6
MEDIA GATEKEEPING

Pamela J. Shoemaker and Tim P. Vos

One of the most enduring areas of research in media sociology is media gatekeeping—the pro-
cess by which countless 0cCuUrrences and ideas are reduced to the few MEessages we are offered in
our news media, News work—the process of newsgathering, news wriring, and disseminagion—
has come under scrutiny in no small part because people’s sense of reality is influenced by what
gets into the news and what gets left out. Virtually all of news work involves gatekeeping. What
will we write about? What will we include ot leave out? How will the topic be shaped! But gate-
keeping involves more than decisions about what to write o1 which images to capture. It begins
when events, ideas, or pe:crple1 first come to the attention of a news worker, From. the news crga-
nization's standpoint, gatekeeping ends with selecting events, shaping news items, and dissemi-
nating them. An entirely new gatekeeping process begins when audience members make their
own decisions about which news items, if any, to view, listen to, ot read. This chapter, however,
confines irself to the gatekeeping process chat ends with the transmission of the news items. Yet
this ie no small task. For one event 0 become a news item requires 2 series of activities—observar
tions, decisions, serendipity, creativity, constraints and facilitators, and a good share of luck. This
might seemn to resultina diverse set of events covered by the news media. Yet, we know that the
news from one day is similar to that of another {Shoemaker & Ciohen, 2006), and so we assume
that gatekeeping is not a random process. Rather, it wolves a complex series of operations that
extend throughout the news production and dissemination process. Gatekeeeping can be studied
on many levels of analysis, with many different research methods,

Origin of the Concept

A basic premise of gatekeeping is selection—sormne things are chosen and others rejected. We
cannot eat every food item on. the menu or buy every [omato in the grocery store. Therefore we
select some items from the population of iterns before us. If a newspaper has space for only 5000
column inches of news, then many selection decisions must be made. First we must select from
among the many events in ¢he world those that will become news ierms and then decide which
news items will be published. A bucket can hold only so many walnuts—which are put in the
bucket and which are Jeft on the ground? 1 ajl walnuts are the same, selection is of litle impor-
tance. But if some walnuts taste better than others or some are more ateractive, then selection
be_comes mote important. So itis with news—events and news iLems Vary according to NUMETOUS
Criteria.

Tt was in thinking about ways to change social norms that Kurt Lewin first coined the word
Batekeeping (Shoemaker, 1991). The first pairing of the terms patekeebing and communication
came in Lewin's unfinished manuscript (published posthumousiy in 1047}, “Frontiers in (Group
Dynamics: 11. Channels of Group Life; Sacial Planning and Action Research,” in the journal

15




PAMELA 1. SHOEMAKER AND TIM P. YOS

Human Relations. Lewin’s “theory of channels and gate keepers” was elahorated in 1951 in
Field Theory in Social Science, an edited collection of Lewin’s work, He used the concept of
“satekeeper” to illustrate how widespread social changes could be achieved in a community; he
was primarily interested in how one could change a population’s food habits. Lewin concluded
that not everyone is equally important in making food selecrion choices, and he showed how
influencing the person who orders or shops for food could change the food habits of the entire
family. :

Food, wrote Lewin, reaches the family table through channels. One channel begins at the
grocery store, and another might begin in the family garden. Figure 6.1 illustrates how Lewin
thought food passed from these two channels to the dinner table. For example, in the grocery
channel, food is discovered at the grocery store, purchased or not, and, if purchased, transported
o the home. These sections are multiple decision points. In the garden channel, decisions are
made about what to plant, prune, and harvest, each a section in the channel. As fruits and veg-
etables grow, sotne will be picked from the garden by hungry children, some consumed by insects
or disease, and others may die for lack of rain. Therefore, of the fruits and vegetables that could
have been available to the household, only a subset is ultimately harvested and brought into the
kitchen.

At this point, food from the grocery and garden channels merge; they create a combined
channel with its own series of sections and gates for which new decisions are required. Should
rhe food be refrigerated or put in the pantry? The cook must consider that food may rot in the
refrigerator or languish in the deep recesses of the pantry. From among the usable food, the cook
decides what to select for a given day-—some items will be selected because they will “go bad” if
not eaten immediately. The cook also decides how to prepare and present the food on the fam-
ily’s table. At every stage, a food item may be selected or rejected: Even if a potato is selected to
be baked, it may be thrown away at the table if rot is exposed when it is cut oper. And at each
stage, the food is shaped (for example, French fried potatoes rather than mashed potatoes) and
the cook decides when the food will be served and whether lefrovers will became part of tomor
row’s dinner.

