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T

Objectives: Previous research has shown that some homicides are more likely than others to receive
newspaper coverage (for example, homicides by strangers). The present investigation examined
whether, once the decision has been made to report on a homicide, the nature of the coverage (that is,
how much visibility is given to a story, what information is included, and how a story is written) differs
according to two key variables, victim ethnicity, and victim-suspect relationship.
Setting: Los Angeles, California (USA).
Methods: Homicide articles from the 1990–94 issues of the Los Angeles Times were stratified according to the predictors of interest (victim ethnicity and victim-suspect relationship) and a sample was
drawn. Data that characterized two primary aspects of newspaper coverage, prominence and story
framing (including background information, story focus, use of opinions, story tone, and “hook” or
leading introductory lines) were abstracted from the articles. Descriptive statistics and cross tabulations
were generated. Multivariate analyses were conducted to examine the predictive value of victim ethnicity and victim-suspect relationship on the nature of the newspaper coverage.
Results: Newspaper coverage of homicide was generally factual, episodic, and unemotional in tone.
Victim-suspect relationship, but not victim ethnicity, was related to how a story was covered, particularly
the story frame. Homicides by intimates were covered consistently differently from other types of homicides; these stories were less likely to be opinion dominated, be emotional, and begin with a “hook”.
Conclusion: Victim-suspect relationship was related to the nature of coverage of homicides in a large,
metropolitan newspaper. Given the agenda setting and issue framing functions of the news media,
these findings have implications for the manner in which the public and policy makers perceive homicides and, consequently, for the support afforded to various types of solutions for addressing and preventing violence.

he recent dominant discourse about violence in our society has been primarily focused on the entertainment
media and its potential for harmful effects on children.1–4
Although the connection between entertainment media and
violence deserves further exploration and attention, the role of
the news media should not be ignored in discussions of
violence prevention. The mass media, especially television and
newspapers, are a primary source of information for the general public about crime and violence.5 News stories about violence, intentionally or not, provide the public with a critical
framework for thinking about violence, its causes and
solutions. The news media has the unique ability to tell people
what to think about and how to think about it—two functions
which can have a critical impact on public health practice and
policy.6–9
The power of news organizations to influence what people
think about, often referred to as agenda setting, comes from
their ability to choose the stories that will gain media
attention.6 8–10 Greater visibility of an event leads to greater
public awareness and concern for an issue. For example,
despite the fact that most children are safer in school than
they are at home or in their neighborhood,11 the unprecedented news coverage of certain US school shootings in the
1990s led many to believe that US schools were unsafe. This
media coverage not only focused the attention of the general
public, but that of policymakers as well. In Youth Violence: A
Report of the Surgeon General, the first lines of the preface read as
follows: “The immediate impetus for this Surgeon General’s
Report on Youth Violence was the Columbine High School
tragedy that occurred in Colorado in April 1999 . . . In the
aftermath of that shocking event, both the Administration
and Congress requested a report summarizing what research
has revealed to us about youth violence, its causes, and its
prevention”.2

The choices made by the news media to cover some events
but not others are not random. A disproportionate share of
news coverage is dedicated to homicide, a relatively rare form
of violent crime.5 In addition, particular types of homicide victims (for example, female, young, those from wealthier neighborhoods, and those killed by a stranger) have been
over-represented in news coverage, whereas other victims (for
example, black, Hispanic, those killed without firearms, and
those killed by an intimate partner) have been underrepresented.12–14 Misrepresentations such as these, regardless
of intent, tend to skew public awareness and perceptions
about the prevalence and nature of public health issues—in
this case, violence.15 16 For example, despite the fact that the
most likely victims and perpetrators of US school shootings
are African-American and Hispanic males in poor, urban environments, US news coverage of these events led many to
believe that most school violence takes place in white, suburban or rural areas.2 11
The manner in which an event or issue is presented in the
news media can also have an impact on knowledge and
understanding of public health issues. However, due to
economic considerations, value judgments, and social norms,
there is wide variation in how stories get covered.17 There are
two main aspects of the nature of news coverage: prominence
and framing. The prominence, or visibility, of a story refers to
things that signify the relative importance of the story
compared to others in the paper; for example, where is the
story placed, how long is it, and does it contain photographs?
Story framing, by contrast, refers to “ . . . the process by which
someone packages a group of facts to create a story (p 68)”.9
Language used, sources and opinions cited, what background
information is provided, and how the story is begun and
focused are all elements of a story frame. How a story is
framed can contribute substantially to readers’ or viewers’
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Table 1 Newspaper articles by sample strata: victim ethnicity and victim-suspect
relationship
Victim-suspect relationship
Victim ethnicity

Acquaintance
(n=39)

Child
(n=17)

Gang
(n=27)

Intimate
(n=33)

Stranger
(n=40)

Asian (n=28)
Black (n=45)
Hispanic (n=45)
White (n=38)

