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ABSTRACT
CITY CHARACTERISTICS AND NATIONWIDE NEWSPAPER COVERAGE OF

THE MAGIC JOHNSON HIV ANNOUNCEMENT:

 A COMMUNITY STRUCTURE APPROACH


Although many articles have appeared in the past few years on the connection between mass media outputs and perceptions of HIV/AIDS, only recently has attention been drawn to the relation between reporting on HIV/AIDS and the structural characteristics of local communities.  A recent "white paper" drafted by distinguished health communication scholars for the NIMH Office of AIDS asks that researchers begin to explore links between national or community-specific norms and reporting patterns.  This research is one of the first systematic efforts to test that linkage by examining a cross-sectional national sample of newspapers.   Over 450 articles were studied using a content analysis technique that ultimately assigns a single "score" to each of twenty one papers in distinct U.S. geographic regions.  Comparing the rankings of those scores with city rankings on a variety of selected aggregate data indicators, several findings emerge.


Four clusters of hypotheses were tested, regarding: size (city population and media saturation);  belief system differences;  athletic and fitness involvement;  and status and achievement -- privileged lifestyles.  Correlation and regression analysis reveal that indicators of status and achievement -- measured by completing a college education (r =-.659; p=.0012) or attaining professional occupational status (r=-.65; p=.0014) -- along with athletic and fitness participation (r=-.58; p=.0058) are closely and strongly linked to variations in coverage of Mr. Johnson.  (College education accounts for .44 of regression variance.) Specifically, the higher the percentages of those with college degrees, in professional occupations or enrolled in health and fitness clubs in a city (all of which are highly inter-correlated), the less likely a city's newspaper is to give favorable coverage to Magic Johnson.


Curiously, there is little relation between variations in coverage of Johnson and such city characteristics as: ethnic identity (percent Black or Hispanic); fan enthusiasm (percent television sports fans);  or belief system variations (percent Catholic; percent engaged in devotional reading).  Income matters relatively little.  In sum, a community structure analysis of newspaper coverage suggests that the Magic Johnson HIV announcement reflects achievement, success and fitness issues more than ethnic or moral issues, or even sports fan involvement.


Prior research reveals that cities with higher proportions of socially "buffered" residents -- with high education or professional status or income -- are typically linked to reporting sympathetic to the circumstances of political refugees (Cubans) or professional women (Anita Hill).  But reporting on Magic Johnson (similar to that on Dr. Kevorkian) suggests the reverse, a "violated buffer" hypothesis: successful, healthy groups may be linked to the view that Mr. Johnson's circumstances represent a "universalization" of a lethal disease: a threat to lifestyles or life chances of the privileged.  Historical material on social reactions to plagues confirms that reactions to cholera, smallpox and the Black Death were similar.  The apparent Johnson message:  hard work and success carry no immunity from a deadly virus that is voraciously democratic.

COMPARING CITY CHARACTERISTICS AND NEWSPAPER COVERAGE OF THE

MAGIC JOHNSON HIV ANNOUNCEMENT:

A Community Structure Approach

Introduction: Returning Media to a Community Connection

Media scholars have studied agenda-setting for so many years that it may be difficult to remember a time when questions about media agendas were only one set of queries posed to address significant social issues.  It is curious, in particular, that communication studies scholars pay so little attention to questions about the way communities interact with media.  It is especially curious in the case of newspapers, because newspapers, along with radio, are among the last bastions of community focus, containing not only news of interest to community residents, but also a wide range of bulletin board activities -- from lists of community functions and advertisements to births, weddings and obituaries.  Yet until recently, journalists and communication scholars alike have explored patterns of newspaper use and influence that focus either on newspapers themseleves -- as institutions or collections of professionals-- or on individual newspaper readers as consumers of news or as recipients of certain news perspectives filtered through a range of uses and gratifications.  Linking characteristics of communities with patterns of local news coverage has been given little attention.


Of course, traditional questions about "media use" are indeed important for the newspaper profession and industry:  How increase or maintain readership in an era of increasing competitive media?  The fascination with quantifying use and readership, however, may have directed scholars and media professionals alike away from significant questions that connect media with society at large.


To ask important questions about the relation of media to community life is not to introduce a set of queries foreign to the study of media influence.  If anything, connecting media 

more explicitly with the the policies and programs of communities and cities is a return precisely to the questions that launched the study of communication in the United States earlier in this century.  Prior to the quantitatively sophisticated work of the more modern founders of the communication discipline (Lasswell, Lewin, Lazarsfeld and Hovland), Robert E. Park at the University of Chicago posed significant research questions in his 1922 book, The Immigrant Pres and Its Control, that are both important and widely overlooked today.   As summarized by Everett Rogers, those questions include:


o
 How does media content influence public opinion? (the agenda-setting process)


o
How are mass media influenced by public opinion? 


o
Can the mass media bring about social change? (Rogers, 1993, p. 35)

Media scholars have paid a great deal of attention to the first question, testing the agenda-setting perspective in a variety of contexts, but the second and third questions have received far less attention.  