Lewin called the entrance to each channel or section of a channel a gate. Movement from
one channel section to another is determined by applying either a set of rules or by a gatekeeper
making “in” or “out” decisions {Lewin, 1951, p. 186). An important past of Lewin’s theory was his
assertion that positive and negative forces surround the gares. For example, if an expensive cut
of meat is seen in the grocery store, the meat’s cost exerts a negative force against buying it—it’s
so expensive, how can I afford it? If the meat is purchased, however, its expense changes from a
negative to a positive force-—it was so expensive, I must take care to transport, store, and prepare it
carefully. Because the forces surrounding a gate may differ, whether the item passes through it
depends on the valence (positive or negative) and intensity of these forces. Since one channel
may have multiple gates, there are many forces and many opportunities for an item to be selected
or rejected.

In Figare 6.1, arrows show how forces facilivate or constrain the passage of items within a sec-
tion and on both sides of a gare. Forces are designated in italics; for example, fP.EF represents the
positive force associated with the attractiveness of food within the section “buying.” A positive
force should facilitate the food’s passage past the next gate and into the “food on way to home”
section.

Lewin believed thar this theoretical framework could be generalized beyond the selection of
food items. “This situation holds not only for food channels but also for the traveling of a news
item through certain communication channels in a group, for movement of goods, and the social
locomortion of individuals in many organizations” (Lewin, 1951, p. 187). Garekeeping has proven
to be a portable concept, used not only in communication but in a variety of disciplines. For
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BUYING GHANREL GRRDENNG CHANNEL
e ot .

Figure 6.1 Furt Lewin's model of how food passes through channels on its way 0 the table. From Field
Theory in. Social Seience: Selected Theoretical Papers (p. 175%, by K Lewin, 1951, New York:
Harper Copyright 1951 by Miriam Lewin. Reprinted with permission-

exarnple, primary care physicians are sometimes called gatekeepers for their ole in controlling

2CCESS 0 specialized physical and mental Lealth care (Roberts & Greene, 2002).

Although Lewin’s terms channel, section, force, and gate imply physical structures, they are
metaphors for a process chrough which items may or tay Dot pass, SIeP 1oy step, from discovery
to use. A charmel is 2 social artifact of organization that determines ¢he hurdles an item must
pass OVer. The news media are themselves channdls, with NEWSPEPELS, celevision and radio news

prograras all considering what should become news. O a smailet scale, assigning & feporter Lo
cover education rather than crime creates 8

channel within which that reportes interprets the
world. Sections correspond L0 WaYS in which the chapnet is organized. Gates ar€ decision points,

not only involving the selection of an event, her it will be treated as hard or soft

Lut also whet
news, how long it will be, what $0TLS of visuals will be used, its prominence within the newscast
ot newspapet, and whether it will be followed up the DEXT day. Forces are cultural norms. thal
work for or against selection, length, and s0 OP- (3arekeepers are generally people who muke these
decisions, but they also may be policies ¢hat people carry out-
As a social psychologist Lewin was well awate dhat individuals, or individual gatekeepers,

scted within a social context. Lewin developed field theory 10 account for that context: He under-
ecred gates and forces within @ social

stood gatekeeping to be the outcome of a web of interconn
4 that individual

field, and not simply as one person making decisions. in addition, he assume
duct of the nter-

decisions are grounded within the social field. In other words, they are “he pro

action between the person and his environment” (Schellenberg, 1978, p. 70).

Barly Studies and Models

*_Mthough gatekeeping research originated 1D Lewins schotarship, one of his research assistants
is credited with 2pplying gatekeeping theory to the study of news. David Manning White, from
the University of lowa, is responsible for che initial developrent of the research agenda for media

gatekeeping, White was ¢he Grst scholas ©© apply Lewir’s channels and gatekecpet theory © 2
Co?municatio:a research project (White, 1950)- White said be aghought that the complex series
of ‘gates’ a newspaper story Went chrough from the actual criterion event to the finished story in
a newspaper would make an interesting study” (Reese & Raltinger, 200L p- 446). His idea was
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10 ask a small-city daily newspaper wire editor—whom he called “Mr. Gares"—to keep all copy
chat came into his office from three wire services during a one-week period in 1949. Mr. Gates
also agreed to provide an explanation for why rejected stories {90 percent of the roral received)
wete not used.

White (1950, p. 386) concluded that the selection decisions were “highly subjective.” About
one-third of the articles coming across the wires were rejected because of Mr. Gates’ personal
evaluation of the stories, particularly whether he believed them to be true. Other stoties were
rejected because of a lack of space or because similar stories had atready run. White’s focus on the
subjective decisions of an isolated individual did little to test the broader implications of Lewin’s
geld theory, but his study encouraged many communication tesearchers to lock at selection deci-
sions in news.