9
10
10
10

2
5
5
5

4
10
10
3

3
10
10
10

10
10
10
10

thoughts, feelings, and ideas about blame and responsibility
for an issue.18
It is critical to consider how the nature of newspaper coverage might affect public opinion, influence public policy, and
have an impact on the allocation of resources for health issues.
For example, news reports rarely describe the broader social
context associated with violence.19 Focusing on violence as an
episodic rather than a thematic issue can influence the public’s
attribution of responsibility for both the causes of and the
solutions for violence.18 This could subsequently, or independently, make policymakers more likely to focus on individual
oriented solutions (for example, punishment) rather than
broad, societal based violence prevention efforts.
Because several victim characteristics are associated with
whether a homicide receives newspaper coverage,12–14 it is also
important to understand how victim characteristics are
related to the nature of reporting. One variable believed to be
related to how the news gets reported is ethnicity (for example, minority victims may be presented less favorably in the
news). Another key variable that might be related to how
news about homicide is reported is the type of homicide (for
example, a gang related homicide). The present study
examined whether these two key characteristics of homicide
victims—victim ethnicity and victim-suspect relationship—
were related to how homicides were covered in a large, metropolitan newspaper. Specifically, does the manner in which a
homicide is reported differ by the victim’s ethnicity or the victim’s relationship to the suspect?

METHODS
Sample selection and data sources
This investigation focused on stories about homicides published in the Los Angeles Times. The Los Angeles Times serves a
very diverse population and is second only to the New York
Times in newspaper circulation in the US. From 1990 to 1994,
the Los Angeles Times published 2782 stories about a total of
1241 homicide victims. The paper prepared a large dataset on
the articles as well as on all criminal homicides that occurred
in the county during those years. The data provided the basis
for a five part series published in December 1996 that was
nominated for a Pulitzer Prize and comprised part of the data
for the present study.
The Los Angeles Times database provided story information
(for example, section of paper, page number, number of words,
publication date) as well as homicide data from state and
county offices including the California Department of Justice,
Office of Vital Records and Statistics, Los Angeles County
Department of the Coroner, and Los Angeles County Municipal and Superior Courts. The state and county offices provided
information on victims and suspects including age, gender,
ethnicity, and relationship.
The sample of articles used for this study was chosen by
stratifying the 2782 homicide articles using two variables:
ethnicity of the victim (Asian, black, Hispanic, white) and
relationship of the victim to the suspect (acquaintance, child,
gang, intimate, stranger). Stories about Hispanic victims, who
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constitute the largest ethnic group of homicide victims
reported in the Los Angeles Times, were used as index cases for
matching purposes. Forty five Hispanic victim articles were
randomly selected, 10 from each adult relationship category—
acquaintance, gang, intimate, and stranger—and five from the
child category. (The number of stories about the homicide of a
child is less simply because fewer such articles were
published.) Articles for the Asian, black, and white strata were
obtained by matching on two variables, victim-suspect
relationship and publication date, using stories published as
closely as possible in time to those about Hispanic victims.
Because fewer stories were published about Asian and white
homicide victims, a match could not be found for each index
article. Table 1 reports the strata and numbers of the articles
selected.
Data coding process
Copies of the 156 selected articles were made from microfiche
and news coverage variables were abstracted. All articles went
through two full reviews by independent coders (graduate
students). After the first review, variable definitions were
refined and a second review was conducted. The average
inter-rater reliability for all nine abstracted variables was 88%,
with agreement ranging from 84% to 98%. Some variation
between reviews was expected due to coder subjectivity as
well as slight alteration of definitions due to refinement. As a
further consistency check, a 10% random sample of the
reviewed articles was drawn and a third review was conducted
by the second reviewer. Classifications remained consistent for
eight of the variables; one variable, “genre”, was again refined
and the variable was recoded again for all 156 articles.
Newspaper coverage variables examined
This study focused on two aspects of covering a homicide
story—prominence in the newspaper and story frame. Three
of the variables used to assess an article’s prominence were
taken directly from the Los Angeles Times database—section of
the paper, page in section, and number of words—while two
were abstracted from article copies. These included the placement of an article on a page (above or below the fold) and
whether photographs were included in a story.
Story framing goes beyond the facts of a homicide to add
depth to the persons involved, provide a social context, and
provide an overall angle on how to think and feel about an
incident. The following story frame variables were abstracted
from the sample of articles and coded dichotomously according to the process described above: (1) victim background, (2)
suspect background, (3) issue background, (4) use of a hook,
(5) focus of the story, (6) genre, and (7) tone.
Victim and suspect background were coded as positive
when any descriptive information was provided about the victim or suspect beyond basic facts such as age, gender, and race
or ethnicity. In other words, any attempts to provide more
depth to the victim or suspect were coded as “yes” for victim
and suspect background. Similarly, if there was any mention
of the broader social context and issues of concern related to
the homicide, then issue background was coded positively.
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A hook was defined as a first or second sentence in an article that focused on a catchy human interest element to the
story rather than on facts. Hooks are used to draw a reader
into a story. For example, a story with a hook might start out
with, “A community is in shock today as a woman much loved
and respected was murdered . . .”, whereas a story without a
hook might begin with, “A 30 year old woman was killed . . .”.
Each story was coded to indicate whether or not it had a hook.
The focus of a story was categorized as episodic or thematic.
A story was coded as episodic if it focused on a particular incident or incidents rather than on the broader issue. To be classified as thematic, a story had to focus on a broader issue of
which the fatal violence was a part (for example, child abuse,
gang violence). For example, a thematic article might embed a
gang homicide incident within a larger story about the history
of gang violence in a particular neighborhood or a child’s
death within a story about the larger issue of child abuse.
Genre was coded as primarily factual or opinion based. Stories were coded as factual when journalists primarily
transmitted unattributed statements and relatively objective
facts. In contrast, stories were coded as opinion based when
they were dominated by quotes from any sources or subjective
personal descriptions (that is, beyond demographics), or when
they were mainly issue narratives (that is, more like story telling than fact telling). Quotes generally add a personal angle to
a story; for example: “Her brother said, ‘She was a devoted
mother’” or “The officer said, ‘This is the worst case I’ve seen’”.
An example of a subjective personal description is: “Neighbors
described the man as friendly and always willing to lend a
helping hand”. These are subjective because other persons
might not have perceived the person or situation in the same
way, thus, it is information that gives the story a selected
angle.
Tone was classified as non-emotional or emotional. Stories
were coded as non-emotional if feelings were not transmitted
in the coverage. Stories were considered emotional if one or
more sources, generally personal, raised feelings such as sadness, loss, or shock in the story. The following are some “emotional” tone examples: “The principal said that the whole
school mourned the loss of their hero”, or “His mother said, ‘I
don’t know how I will ever get over this’”, or “The neighbor
said, ‘I just can’t believe this happened’”.
Data analysis
Descriptive statistics were generated to provide general information about the sampled homicide articles. Simple analyses
were conducted using cross tabulations and χ2 tests to
examine associations between the predictor variables and
each of the outcome variables. In addition to findings that
meet the usual criterion of p<0.05, we included those at
p<0.10 due to their potential substantive interest to some
readers.
Multivariate analyses were conducted using binary, ordinal,
and categorical logistic regression equations modeled to test
the relationship between the two predictors (victim ethnicity
and victim-suspect relationship) and the identified newspaper
coverage variables. Adjusted odds ratios and 95% confidence
intervals were calculated to measure differences in newspaper
coverage by the two predictors. Stories with white victims and
victims whose assailants were strangers were chosen as the
reference groups since these victims tend to be more
represented in the news than others.