There may be perfectly understandable reasons why media professionals avoid the second and third questions.  To suggest that mass media are influenced by public opinion or that mass media, in themselves, bring about change, is to challenge directly the deepest canons of recent professional journalism, which is supposed to be "independent" of public opinion and to report "impartially" on events without favoring one side or the other of a social issue.  The reasons for the development of this approach to professional journalism are well documented in the historical literature on the growth of modern journalism (See Schudson, 1991)  While avoiding these questions helped distance professional journalism from the more sensational, muckraking forebearers, the baby may have been thrown out with the bath.  In the name of professional journalism some of the most important questions that journalists and media scholars can pose have been eclipsed or overshadowed.   This study exploring links between nationwide newspaper coverage of Magic Johnson's HIV announcement and different city characteristics is an effort to address one of the overlooked questions posed by Park: how are mass media influenced by public opinion?  In this case public opinion is measured not through snapshot attitudinal surveys but through the relatively enduring characteristics of cities where newspapers are published.  

An Innovative Approach: Connecting Communities with Coverage of HIV/AIDS

Coverage of Magic Johnson's announcement that he was living with the HIV virus on November, 9, 1991 and thereafter yielded an outpouring of newspaper coverage concerned with him personally and what he symbolized as an athlete and potential spokesperson.  That  coverage represents a resource that can be explored to test several important questions about the links between newspapers and the communities they serve.  Newspaper coverage of a critical health communication event is especially important in light of a scholarly panel recommendation recently made to the Office of AIDS, National Institute of Mental Health, which includes mapping media coverage of HIV/AIDS victims and families in an effort to measure both the impact of media on community perceptions and norms, as well as the impact of those same norms on media coverage. (NIMH Panel, 1995, pg. 1)


To ask questions about the relation of communities and media is to pose an issue that researchers on AIDS and mass communication are only beginning to address.  A great deal of the scholarly work on HIV/AIDS has focused on the way the disease-infected are portrayed as victims, and which groups are most likely to be associated with that label (See, for example, Albert, E. 1986; Grube, A. & Boehme-Duerr, K., 1988; Fee, E. & Fox, D.M., 1989; Reardon, K.K. & Richardson, J.L., 1991; Serovich, J.M. Y Greene, A. & Parrott, A., 1992; Lester, E., 1992; and Serovich, J.M. & Greene, A., 1993.).


Some studies underscore the importance of media in forming perceptions and call for less "sensational" reporting and more attention to "educational communication" regarding HIV/AIDS (See Atkin, C. & Arkin, E.B., 1990; Davidson, 1991; Reardon, K.K. & Richardson, J.L., 1991; Rogers, E.M. & Chang, B., 1991; Lester, E., 1992; Kalichman, S.C. & Hunter, L.T., 1992;  Kalichman, S.C., et. al., 1993; and  Rogers, T.F., Singer, E. & Imperio, J. ,1993.).  And other studies directly call for more systematic mass communication research on the role of mass media in forming attitudes toward HIV/AIDS, reaching beyond "descriptive" attempts to more experimental and scientific efforts (See Storman, C.J. & Seltzer, P., 1989 - role of age and race; Dickinson, 1990; Bush, A.J. & Boller, G.W., 1991; Brown, W.J., 1991; and Zimet. G.D., et. al., 1993 - role of education.).


These studies seldom examine a key question:  to what extent does coverage in key cities vary with the specific characteristics and circumstances of those cities?  How much does coverage of Johnson's HIV status represent a social "mirror" of the city demographics surrounding newspapers?

A "Community Structure" Perspective on Health Communication Research


Different Levels of Analysis

Seeking explanations for variations in newspaper coverage of a "critical event" such as the Magic Johnson HIV announcement can lead scholars to at least three levels of analysis.  The first is the individual level, associating variations in the backgrounds or life histories or lifestyles of reporters and editors with differences in reporting on someone's experience with HIV/AIDS.  (For individual level collections of biographic material on journalists, see Johnstone, et. al., 1976; Pollock, 1981 and Weaver and Wilhoit, 1985.)  Yet newspapers are not simply reflections of the personal proclivities of single individuals or writers, but rather organizations that are both businesses requiring the selling of a product to remain in business and community organizations-- public institutions that serve as areas for the announcement, distribution and sometimes negotiation of community concerns about specific issues. (See Tichenor, Donohue and Olien, 1980)


A second level of analysis is the "organizational" level, in which the "incentives" of newsgathering as an occupational activity (with tight deadlines, shallow searches and immediate attention-grabbing headlines and leads) (See Sigal, 1973) or the way newswork is organized in the newsroom into certain routines (See Tuchman, 1978) may account for reporting outcomes  Yet professional incentives and organizational routines are likely to be similar across different news organizations and are unlikely to account for coverage differences among newspapers.