Subsecuent gatekeeping studies questioned White’s conclusion that personal decisions were
very influential. Gieber (1956) said that the 16 newspaper telegraph editors he studied made
decisions not based on their personal likes and dislikes, but rather because of a “straitjacket of
mechanical details,” such as deadlines, preduction requirements, and the number of compet
ing news iteras (Gicber, 1964, p. 175). The importance of these impersonal factors led Gieber
to interpret the wize editor’s job as being passive, primarily applying the organization’s policies.
MeNelly (1959) noted that the actions of a single gatekeeper could be exaggerated if attention
was not paid to the fact that multiple actors, such as correspondents and editors, were involved
in the gatekeeping process. Gieber {1960} explored how sources, bearing the values of their refer-
ence group, played a role in the construction of news. Without explicit reference to Lewin's field
thecry, Lewin's ideas nevertheless were finding support. In fact, Chibnall (1977) saw an interac-
tion between. the gatekeeper and his or her environment—since reporeers were so dependens
upon sources for access to key information, reporters often had to play by the rules sources dic-
rated. While attempts would eventually be made 1o enrich and expand the theory of gatekeep-

ing, for example, Donohew’s {1967) examination of the forces at the gates, these early studies
largely neglected ties not only to Lewin's field theory, but also to theories in general.

At about the same time, however, a more theoretical model of news item transmission was pro-
posed by Westley and MacLean (1957), based on Newcomb's (1953) ABX co-orientation model.
Newcomb proposed the idea of co-orientation as a way study communication acts between two
people {designated A and B) simultaneousty orienting toward each other and toward an object
(designated X)—Figure 6.2 shows how Westley and MacLean added the mass media {designated
C) berween the sender and the receiver. In this model, there are muitiple events {Xs), some of
which are discovered by sender A (in this model, 2 source) and then travel through the mass
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Figure 6.2 Westley and Maclean's model of mass communicarion process, showing C as the gatekeepes.
Reprinted by permission of the Association for Educasion in Journalism and Mass Commu-
nication from Journalism Quarterly, 34, 31-38. Westley, B. H., MacLean, M. S, b (1957}
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media () to the tecever (B). Other events go directly to the media, hypassing SOUTCES: The

introduction of the mass media C into Newcomb's model shows thar not all messages that the

sender is awaie of are transmitted (o the receives.
Westley and MacLean’s model views ¢he garekeeping process differently from that described
by White. White focused on the decisions of one person. emphasizing personal and subjective

£ the decision-making process. The Westley and Maclean model, however, emphasized

28PECTS O
the gatekeeping aspect Lewin said was governed by “rnpartial rules” (1951, p. 186). They saw the

journalist’s job as carrying out policies prescribed by an organization Of social systemn, more Of

Jess uniformly.

This shows that gatekeeping can be studied on at least TWO levels of analysis—the individual
and the routine practices of news work. Lewin saw gatekeeping as accurting on muliple levels
of analysis. His examples include at Jeast three levels. An individual can make personal decisions
shout what to buy at the market or cook on 8 given day, there are family routines o7 habizs to take
into account, and there are also societal and culiral forces at play. For example, certain foods are
culrurally unavatlable within a given social system-—insects aic rarely caten in some cultures
ut are prized as delicacies in others. Even if insects are culpurally available as food, a particular
famnily's earing habits may exclude insects from the shopping list. Or the individual shopper may
make selections based on a personal preference that insects will be eaten only once 2 month.

Lewin's field theory proposed that individuals interact with their eqvironments—what he

termed “psychologir_al ecology” {1951, p- 170). Lewin’s theory later was elaborated by psycholo-
gists both as ecological systems theory and human ecology theoty. Individuals must be under-
stood within the context of four systems: a TAICTOSYStETn (immediate context), mesosysten {nexus

of immediate CONLEXLS), EXOSYStem (external institutions), and macrosystem {culture) (Bronfen-

brenner, 1979,
The realization that gatekeeping can e studied on multiple levels of analysis makes it much
by Shoemaker (1991; Shoemaker & Reese, 1996), gatekeeping in 8

more intetesting. As shown
communication context can be studied on at least five jevels—individuals, the routine practices

of commmunication work, comnunication organizations, social instivutions, angd societies. On
che individual level, selection decisions are personal—What do I like or distike? I not personal,
selection decisions can still be driven by individual factors such as the gender, sexual orientation,
education, class, or religion of an individual garekeeper (Cohen, 1963 Johnstone, Slawsiki, &
Bowman, 1976; Weaver, Bear, Brownlee, Voakes, & Withoit, 2007, Weaver & Withoit, 1986,
1996).