RESULTS
Description of newspaper coverage
The majority of sampled homicide articles were printed in the
second section of the newspaper on page one or two of that
section (see table 2). At least half were printed “above the
fold”, and most consisted of 500 or fewer words. Most stories
(71.2%) did not include photographs.
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Table 2 Newspaper coverage variables
No (%)
(n=156)

Prominence variables
Section of paper
A
B
Other
Page number in section
1
2
3 or higher
Placement on page
Above the fold
Below the fold
Can’t tell
No of words in story
1–150
151–500
501 or more
Photo(s) with story
Yes
No
Story frame variables
Victim’s background discussed
Yes
No
Suspect’s background discussed
Yes
No
No suspect identified
Issue background discussed
Yes
No
Hook
Yes
No
Focus of story
Thematic
Episodic
Genre
Mainly opinion based
Mainly factual
Tone
Emotional
Non-emotional

21 (13.5)
123 (78.9)
12 (7.7)
49 (31.4)
51 (32.7)
56 (35.9)
79 (50.6)
39 (25.0)
38 (24.4)
56 (35.9)
52 (33.3)
48 (30.8)
45 (28.8)
111 (71.2)

41 (26.3)
115 (73.7)
25 (16.0)
110 (70.5)
21 (13.5)
23 (14.7)
133 (85.3)
47 (30.1)
109 (69.9)
22 (14.1)
134 (85.9)
40 (25.6)
116 (74.4)
53 (34.0)
103 (66.0)

Most articles did not report on the victim’s or the suspect’s
background, nor were background issues discussed. Most
articles did not contain a hook (69.9%) and were predominantly episodic (85.9%), factual (74.4%), and non-emotional
(66.0%). Additionally, half of the homicides were murderrobberies (17.3%), murder-suicides (16.0%), or gang motivated (16.7%).
In the following results sections, findings of substantive
importance will be described as well as those that reached
statistical significance.
Newspaper coverage by predictors: cross tabulations
The prominence or visibility of a homicide story was generally
not associated with victim ethnicity (see table 3). Although
there were significant differences in story placement on a page
by victim ethnicity (χ2 = 13.6(6), p = 0.04), it is important to note
that page placement could not be determined for 24% of the
stories. Stories about black victims were least likely to be classified as “above the fold” (χ2 = 9.65(1), p = 0.002), while stories
about Asian victims were most likely to be classified “above the
fold” (χ2 = 5.90(1), p = 0.015). Homicides of child and gang victims were given the most visibility overall in the newspaper,
although none of these associations were statistically significant. Gang homicide stories were more likely than others to
appear in the first section of the newspaper (25.0%), to have
over 500 words (44.4%), and to have photographs (37.0%).
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Table 3

Newspaper coverage “prominence” variables (%), by victim ethnicity and victim-suspect relationship
Victim ethnicity