A third level of analysis, the community level, is perhaps the most promising analytical level to probe for systematic variations in newspaper reporting on health communication issues.   In their studies of cities of different sizes in Minnesota, Tichenor, Donohue and Olien (1980) concluded that newspapers in relatively large cities are unlikely to be easily controlled by a single set of political or economic elites, and rather than stake out a single, pre-agreed position, such papers serve as crucibles for the discussion of significant issues,.   To the extent that health communication issues are increasingly seen as issues of concern to all citizens, it is reasonable to expect that for these issues newspapers will resemble community forums for the presentation, discussion and negotiation of community perspectives on health concerns.


Community Structure and Reporting Outcomes

In general, newspapers are viewed by media scholars as closely linked to the communities they serve.  In a structural-functionalist paradigm, long popular in the social sciences, "media may be viewed as prominent subsystems within the larger social systems of the community; thus they tend to reflect the values and concerns of dominant groups in the communities they serve." (Smith, 1984:260).  Tichenor, Donohue and Olien have also articulated the importance of newspapers as "mechanisms for community social control that maintain the norms, values and processes of a community, and ... their functions necessarily fit into a pattern that varies predictably according to size and type of community." (Tichenor, Donohue and Olien, 1980: 102-103)  Indeed, scholarly work comparing systematically multiple characteristics of communities and reporting variation has found city variations in income, education, professional occupational status and age reading to be associated significantly with differences in newspaper coverage of a variety of critical events. (See Pollock and Robinson, 1977;  Pollock, Robinson and Murray, 1978;  Pollock, Shier and Slattery, 1995;  Pollock, 1995; Pollock and Whitney, 1995; and Pollock and Killeen, 1995; and Pollock, et. al, forthcoming) 


Newspaper Coverage and HIV/AIDS

Scholarly work on AIDS has just begun to reflect a sensitivity to the relation of media and what Smith calls "dominant groups" in communities.  A study of the way AIDS became part of newsmedia agendas during the 80s concluded that "mass media organizations are far from autonomous actors in the determination of which issues become news.  Media agendas ... are determined by a host of endogenous and exogenous variables." (Dearing and Rogers, 1992:190)


The same analysis found that although The New York Times played a special role in setting a national agenda for AIDS stories; and although the Rock Hudson and Ryan White stories in 1985, in particular, elevated media interest in AIDS to new levels (Dearing and Rogers, 1992:183), "outside variables may have been more influential in determining the importance of AIDS on mass media news agendas.  Thus, in the determination of what is news, mass media organizations are highly interdependent with their environment(s)." (Dearing and Rogers, 1992: 190)


The authors conclude that: "Research on media agenda-setting should conceptualize the output of mass media organizations as being closely responsive to the perceived attitudes and values held by efficacious groups of people within their relevant environment.... Interpersonal networks of concerned individuals, governments, community groups, scientific findings and political leaders stand out ... as important determinants of news coverage about AIDS." (Dearing and Rogers, 1992:191)


One systematic study of coverage of Magic Johnson after his November 7, 1991, announcement documented variations in tone among five of the nation's major papers as the story was explored further, changing from unadulterated heroism to more serious questioning about HIV/AIDS transmission generally (Payne and Mercuri, 1993).  That study relied on a sample of the first month of coverage in five major papers and found overall "similar" coverage.


Major questions remain unanswered, however.  First, exactly how much variation existed in newspaper coverage of Magic Johnson throughout the nation, and are some characteristics of cities more closely associated than others with variations in coverage of the Johnson infection?  A larger sample, containing newspapers from each region of the United States, as well as a content analysis technique that permits systematic comparison of newspaper and city characteristics, would help answer these questions.  

Four Clusters of Hypotheses

A review of the theoretical and empirical literature on ties between community structure and newspaper reporting, as well as the literature on social responses to plagues, yields four clusters of  hypotheses in this exploration of reporting on Magic Johnson, concerning: size  (of cities and media penetration);  belief systems;   athletic and fitness involvement;  and status or achievement.

Media and City Size


Size

In the series of Minnesota studies conducted by Tichenor, Donohue and Olien, partially summarized in Community Conflict and the Press (1980), larger cities or communities are believed (and found) to display a wider range of group interests and perspectives than smaller communities, due to the greater social differentiation and stratification found in larger cities.  This "structural pluralism" is also presumed associated with a wide range of viewpoints expressed in relatively large newspapers, which Tichenor, et. al. find are more likely than smaller papers to serve as crucibles for the negotiation of community concerns and conflicts. 


