing stories about police violence? Daoes this
influence what is reported?
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MOTES

1. Palee viclence has been defined i
various wavs, “hiost definitions, however,
reat it as a type of miscanduce amd de-
vianes, The tenm s used to cover a wide
range of phenomena. epemling on the
comtext, vielent police behavios are
v:lf':l:-||5.|':.' refereed po s police abuse, as-
sanlts, brocality, riots, extea-lega) or exces-
sive force, deadly force, shootings, death
sepasl aveivity, and torture commirted by
polive officers” (o, 19435 223

2. For g deseriprion of the licer stages of
this model, see Fooss, | 9955,

A all further references o police and
crime repormers will be covered by the
tabel “palice reporters.” It asa must be
understoad that general asignment re-
porters vin, feom tine @ time, cover the
police. Big {geearaphically dispersed) or
cormplex incidens are coversd by a team
of these reperters, The newspapers, in
E1:'||I:i-.'l.'.|;{r. d-.'tpl.‘l'lc‘l OF ]:IL':-L':-| q1!'g|:||,-:ral
ASKTITCDE TEEATEC TS 13 COVET i stoTy from
a wariery of angles.

A, Fora roview af madeling in the social
scienoes, see, for cxample, Brodbeck
{1959, Ihesing (1971: Chaprer 7,
Pilld}':'k and Bubicield {1 1}3]:;._ Stl;:n'_i_‘d]]l_
{19700, and e the crimimal justice field,
see, for instance, Behigian (1977). This
study s fimited to lmg-city police depart-
mments anid the local media that cowver
then,

5. Adthough feld wark by Ericson,
Baranck, and Chan (1987) applies w
specitic news ergaeiztiens in Toronto, it
15 oot entirely generalizable to nevws agen-
cies in acher cites, Moreover, it neglects
the newszooms and personnel of radia
staticns, “In Bntan, Canada, and che
Uniced States, their [meedia] influenee s
enorneus, Police forces consider carefully
the impact of their actions on public
apinion, Sometimes, ef course, this leads
them to take strenuous acticn te mislead
the public,. . (Bayley, 1985 166-167}
6. These cities were chosen based an
proximity, fmmiliacty, ad comparabilicy.

7. These factors and processes will noc be
cxplared in this model, Bace was omitted
fram the media initiation porction of this
model, This did nor appear as a faccor
ol in the lresature T reviewed and the
people [ interaewed, most of whom werne
not visibly minores,

8. This madel is a modificadion of the ane
used by Encson, Baranek, and Chan,
(1987 41), which in turn is adapted from
these wsed by MeCueal and Windal
(1981,

9. According to Anne Murry, police
reporter wich the Mew Yo Poir. Personal
interview with auther, August 26, 1591
10, According o interview with author
Aungnsr 27, 1991

11. [;l:. 1{":.?‘1., MJew ‘rr-:.)rk .'\.'eu.q;‘arnzr, 'Eq}r
example, had five full-ume police re-
prTEeTs,

12, See Ereion, Bamanek, and

Chan, {1985 313-338) for a more detailed

owerview of these alternative methads,

13, For a curtory understanding of how
thias heat functions, see Bancroft (1967,
Gieber and Johnson (19613, and Lowvell
1983 Chapter 4,

14, Sometimes chis is racially motrvated.
Druring the 1560z, “rensions created by
blacks chjecting to the treatment white
officers were mving cigzens. . Jed to black
and whate caps pulling guns on each ather
in Dretenit and Chizage" (Srark, 1972: 65),
Ar ather times it is 2 way of making an-
ather officer or officers look bad far office
politics reasomns.

15, Al subsequent references (o victimg
will include the understanding chat chey
gan be 3]]L1g¢d. VICILmE.

16, Ths is alsa referred to as the good
guybad guy reporter stategy.

17, By the same token, police organiza-
tions can use a vanety af technigues ko
effectively control the flow of informarion
coming o reporters {for example, Ercson,

Baranek, and Chan, 1958%; 140),
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ediz crime reporting often is criticized, and rightly 5o, because of

the selection and dissemination of skewed depictions of crime to the

public, Research indicates that media coverage of crime consistently
overrepresents, indeed, exaggerates particularly violenr, random crimes; ne-
glects to report that 35 percent of all murders accur between acquaintances;
fails to report that about 93 percent of all erimes are property crimes; presents
crime as entertainment; and groundlessly fuels viewers' perceptions that threats
ta thern and their safety are growing even during times when crime races have
remained stable or declined (Burean of Justice Statistics, 1991, MacGillis and
ABC News, 19831, As a result, researchers conclude that crime in che media
“bears lietle resemblance” to reality (Sheley and Ashkins, 1984: 137),

As the media overemphasize violent crime stories, the public's belief about
the frequency of violent crimes has become incongruent with official crime
rates. Heavy viewers of television crime and news programs are most likely to
become “criminophobic,” to distore the reality of violent crime from internal-
izing an image of a crime—filled world {Sheley and Ashkins, 1984) as they soak
up crime depictions with “a can of beer in one hand, a can of mace in the
other” (Rosenberg, 1995: 110), Furchermore, most Americans learn of crime
and criminals only through the media, and television is the central medium
disseminating stories of crime and criminals (for example, Barak, 19942 3). A

AAn vazler verion of this chapeer was peeseated to the annual meeting of the Academy of
Criminal famice Sciences, Chicages, March, 1994,