Section of paper†
A
B
Page number in section
1
2
3 or higher
Placement on page
Above the fold
Below the fold
Can’t tell
Number of words in story
1–150
151–500
501 or more
Photograph(s) in story
Yes
No

Victim-suspect relationship

Asian

Black

Hispanic

White

Acquaintance

Child

Gang

Intimate

Stranger

18.5
81.5

11.6
88.4

18.4
81.6

11.1
88.9

19.4
80.6

17.7
82.4

25.0
75.0

9.7
90.3

5.6
94.4

39.3
28.6
32.1

33.3
37.8
28.9

22.2
35.6
42.2

34.2
26.3
39.5

25.6
30.8
43.6

47.1
23.5
29.4

33.3
29.6
37.1

21.2
39.4
39.4

37.5
35.0
27.5

71.4
17.9
10.7

31.1
37.8
31.1

55.6
17.8
26.7

52.6*
23.7
23.7

51.3
20.5
28.2

70.6
11.8
17.7

44.4
33.3
22.2

54.6
24.2
21.2

42.5
30.0
27.5

28.6
32.1
39.3

44.4
26.7
28.9

40.0
35.6
24.4

26.3
39.5
34.2

33.3
35.9
30.8

29.4
29.4
41.2

33.3
22.2
44.4

48.5
30.3
21.2

32.5
42.5
25.0

39.3
60.7

22.2
77.8

26.7
73.3

31.6
68.4

25.6
74.4

35.3
64.7

37.0
63.0

15.2
84.9

35.0
65.0

*p<0.05 (χ2); †The “other” category was not included in cross tabulations or regression analyses (n=12).

Child victim stories were more likely than others to be printed
on page one (47.1%) and to be above the fold (70.6%).
As shown in table 4, white and Asian victims were more
likely to have a story with a positive or more descriptive frame.
(Although of substantive interest, none of these associations
were statistically significant.) Articles about white homicide
victims were more likely to discuss the victim’s background
(36.8%), have a hook (34.2%), and be opinion dominant
(34.2%); stories about Asian victims were more likely to
discuss the suspect’s background (25.0%), have a thematic
focus (21.4%), and have an emotional tone (42.9%). White
(18.4%) and Asian (17.9%) victim stories were both more
likely to include a discussion of background issues.
Overall, stories regarding child and gang homicide victims
appear to have been framed with more of a human interest
angle than those concerning other homicide victims. Child victim articles were most likely to contain background information
about both the victim and the suspect, however only differences
for suspect background were statistically significant (overall χ2
Table 4

= 29.5(8), p = 0.000; child victim χ2 = 8.97(1), p = 0.003). Gang
homicide articles were more likely to have a thematic focus and
to discuss background issues, but only issue background differences were statistically significant (overall χ2 = 17.1(4), p =
0.002; gang victim χ2 = 12.91(1), p = 0.000).
In contrast, stories about intimate partner homicides were
less likely to have humanistic story frames. These articles
rarely discussed background issues (3.0%) or made use of a
hook (9.1%). They were also rarely thematic (3.0%), opinion
based (9.1%), or emotional in tone (15.2%). Statistically
significant differences were found regarding issue background
(overall χ2 = 17.1(4), p = 0.002; intimate homicides χ2 = 4.57(1),
p = 0.03) and use of a hook (overall χ2 = 11.8(4), p = 0.02; intimate victims χ2 = 8.80(1), p = 0.003). Although overall
comparisons for genre and tone did not reach statistical
significance (both were p<0.10), specific comparisons of intimate partner homicide compared with other articles were statistically significant for genre (χ2 = 6.01(1), p = 0.01) and tone
(χ2 = 6.61(1), p = 0.01).

Newspaper coverage “story frame” variables (%), by victim ethnicity and victim-suspect relationship
Victim ethnicity

Victim’s background discussed
Yes
No
Suspect’s background discussed
Yes
No
N/A (no suspect identified)
Issue background discussed
Yes
No
Hook
Yes
No
Focus of story
Thematic
Episodic
Genre
Mainly opinion based
Mainly factual
Tone
Emotional
Non-emotional
*p<0.05 (χ2).
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Victim-suspect relationship

Asian

Black

Hispanic

White

Acquaintance

Child

Gang

Intimate

Stranger

17.9
82.1

22.2
77.8

26.7
73.3

36.8
63.2

76.9
23.1

82.4
17.7

77.8
22.2

75.8
24.2

62.5
37.5

25.0
67.9
7.1

6.7
71.1
22.2

15.6
75.6
8.9

21.1
65.8
13.2

18.0
71.8
10.3

41.2
58.8
0.0

0.0
66.7
33.3

21.2
78.8
0.0

10.0*
70.0
20.0

17.9
82.1

11.1
88.9

13.3
86.7

18.4
81.6

12.8
87.2

23.5
76.5

37.0
63.0

3.0
97.0

7.5*
92.5

32.1
67.9

24.4
75.6

31.1
68.9

34.2
65.8

25.6
74.4

41.2
58.8

37.0
63.0

9.1
90.9

42.5*
57.5

21.4
78.6

15.6
84.4

11.1
88.9

10.5
89.5

15.4
84.6

11.8
88.2

25.9
74.1

3.0
97.0

15.0
85.0

17.9
82.1

26.7
73.3

22.2
77.8

34.2
65.8

23.1
76.9

41.2
58.8

37.0
63.0

9.1
90.9

27.5
72.5

42.9
57.1

28.9
71.1

31.1
68.9

36.8
63.2

33.3
66.7

29.4
70.6

44.4
55.6

15.2
84.9

45.0
55.0
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Table 5 Adjusted odds ratios (and 95% confidence intervals) for the likelihood of newspaper coverage outcomes,
based on victim ethnicity and victim-suspect relationship
Victim ethnicity (v white)
Asian