H1  The larger the city, the more favorable the coverage of the Magic Johnson (Source: 

City and County Extra); and


H2  The larger a newspaper's circulation size, the more likely coverage of Magic 



Johnson is to be favorable. (Source: Gale's Directory))


Media Saturation

Similarly, Tichenor, et. al. expect media abundance to be associated with a plurality of perspectives on critical events.  The greater the number of media outlets, the greater the opportunity for the expression of a variety of viewpoints on important issues.  In a similar study of city characteristics associated with newspaper coverage of Ryan White, number of radio and television stations, as well as newspaper circulation sizes, were found strongly associated with relatively favorable coverage of the hemophiliac boy with AIDS.  (Pollock, et. al, 1996)  Since a wider range of viewpoints will likely include greater empathy for a variety of behaviors and circumstances, applying these perspectives to coverage of Magic Johnson:

H3  The greater the number of television stations in a city, the more favorable the 

expected newspaper coverage of Magic Johnson. (Source: Gale Directory of 

Publications and Media Sources)


H4  The greater the number of radio stations in a city, the more favorable a paper's 

coverage of Magic Johnson.(Source: Gale Directory)


Belief System

Efforts to account for the spread of contagious disease have often linked them 
historically with immoral behavior:


While marginal social groups often carry the burden of blame, explanations of disease 











often become a means to define appropriate and moral behavior... The location of blame 
for disease in immorality reflects the old religious tradition of using sexual taboos to draw 
the line between insiders and outsiders, the "pure" and the "polluted," the coreligionists 
and the sources of pollution.  Disease is a means to reinforce sexual mores.  It serves as a 
public sign of the violation of socially defined boundaries.  The sick man becomes a sinner; 
pestilence is the punishment unleashed by divine retribution; disease is the means to 
cleanse the sin.  (Nelkin and Gilman, 1991:46)

It is reasonable to assume, therefore, that the higher the proportion of a city's population engaged in traditional religious activities, the less likely that city or city's major newspaper is to approve of those bearing lethal contagious diseases.  Certainly Magic Johnson's announcement made him the bearer of bad news.   In addition, the extensive premarital sexual activity and the readiness to put so many women at risk was unlikely to endear Mr. Johnson to those who take Catholic doctrine seriously.  Accordingly:
  

H5  The higher the percentage of city residents engaged in devotional reading, the less 
           

 likely a paper is to display favorable coverage of Magic Johnson.(Lifestyle 

Market Analyst)



H6  The higher the percentage of Catholics in a city, the less likely a paper is to display 

favorable coverage of Magic Johnson (Catholic Almanac)

Athletic and Fitness Involvement: Fans and Participants

It is reasonable to assume that relatively high percentages of sports fans in a city are associated with some sense of "involvement" in the lives of sports heroes.  Basil and Brown (1994) found that survey respondents who were more "involved" in Magic Johnson's activities prior to his announcement, displaying some kind of positive psychological attachment to him,

were more likely to accord him sympathy when he revealed his HIV condition. (Basil and Brown, 1994; see also Flora and Maibach, E.W., 1990)  Similarly, the more involved in athletic or fitness activity someone is, the greater the likelihood of some kind of "identification" with Magic Johnson, and by extension, the greater the likely sympathy at his plight. (Note #1) Accordingly:


H7  The higher the percentage of sports fans in a city, measured by ratings of televised 

sports events, the more favorable the reporting on Magic Johnson is expected to 

be (Source: Lifestyle Market Analyst); and


H8  The higher the interest in athletic or fitness participation in a ctiy --measured by 

memberships in health clubs and gyms -- the more favorable the coverage of 

Magic Johnson is expected to be (Source: Lifestyle Market Analyst)












Status or Achievement: The "Buffer " and "Violated Buffer" Hypotheses

According to Keith Stamm in his theoretical and empirical work collected in Newspapers and Community Ties: Toward a Dynamic Theory (1985), amenity-rich  environments, those with higher quality of life measures, are those most likely to attract knowledgeable, educated citizens and to have the best prospects for prosperity.  By extension, the more "lifestyle advantage" a city enjoys, the more likely a city paper is to be open to reasonable efforts to change or be able to evaluate proposed changes less in terms of immediate uncertainty than in terms of long-term social and political values and gains.   Following this reasoning, the more individuals in a city who are "buffered" from scarcity and uncertainty, the less likely a city is to manifest traditional political and social values that have denied refugees, minorities and women access to economic and political advancement.


The "buffer hypothesis" has been confirmed in recent studies.  A cross-section sample of newspapers throughout the United States, for example, found that relatively favorable reporting on political asylum for Cuban refugees correlated highly with "buffering": relatively high levels of income and higher proportions of middle-aged citizens in cities where the newspapers are published. (Pollock, Shier and Slattery, 1995)  Another cross-section national sample of newspapers found that the higher the percent of "buffered" population segments -- professionals and college educated -- in a city, the more favorable the coverage of Anita Hill during and immediately after the Clarence Thomas hearings. (Pollock and Killeen, 1995).     