Prominence
Section of paper
A (v B)
Location in section
Front (v back)
Placement on page
Top (v lower half)
Number of words
More (v fewer)
Photo/s with story
Yes (v no)
Story frame
Victim’s background
Yes (v no)
Suspect’s background
Yes (v no)
Issue background
Yes (v no)
Hook
Yes (v no)
Focus of story
Thematic (v episodic)
Genre
Opinion (v factual)
Tone
Emotional (v non-emotional)

Black

Victim-suspect relationship (v stranger)
Hispanic

Acquaintance

Child

Gang

Intimate

1.70 (0.4 to 7.4)

0.89 (0.2 to 3.8)

1.56 (0.4 to 6.2)

4.21 (0.8 to 22.0)

3.85 (0.6 to 26.0)

5.69 (1.01 to 32.0)*

1.94 (0.3 to 12.7)

1.28 (0.5 to 3.3)

1.24 (0.6 to 2.8)

0.72 (0.3 to 1.6)

0.53 (0.2 to 1.2)

1.25 (0.4 to 3.7)

0.77 (0.3 to 1.9)

0.56 (0.2 to 1.3)

2.17 (0.6 to 7.9)

0.38 (0.1 to 1.1)

1.53 (0.5 to 4.8)

1.87 (0.6 to 5.9)

5.47 (0.97 to 31)

1.11 (0.3 to 3.7)

1.98 (0.6 to 6.4)

1.01 (0.4 to 2.5)

0.54 (0.2 to 1.2)

0.54 (0.2 to 1.2)

1.14 (0.5 to 2.5)

1.65 (0.6 to 4.8)

1.80 (0.7 to 4.6)

0.66 (0.3 to 1.6)

1.24 (0.4 to 3.5)

0.55 (0.2 to 1.5)

0.71 (0.3 to 1.9)

0.64 (0.2 to 1.7)

1.09 (0.3 to 3.6)

1.26 (0.4 to 3.6)

0.36 (0.1 to 1.1)

0.33 (0.1 to 1.1)

0.49 (0.2 to 1.3)

0.63 (0.2 to 1.6)

0.48 (0.2 to 1.3)

0.32 (0.1 to 1.3)

0.49 (0.2 to 1.5)

0.47 (0.2 to 1.3)

1.81 (0.5 to 6.5)

0.30 (0.1 to 1.3)

0.81 (0.2 to 2.7)

1.86 (0.5 to 7.3)

6.54 (1.5 to 29.5)*

†

2.44 (0.6 to 9.9)

0.77 (0.2 to 3.1)

0.33 (0.1 to 1.3)

0.42 (0.1 to 1.6)

1.84 (0.4 to 8.4)

4.11 (0.8 to 21.6)

9.60 (2.2 to 42.2)*

0.40 (0.04 to 4.1)

0.73 (0.3 to 2.2)

0.55 (0.2 to 1.5)

0.78 (0.3 to 2.1)

0.46 (0.2 to 1.2)

0.94 (0.3 to 3.0)

0.85 (0.3 to 2.4)

0.13 (0.03 to 0.5)*

1.88 (0.5 to 7.7)

1.31 (0.3 to 5.1)

0.87 (0.2 to 3.7)

1.04 (0.3 to 3.6)

0.82 (0.1 to 4.6)

2.11 (0.6 to 7.4)

0.20 (0.02 to 1.7)

0.34 (0.1 to 1.2)

0.59 (0.2 to 1.6)

0.46 (0.2 to 1.3)

0.78 (0.3 to 2.2)

1.74 (0.5 to 5.8)

1.67 (0.6 to 4.9)

0.23 (0.06 to 0.9)*

1.03 (0.4 to 2.9)

0.61 (0.2 to 1.6)

0.68 (0.3 to 1.8)

0.61 (0.2 to 1.5)

0.53 (0.2 to 1.8)

1.09 (0.4 to 3.0)

0.23 (0.07 to 0.7)*

†Gang was dropped from the regression due to zero observations in one cell; *p<0.05.

Multivariate analyses
Consistent with the simple cross tabulation findings,
newspaper coverage (that is, prominence and story frame)
was not statistically associated with victim ethnicity when
victim-suspect relationship was taken into consideration (see
table 5). However, some of the findings may be of substantive
interest. For example, stories about Asian victims were less
likely to discuss the victim’s background and less likely to be
opinion based, adjusted odds ratio = 0.33 and 0.34,
respectively, both with p<0.10.
In contrast, victim-suspect relationship predicted aspects of
coverage more frequently, particularly the way in which a
story was framed. Coverage differed most consistently for one
type of relationship—intimate partner homicides. In comparison with stranger homicide articles, those concerning
intimate victims had less overall visibility and more perfunctory story frames than the others examined. Nine out of 12
adjusted odds ratios indicated lower likelihoods of prominence and descriptive, humanistic story frames for intimate
victim articles; three of these findings were statistically
significant. Findings for other types of relationships will be
presented first.
Stories about gang homicides tended to garner greater visibility and more descriptive story frames, with almost 75% of
the variables examined having adjusted odds ratios greater
than 1. Two of these findings were statistically significant.
Gang homicide articles were almost 10 times more likely to
discuss the relevant background issue (in this case, gang violence), and they were almost six times more likely to be
printed in the first section of the newspaper (both p<0.05). In
contrast, none of the examined variables were statistically significant for acquaintance homicides, although there was a
trend for these stories to appear more frequently in the front
section of the paper (p<0.10).
Child victim homicides also tended to be given greater
prominence and more descriptive story frames, with two
thirds of the variables examined having adjusted odds ratios
greater than 1. Stories about child homicide victims were 6.5
times more likely to discuss the suspect’s background
(p<0.05); the suspect was generally a parent. Of substantive
interest, these articles were more likely to address the relevant

background issue of child abuse and to be printed on the top
half of the page (both p<0.10).
The overall picture for intimate partner homicide stories
stood in contrast to all other victim-suspect categories.
Seventy five per cent of the examined variables had adjusted
odds ratios less than 1, suggesting that overall, these articles
were less visible and less likely to have a descriptive, humanistic story frame. While no prominence variables were statistically significant, intimate homicide articles tended not to have
photos (p<0.10). Three of the story frame variables were statistically significant at p<0.05. Stories about intimate partner
homicide victims were less likely to be emotional, less likely to
be opinion dominated, and less likely to make use of a hook to
draw in the reader (adjusted odds ratios = 0.23, 0.23, and 0.13,
respectively).
Although “focus” was not statistically significant, it is
important to note that just one out of the 33 articles about
intimate partner homicide had a “thematic” rather than an
“episodic” story frame; the headline for this article was
“When women abuse their spouses”. Thus, despite the fact
that most of the intimate homicide victims in these articles
were women, the one article with a thematic story frame
focused on male victims of abuse. The article stated that “95%
of domestic abuse victims are women”, then focused on the
fact that the woman (in the article) accused of killing her
husband “contradicted the statistics”.
For about one third of the intimate homicides, the article
reported additional details about the relationship between the
victim and suspect: they were estranged (21%), the victim was
leaving the suspect (6%), and the victim had written but not
filed a restraining order against the suspect (3%). Relationship
problems or acute arguments were reported in just over one
third (36%) of the intimate homicide stories.

DISCUSSION
Newspaper coverage of homicide
One factor commonly believed to be related to news coverage
is ethnicity. Previous research has documented the association
between victim ethnicity and whether a homicide is covered at
all.12 14 Other work has found that story frames often differ
when comparing stories about risk for black and white
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victims.20 We found no such association for the nature of
homicide coverage. Ethnicity of the homicide victim, when
victim-suspect relationship was taken into consideration, was
not related to the nature of coverage in a large, metropolitan
newspaper.
Homicide reporting differed by victim-suspect relationship,
even when victim ethnicity was taken into account. The most
consistent differences were observed in how articles about
homicides by intimate partners compared to those about
homicides by strangers. Gang related and child homicides
were also covered differently, while those committed by
acquaintances were covered very similarly to homicides by
strangers. Stories about intimate homicide victims were less
likely to be given a human interest angle through the use of
opinions and emotional tones, or by opening with sentences
that would hook the reader. Articles about gang homicides
were more likely to appear in the first section of the newspaper
and also to address broader issues related to the homicide.
While 37% of gang homicide articles addressed the issue of
gang violence, only one of the 33 intimate partner articles
addressed domestic violence as a social issue. Moreover, the
sole story that discussed domestic violence as an issue focused
on women’s violence against men, a type of violence that is
less likely to result in injury than men’s violence against
women.
The nature of news media coverage generally reflects a
combination of economic pressures and the professional
values of the journalist.17 Once they decide to cover a
homicide, the Los Angeles Times appears to do so in a
comparable manner across ethnic groups and victim-suspect
relationship, with intimate homicides being the main exception. Newspapers may be reluctant to “aggressively” cover stories about domestic violence due to the belief that domestic
violence is a private or family matter.21 22 Unfortunately, the
subjective choices made in media coverage can lead to unrealistic perceptions and biases regarding the issue of violence
against women, some of which tend to blame the victim or
otherwise shift ideas about responsibility.22–28
Because this study reports on news articles that were published before the O J Simpson case, one might wonder
whether news reporting on domestic violence has shifted
since the news media rediscovered domestic violence.22
Maxwell and colleagues found that while the amount of coverage regarding domestic violence did increase after the murders of Nicole Brown-Simpson and Ronald Goldman, the
nature of the coverage did not differ.29 Before their murders,
23% of the articles primarily about domestic violence were
socially rather than episodically focused; a percentage that
remained consistent afterwards. Accordingly, Maxwell et al
also found that most coverage continued to focus blame and
responsibility on individual rather than social solutions.
Whereas the amount of media coverage may be proportional to the level of attention an issue receives, the nature of
the coverage is important in determining the type of attention
it gets. News story frames influence how people think about
issues and how they assign responsibility for causes and
solutions.18 30 Responsibility for solving problems is assigned
more often to government or society when an incident is discussed in its broader social context than when it is described
as an isolated event.18 Thus, from a public health perspective, a
thematic frame is desirable. Nonetheless, episodic coverage is
five times more common than thematic coverage of violence in
television news.19 Stories that draw in the reader, evoke sympathy, and present opinions are also more likely to garner
attention and interest. Not only can framing have an impact
on public opinion, but it can also have a direct or indirect
influence on policy decisions (for example, Gandy et al,20
Feigenson and Bailis,31 and Jones32).
Study limitations and future research
Many factors may contribute to how a story is reported in the
news media. The focus of the present investigation focused on
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Key points
• Certain characteristics of a homicide have been associated
with the amount of newspaper coverage a homicide
receives.
• In follow up, this study examined the nature of newspaper
coverage (that is, how a story is written and the prominence
given to a story) of homicides in the Los Angeles Times.
• Victim ethnicity and victim-suspect relationship were examined as predictors of newspaper coverage.
• Multivariate analyses indicated that while victim ethnicity
was not associated with the nature of coverage,
victim-suspect relationship was.
• Intimate partner homicides differed most from the other
homicide types examined in that they were less likely to be
written using a descripive or humanistic story frame.