In the case of Magic Johnson, the "buffer hypothesis" is likely to be turned on its head, because his announcement created a new vulnerability for economically successful Americans.  According to Nelkin and Gilman, in a chapter in a book titled In Time of Plague: The History and Social Consequences of Lethal Epidemic Disease (1991),  the threat of AIDS, similar to the threats of other contagions in the past, has given rise to efforts to place blame on someone or some group because: "Blaming has always been a means to make mysterious and devastating diseases comprehensive and therefore possibly controllable... In a situation of communal anxiety, locating blame for disease is in effect a strategy of control.  If responsibility can be fixed, perhaps something -- discipline, prudence, isolation -- can be done." (Nelkin and Gilman, 1991:40-41)  


Drawing the connection between blame's quest for certainty and deep social-class biases, Nelkin and Gilman note that it represents a way for individuals to feel safer and "distant" from the threat of contamination:

 
Categories of blame often reflect deep social-class biases (emphasis added).  Illness is 
frequently associated with poverty and becomes a justification for social inequities.  But 
blaming is also a way to create psychological as well as social boundaries.  For the 
individual, blame is a way to draw a boundary between the self and the diseased, and 
thereby to release anxiety.  To make stereotypical definitions of who is at risk is, of 
course, to fantasize.  But disease is frequently associated with the "other," be it the other 
race the other class, the other ethnic group.  (See the carefully documented case of 
venereal disease by Allan Brandt, No Magic Bullet, 2nd ed., 1987.)  Inevitably, the locus 
of blame is also tied to specific ideological, political and social concerns.  Blame is in 
effect a social 
construct, a reflection of the worldviews, social stereotypes and political 
biases that prevail at a given time. (Nelkin and Gilman, 1991:41)


Magic Johnson's circumstances, however, changed the ease with which relatively privileged groups could blame the "other".  For Mr. Johnson was clearly very successful and had access to multiple privileges.  If someone like him were at risk from HIV/AIDS (his promiscuous lifestyle notwithstanding), then privileged groups in general might also be at risk.  In this content, Magic Johnson pierced any "buffer" that might have shielded the privileged from the threat of HIV contamination so long associated with marginal groups.  


As a result, cities with relatively high proportions of privileged people may display newspaper reporting reflecting a "violated buffer", unfavorable coverage for someone who had so much going for him and who behaved with what Fred Bruning wrote in MacLean's as "astonishing disregard in this precarious age." (MacLean's, Dec. 9, 1991, p. 13).  (The "violated buffer" proposition is consistent with findings from a study of coverage of Dr. Kevorkian who, like Magic Johnson, may represent for privileged citizens the precariousness of mortality.  Cities with higher median incomes are likely to reveal reporting relatively unfavorable to Dr. Kevorkian's activities.  See Pollock, et. al, forthcoming.)  Several hypotheses follow logically:


H9  The higher the percentage of professionals or executives/managers in a city, the 

more likely a paper is to display unfavorable perspectives on Magic Johnson. 

(Source: City and County Extra);


H10   The higher the percentage of citizens with four or more years of college in a 

city, the less favorable the coverage of Magic Johnson. (City and County 

Extra);


H11  The higher the proportion of city residents with annual family incomes of 



















$100,000 or more, the more likely a city newspaper is to report unfavorably on 



















Magic Johnson. (Lifestyle Market Analyst)


The converse is also likely.  Cities with relatively high proportions of citizens below the poverty level may be associated with reporting sympathetic to the plight of someone who has both risen and fallen so far.  Therefore:


H12  The higher the proportion of citizens with incomes below the poverty level, the 

more likely a paper is to display favorable perspectives on Magic Johnson. 

(Source: City and County Extra)

Methodology

Locally generated news items over one paragraph in length printed during the period Nov. 7, 1991, to December 31, 1991, were studied in the a cross-section sample of twenty-one papers printed throughout the nation.  That period encompassed the day Mr. Johnson made his announcement until the year-end summaries stopped.  After January 1, 1992, noticeably fewer articles were printed on Mr. Johnson's circumstances in virtually every paper selected.


Newspapers were selected for their geographic dispersion and for their availability either on the DIALOG Computer Information Program or on microfilm.  The Los Angeles Times was not included in the sample because that city is the current hometown of Magic Johnson and the Los Angeles Lakers, and it was believed that "hometown hero" and "favorite son" factors would contaminate the influence of city characteristics on Johnson coverage in Los Angeles in a way that would not apply to the other cities.  Neither were New York or Washington, D.C., included in the sample, because it was believed that the special status of these cities as financial and political capitals of the entire nation makes their major newspapers reflect something more than local, metropolitan demographics