two key victim variables. Whereas victim-suspect relationship
was a consistent predictor of the nature of homicide coverage,
it is important to keep in mind that a number of potential
confounders were not examined. Two obvious ones are gender
and number of persons killed in an incident. Whereas only
about a third of the homicide victims overall were female, the
vast majority of intimate victims were female, which may
explain part of the findings. Although most of the homicides
had just one victim, intimate homicides had the highest
percentage of multiple victims. Associations between potential
covariates (for example, female gender and intimate partner
homicides) precluded simultaneous examination of other factors.
Future research using a different design and a larger sample
size may benefit from examining multiple potential covariates
simultaneously. For example, previous research found that
while intimate partner homicides received less newspaper
coverage than expected, homicides with female victims were
more likely to receive coverage.14 In addition, the present study
examined stories in one large, metropolitan newspaper during
a five year period. Future research involving newspapers from
other locales and other time periods will help elucidate
whether and how news media coverage relates to characteristics of a homicide.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PREVENTION
In summary, the nature of homicide reporting is critical
because the news media can influence public beliefs and perceptions, help establish specific agendas, and influence public
policy. Differences in the amount and nature of news coverage
are likely to have a corresponding influence on the perceived
importance of and potential solutions for an issue. Given the
findings of this and other studies, for example Dorfman et al19
and Maxwell et al,29 one could expect members of the general
public not to take a population based or public health view in
considering the basis of and potential solutions for violence.
Given that the primary goal of commercially-run media, even
news media, is not necessarily education, it is especially critical that public health professionals work to frame stories in a
way that will garner media attention.9 10 33–36 Violence prevention program and policy strategies are likely to gain more
attention, support, and resources when efforts are also made
to help journalists frame their stories in a way that invokes
public health notions of causality and supports public health
solutions to violence.
Before discussing an issue with the media, it is critical for
public health professionals to consider how they want their
issue to be framed and ultimately portrayed to the public and
policy makers. While journalists are the decision makers
regarding how to write a story, guidance from public health
professionals may help to invoke a public health framework.
Some critical elements to consider when deciding how to
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frame a story include the attributed cause(s) of the problem,
the effects of the problem and/or proposed solution, who supports and opposes these viewpoints, who is responsible for the
solution(s), and the credibility of the information sources.33
For specific examples and case studies on framing public
health issues including violence, see Wallack et al,9 Chapman
and Lupton,33 and the Berkeley Media Studies Group.34

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
We thank the Los Angeles Times for making these data available for
analysis. Thanks also to Julie G Peterson Manz and Manissa Pedroza
for their help in the early phases of this study and to Richard A Berk
for his encouragement about statistical matters. The California
Wellness Foundation provided partial support for this research. Findings were presented at the American Public Health Association annual
meeting, 2000, in Boston, MA, and at the Violence Prevention
Coalition of Greater Los Angeles biannual meeting, 2001, Los Angeles,
CA.
.....................