Each of the resulting 435 articles was coded for two kinds of information: One was a "display" or "attention" score, ranging from 0-16 points based on article placement, headline size, article length (in column inches), and presence (and importance) of photographs.  Each article also received a "content" score in one of three categories:

o
One category was "legitimizing/favorable".  This meant the dominant content of the article described Magic Johnson or his behavior/circumstances as: heroic (even if a "fallen" hero, a major role model, candid in facing and describing his "plight"), educational (new social role as activist), a leader ("good" people can get sick), able to overcome new challenges (he can still play basketball), and generally lovable.

o
A second major category was "delegitimizing/unfavorable".  In articles coded with this designation Mr. Johnson or his behavior/circumstances were portrayed as: "predatory" (consider the many women infected), a bad example, "womanizer" (promiscuity), thoughtless (endangering other players by playing on the All-Star team and returning to basketball), lacking in leadership (quitting the AIDS commission) and reinforcing fear and intolerance (His message discriminates against gays and women, who face a double standard compared to the tolerance displayed toward his sexual exploits.). 

o
The third major content category is "balanced/neutral", in which the dominant content of an article was neither clearly favorable nor unfavorable, or contained a roughly equal amount of both favorable and unfavorable material.  These articles acknowledged Mr. Johnson's promiscuity without passing judgement on his behavior and recognized his emergence as the new spokesman for HIV/AIDS awareness and prevention.


All articles were selected for intercoder reliability tests, and the overall Holsti's Coefficient of Intercoder Reliability was .92.  After coding each article for both attention and content, articles were sorted into the three content categories for each newspaper, and the Janis-Fadner "coefficient of imbalance" was calculated for each newspaper (Janis & Fadner,1965: 153-160), resulting in a single score varying between -1 and +1, where scores above zero indicate favorability and those below zero unfavorability.  


Articles using the Janis-Fadner Coefficient of Imbalance in communication research have been accepted for publication in such journals as Comparative Politics, Society, Journalism Quarterly, Newspaper Research Journal and the edited, refereed collection Communication Yearbook. (See respectively Hurwitz, Green & Segal, 1976; Pollock & Robinson, 1977; Pollock, Murray & Robinson, 1978; Pollock, et. al., forthcoming; and Pollock & Guidette, 1980). Papers using the Janis-Fadner Coefficient of Imbalance have also been accepted for presentation at professional conferences, examining topics such as coverage of political refugees as well as comparative newspaper reporting on the NAFTA debates and decision;  on the Crown Heights disturbances in Brooklyn, NY; and on Anita Hill's testimony in the Clarence Thomas hearings. (Respectively, Pollock, Shier and Slattery, 1995;  Pollock, 1995; Pollock and Whitney, 1995; and Pollock and Killeen, 1995) (Note #2) 


With a single score available for each newspaper, it became possible to rank newspapers according to their coefficients of imbalance, from most to least favorable toward Magic Johnson.  It also became possible to associate newspaper "imbalance" rankings with corresponding city rankings on a variety of aggregate measures, permitting researchers to test several hypotheses. 

Results


Generally Favorable Reporting

A rank-ordering of the coefficients of imbalance indicates all are in the overall direction of "favorable" toward Magic Johnson.  

Table 1

COEFFICIENTS OF IMBALANCE



Memphis Commercial Appeal

.817




Wichita Eagle




.753




Phoenix Arizona Republic/Gazette

.688




Pittsburgh Post-Gazette


.660




Fresno Bee




.602




Charlotte Observer



.582




Philadelphia Inquirer



.555




Akron Beacon Journal


.500




Chicago Tribune



.460




Buffalo News




.398




San Jose Mercury News


.386




Madison (WI) Capital Times/State Journal
.300




New Orleans Times Picayune


.232




Houston Post




.210




Detroit Free Press



.208




Rocky Mountain News


.200




Atlanta Journal & Constitution

.190




Seattle Times




.160




St. Louis Post-Dispatch


.150




San Francisco Chronicle


.070




Boston Globe




.050

Although all the papers are somewhat favorable, the range of favorability is great, between .05 (Boston Globe) and .817 (Memphis Commercial Appeal)


Education and Professional Occupational Status Linked to Less Positive Coverage  









of Johnson; "Violated Buffer" Hypothesis Partially Confirmed

Correlation analysis reveals "city privilege", in the form of relatively high education and professional achievement levels, is associated, as predicted, with less positive coverage of Magic Johnson.  The greater the proportion of college-educated residents in a city (r = -.659; p = .0012), or the greater the proportions of those with professional/technical occupational status in a community (r = -.65; p = .0014)), the less likely a newspaper is to accord Magic Johnson favorable reporting. (See Table 2.)


These findings appear to confirm partially the "violated buffer" hypothesis: Perhaps relatively privileged or successful groups do view Johnson's circumstances as threatening their own lifestyles or life chances, with one exception.  High income has little relation to negative or positive coverage.     