Authors’ affiliations
C A Taylor, S B Sorenson, UCLA School of Public Health, Los Angeles,
California

REFERENCES
1 Rosenbaum DE. News analysis: protecting children from sex and
violence in the media. New York Times 2001 June 27.
2 US Department of Health and Human Services. Youth violence: a
report of the surgeon general. Rockville, MD: US Department of Health
and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
National Center for Injury Prevention and Control; Substance Abuse and
Mental Health Services Administration, Center for Mental Health
Services; and National Institutes of Health, National Institute of Mental
Health, 2001.
3 US Federal Trade Commission. Marketing violent entertainment to
children: a review of self-regulation and industry practices in the motion
picture, music recording & electronic game industries. Washington, DC:
US Federal Trade Commission, September, 2000.
4 Zillmann D, Bryant J, Huston AC, eds. Media, children, and the family:
social scientific, psychodynamic, and clinical perspectives. Hillsdale, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1994.
5 Graber DA. Crime news and the public. New York, NY: Praeger, 1980.
6 Cook FL, Tyler TR, Goetz EG, et al. Media and agenda setting: effects
on the public, interest group leaders, policy makers, and policy. Public
Opinion Quarterly 1983;47:16–35.
7 Hertog JK, Fan DP. The impact of press coverage on social beliefs: the
case of HIV transmission. Communications Research 1995;22:545–74.
8 McCombs ME, Shaw DL. The agenda-setting function of mass media.
Public Opinion Quarterly 1972;36:176–87.
9 Wallack L, Dorfman L, Jernigan D, et al. Media advocacy and public
health. Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publications, 1993.
10 Muenchow S, Gilfillan SS. Social policy and the media. In: Zigler EF,
Kagan SL, Klugman E, eds. Children, families, and government:
perspectives on American social policy. New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1983: 223–45.
11 Kachur SP, Stennies GM, Powell KE, et al. School-associated deaths in
the United States, 1992–1994. JAMA 1996;275:1729–33.

127
12 Johnstone JWC, Hawkins DF, Michener A. Homicide reporting in
Chicago dailies. Journalism Quarterly 1995;71:860–72.
13 Mawby RI, Brown J. Newspaper images of the victim: a British study.
Victimology: An International Journal 1984;9:82–94.
14 Sorenson SB, Manz JGP, Berk RA. News media coverage and the
epidemiology of homicide. Am J Public Health 1998;88:1510–14.
15 Frost K, Frank E, Maibach E. Relative risk in the news media: a
quantification of misrepresentation. Am J Public Health 1997;87:842–5.
16 Gold N, Auslander G. Gender issues in newspaper coverage of people
with disabilities: a Canada-Israel comparison. Women & Health
1999;29(4):75–96.
17 Kaniss PC. Making local news. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press,
1991.
18 Iyengar S. Is anyone responsible? How television frames political issues.
Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1991.
19 Dorfman L, Woodruff K, Chavez V, et al. Youth and violence on local
television news in California. Am J Public Health 1997;87:1311–16.
20 Gandy OH, Kopp K, Hands T, et al. Race and risk: factors affecting the
framing of stories about inequality, discrimination, and just plain bad
luck. Public Opinion Quarterly 1997;61:158–82.
21 Alexander MJ. Civic journalism as rationale for aggressive coverage of
domestic assault. Newspaper Research Journal 1998;19(1):2–16.
22 Kozol W. Fracturing domesticity: media, nationalism, and the question of
feminist influence. Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society
1995;20:646–67.
23 Howe A. Men’s violence in the news: the war against women. In: Cook
S, Bessant J, eds. Women’s encounters with violence: Australian
experiences. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1997: 177–202.
24 Lamb S, Keon S. Blaming the perpetrator: language that distorts reality
in newspaper articles on men battering women. Psychology of Women
Quarterly 1995;19:209–20.
25 Meyers M. News of battering. Journal of Communication
1994;44(2):47–63.
26 Meyers M. News coverage of violence against women: engendering
blame. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1997.
27 Rhode DL. Media images, feminist issues. Signs: Journal of Women in
Culture and Society 1995;20:685–710.
28 Women’s Coalition Against Family Violence. Media complicity in
murder. In: Women’s Coalition Against Family Violence, ed. Blood on
whose hands? The killing of women and children in domestic homicides.
Brunswick, Victoria: Arena Printing and Publishing, 1994: 122–55.
29 Maxwell KA, Huxford J, Borum C, et al. Covering domestic violence:
How the OJ Simpson case shaped reporting of domestic violence in the
news media. Journalism and Mass Communications Quarterly
2000;77:258–72.
30 Price V, Tewksbury D, Powers E. Switching trains of thought: the impact
of news frames on readers’ cognitive responses. Communication
Research 1997;24:481–506.
31 Feigenson NR, Bailis DS. Air bag safety: media coverage, popular
conceptions, and public policy. Psychology, Public Policy, & Law
2001;7:444–81.
32 Jones DM. The media and policy decisions affecting animals.
Anthrozoos 1997;10:8–13.
33 Chapman S, Lupton D. The fight for public health: principles and
practices of media advocacy. London: BMJ Publishing Group, 1994.
34 Berkeley Media Studies Group (US). Reporting on violence: a
handbook for journalists. Berkeley, CA: WK Kellogg Foundation and the
California Wellness Foundation, 1997.
35 Wallack L, Woodroof K, Dorfman L, et al. News for a change: an
advocate’s guide to working with the media. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage
Publications, 1999.
36 de Semir V. What is newsworthy? Lancet 1996;347:1063–6.

www.injuryprevention.com