Table 2

SIGNIFICANT PEARSON CORRELATIONS


Factor



Correlation

Probability
Percent College Educated

-.659


.0012

Percent Professional/Technical
-.650


.0014

Athletic Participation (Membership in

     athletic clubs and gyms)

-.580


.0058

Percent TV Sports Fans

 .267


.2423*


*This factor was included to illustrate how clearly three distinct factors are associated 
with favorable or less favorable coverage of Magic Johnson.  Percent TV Sports Fans was 
the next most significant factor after the top three, and it is not significant at the .05 level.


Perhaps income is more important at one end of the economic continuum than at the other.  Multiple stepwise regression analysis confirms not simply that 55 percent of the variance is accounted for by two factors (and most of that by one), but also that while levels of high income may not be related to the direction of coverage of Magic Johnson, absence of income may indeed play a role.  Regression analysis reveals that percent below the poverty level is a factor associated with coverage of Magic Johnson: the higher the level of poverty in a city, the more positive a city paper's coverage of Magic Johnson.  This finding, in the direction predicted, provides additional evidence for the "violated buffer" hypothesis: the greater the proportion of those who are not buffered from poverty, the greater the likelihood of coverage relatively sympathetic to the Lakers' most visible leader. (See Table 3.)
Table 3

FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH COVERAGE OF MAGIC JOHNSON

Best 2-Variable Model

Variable


Parameter Estimate

F

Probability*

Percent College Educated
-0.400



21.29

.0001

Percent Below Poverty Level
 0.0151


  4.53

.0474

Equation
  R-square

       .55

  F


   10.92

  Probability

       .0008

  N


   21 

Incremental R-square (Beta Weights)
  College Educated
.44

  Poverty Level 
.11


*Only those factors significant at the .05 level or better are shown.


Athletic and Fitness Interest, Contrary to Prediction, Linked to Less Positive 
Coverage

The major surprise in the correlation analysis is that athletic interest -- measured in memberships in fitness centers and gyms -- is strongly associated not with more positive, but actually with less positive coverage of Magic Johnson (r = -.580; p = .0058).   Level of fan interest in a city -- measured in terms of tv viewing of sports events -- is not clearly associated with the direction of coverage of the basketball star.  Good physical condition is clearly no barrier to the transmission of HIV, and that certainty was massively and thoroughly reinforced by the basketball star's revelation.


Indicators of Educational, Professional and Fitness Success All Cluster

Although college education is given credit for most of the variance accounted for in the regression equation, the inability of the regression process to add professional status or athletic involvement to educational attainment suggests that education, professional status and athletic involvement are all tapping essentially the same dimension: personal success.  Indeed, cross correlations reveal that all three of the most potent factors associated with less favorable coverage of Magic Johnson are highly intercorrelated. (See Table 4)

Table 4


Inter-Item Correlations of the Three Most Significant Factors




          Percent College   Percent Professional Percent Athletically 






     Educated                Status
                  Involved


Percent College Educated

    1.000

.89


.86

Percent Professional Status

    .89

          1.000


.85



Percent Athletically Involved

    .86

   
.85

          1.000


Conclusion


An Achievement and Fitness Issue More than a  Moral or Media Penetration Issue

The correlations that are not significant are as important as the ones found more potent.  It

is curious that city size, newspaper circulation and variety of media (number of television and radio stations) , all indicators of a variety and plurality of community interests, are not linked significantly to coverage of Mr. Johnson.  In parallel fashion, it is puzzling that indicators of a moral or belief system dimension -- such as percent engaged in devotional reading or percent Catholic -- are not associated consistently with variations in coverage of Magic Johnson.  According to one account:


From its first diagnosis in 1981, most professional reports and the popular press have 
labeled AIDS, not as a viral disease like hepatitis, but as a sexually transmitted disease like 
syphilis.  The label, of course, stigmatizes those with AIDS and implies that all sexual 
contact is promiscuous, immoral and dangerous.  (Nelkin and Gilman, 1991:45)


Yet no consistent connection is uncovered between belief system indicators and coverage of Johnson.  Nor is a city's level of "sports fan" enthusiasm, measured by audience ratings of televised sports activities, associated with any particular direction of coverage for the basketball star.  Even a classic indicator of economic status -- percent with family incomes over $100,000, is not clearly associated with variations in coverage of Mr. Johnson.  What does emerge, therefore, is a rather specific set of connections between several measures of individual status or achievement -- educational, occupational and athletic/fitness accomplishment -- all aggregated at the city level, and  less positive coverage of Mr. Johnson's predicament.  


Comparative Community Structure Approach to the Coverage of Critical Events 
Merits Attention

This analysis of coverage of Magic Johnson's announcement in twenty one cities and the association of news variation with specific community characteristics confirms the importance of a "community structure" analysis and an "archival" approach, using aggregate data to supplement material provided by polls and surveys.  The high level of variance explained (.55) by only two city characteristics (percent college educated and percent below the poverty level) confirms that an archival approach, matching the results of content analysis with variations in city characteristics, is a powerful tool in the effort to understand variations in coverage of critical events throughout the nation. 



The Magic Johnson study confirms the importance of factors that lie beyond immediate newspaper audiences as important concomitants of crisis coverage, factors that can include relatively enduring, "structural" characteristics of communities.  The factors significant in coverage of Magic Johnson are similar to what other communication studies find as well.   At least one of the two status or achievement indicators -- percent college educated or percent in professional occupations -- ( or income) has also been found associated with "distancing"coverage of another celebrity associated with a major health issue (Dr. Kevorkian) and of a government reputed to disregard human rights (China); or, by contrast,  with relatively "favorable" coverage of such individuals or groups as Anita Hill and Cuban refugees. (See, respectively, Pollock, et. al., forthcoming; Pollock, Kreuer & Ouano, forthcoming; Pollock & Killeen, 1995; and Pollock, Shier & Slattery, 1995.)  


Similarly, historical materials document the link between privileged social status and "distancing" from victims of lethal disease. (Nelkin & Gilman, 1991)  Finally, the findings parallel  recent work by Olien, Donohue and Tichenor: Newspaper coverage of Magic Johnson reveals a substantial amount of evidence consistent with the "guard dog" conception of media as "sentries for established groups in social conflict." (Olien, Donohue and Tichenor, 1995)

Such findings document the wisdom  of exploring not simply immediate newspaper audiences and "interest groups" and "influentials" and "elites", but also the relatively stable characteristics of communities , including community "norms" and "values" that are likely to have a bearing on any coverage linked to those characteristics.  To the extent that newspapers are not simply businesses but also public institutions where community issues and interests are articulated and negotiated, examining the characteristics of cities where newspapers are published is a worthwhile endeavor in order to understand the way communities affect coverage.

Content Analysis A Special Direction for Research on Health Communication Issues

Several questions for further research are raised by the findings in this study of Magic Johnson.  The city level analysis stands on its own, but would a comparison of newspaper readership characteristics and coverage reinforce or change any of the conclusions found in this comparison of coverage and city demographics?  What city-level polling data are available to reinforce or modify any  conclusions?  What would a comparison of article authorship and community characteristics yield about the strength of their relationships with coverage variation?   Most cities are substantially one-newspaper municipalities today, but where a "second" paper is striving and vibrant, how much does coverage vary between the two papers?  How are the demographics measured in this study translated into media coverage corresponding closely with them?  What mechanisms and dimensions are at work-- direct influence from "dominant" influentials, or gradual adult socialization to city-specific norms and values, or something else?


These questions deserve further study, but regardless of the answers, content analysis at the city level of analysis is an useful tool today.  The scholarly panel referred to at the beginning of this study prepared a "consensus statement"  recommending that the Office on AIDS of the National Institute of Mental Health fund scholars attempting to understand how "media coverage of HIV/AIDS affects national and community-specific norms and behaviors as well as how media coverage of HIV/AIDS is shaped." (NIMH Panel, 1995, pg. 1)  The report recommends scholars measure not just the "correspondence" between coverage and public opinion, but more pointedly the "influence" of media on community-level perceptions as well as the ways communities provide feedback to media institutions (e.g., through letters to the editor, public opinion polling, demonstrations or other mechanisms).  By comparing several characteristics of communities and isolating those linked most clearly with variations in coverage of a prominent HIV victim, this study of newspaper coverage of Magic Johnson is an effort to contribute to the new direction in health communication research.

Notes
1. It is reasonable to consider Magic Johnson a role model for Blacks as well as for people of other minority categories, including Hispanics.  A Black hero is expected to receive relatively favorable coverage in cities with relatively large Black and Hispanic populations.  In addition, the Black population also represents a disproportionately large segment of AIDS cases.  Twelve percent of the United States population is Black, but in 1991 twenty-eight percent of all reported AIDS cases were Black.  (Fulwood and Cimons, Los Angeles Times, 24 December 1991: A-1).  It is reasonable to expect that: The higher the percentage of Blacks or Hispanics in a city, the more favorable the coverage of the Magic Johnson (City and County Extra). Testing this hypothesis yielded a null result: no significant relationship between ethnic identity and coverage of Magic Johnson.

2.  Calculating a Coefficient of Imbalance

    Definitions

     f = sum of the attention scores coded "favorable"

     u = sum of the attention scores coded "unfavorable"

     n = sum of the attention scorers coded "neutral/balanced"

     r = f + u + n

If f>u (or if the sum of the "favorable" attention scores is greater than the sum of the "unfavorable" attention scores), then use the following formula:

Coefficient of Favorable Imbalance

C(f) = (f2 - fu)         
Answer lies between 0 and +1

               r2
If f<u (or if the sum of the "favorable" attention scores is less than the sum of the "unfavorable" attention scores), then use the following formula:

Coefficient of Unfavorable Imbalance

C(u) = (fu2 - u ) 

Answer lies between 0 and -1


   r2
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