On the routine practices Jevel, gatekeeping decisions are made according to a preestabhshed
and generalized set of practices about wow the work is to be done. Gatekeeping is “mediated
s within the constraints of publication

by practical concerns: how 0 report a world of activitie
deadlines and news space lirnitations, how o determine the factual character of accounts, how
v formulare events into a story, and so on” (Fishman, 1980, p- 14). Is this newsworthy enough to be

included in the day's teleuision news program? Such decisions cross media lines 0 the extent that
rhiness {Peterson, 197%

media and communication workers share basic definitions of newswor

Tuchman, 1574). The rules are not necessarily written down nor consciously acknowledged by
the gatekeeper. “The rules gOvEIning newswork are not sitaply given and available, but actually
constructed, interpreted, and elaborated upon in the actual sectings of newswork” (Lester, 1980,

P 993).
Media organizations can have different goals and structures that constrain the influences

of individual gatekeepess. The profit maximizing goals of news otganizations may set limits on.
what reporters do (Bagdikian, 7004). For example, a reporter may want to investigate suspected
wrongdoing in local government tut be handicapped by limited resources, such as unwillingness

by editors to spend meney on an investigation that may &l to vield definitive results, limited
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training or ability to engage in sophisticated computer-assisted reporting, or misgivings from an
overly cautious legal department. Given the hierarchical crganizational structure of most news
organizations, individuals ultimately have to yield to decisions made elsewhere in the organiza-
tion. Thus, we could also lock at the gatekeepers position within the organization as influencing
the power that he or she has in making final selection decisions. Gatekeepers such as newspaper
publishers and television station managers tend to have considerable power to develop policies
that greatly influence selection decisions (Donohew, 1967; Hickey, 1966, 1968).
Communication organizations exist within an environment of social institutions that ajso
affect the gatekeeping process. There aze many potential influences ousside of the media orga-
nizagion, such as sources, audiences and advertisers, markets and economic forces, governmens,
interest groups, public relations agencies, and other media. Sources are often frontline gatekeep-
ers, deciding to pass along some bits of information and not others (Gieber & Johnson, 196}
Soley, 1992). Perceived source accuracy is also a factor in whether a reporter will use the source,
Advertisers, in their quest for the most appropriate target audiences, exert direct and indirect
influence on the mass media (Soley, 2002). Some newspapers, for example, have sought informa-
tion gbout audience likes and dislikes ro produce content that is attractive to the rarget audience,
atiracting more advertising dollars {Turow, 1997). Similacly, the success of television program
has long rested on its ratings—a measure of the number and type {through demographics and
psychographics) of people watching the show: Shows with poor ratings are canceled. Advertiser
influence can also be indirect. Women’s magazines, for example, traditionally have not run many

stories about the harmful effects of smoking, presumably because the tobacco companies spend

a lot of money on cigaretre ads and ads for other companies that the tobacco conglomerares own
(Kessler, 1989).

On the social system level of analysis, just as Lewin determined that some foods are not cul-
turally available, events vary to the degree that they are culturally available as news items. Rape,
for example, was rarely covered in newspapers a generation or twe ago but today is regular fare for
mainstream news media (Thomason & LaRocque, 1995}, Culture——as well as other indicators
of social significance, including political, military, and economic ties—also influences selection
decisions, affecting the extent to which different parts of the world are covered and how they are
covered (Nossek, 2004}. Media in the United States tend to give more coverage to international
events that relate to American national interests {Chang & Lee, 1992).

Methodelogy

White's (1950) study used a content analysis research design: that permitted him to compare sto-
ries included in the newspaper with those rejected. This remains a preferred gatekeeping method
today; studying whar does not become news is perhaps more revealing of the decision-making
process than is studying only the news product. If we study only what is incleded in a television
newscast, it is difficult to know what influences the “in” and “cut” decisions. For example, in her
study of newspaper reporter sources, Seo (1988) found that individual source information is used
in about the proportion that it is available. This puts a different light on the common finding
(e.g,, Gans, 1979; Sigal, 1973} that “official” sources are guoted far more than are individuals. It
appears that there may be a Jot more official sources available than there are individual sources,
but to the extent that individual sources are available, they may be used.

Scott and Gobetz (1990) did a content analysis of the amount of “soft news” coverage on the
ABC, CBS, and NBC networks. They found that the amount of soft news increased between
1972 and 1987, but why?—were there more soft news events te cover! Or did journalists select
an increasing percentage of soft news items? If journalists did select a greater proportion of soft
news items, why should this be so? Was it because the journalists wanted more soft news! COr
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did journalists perceive that audiences wanted more soft news? Or were there other influences
a2t work, such as a change over time in organizational routines? Such questions are vital in the
srudy of gatekeeping, It is not sufficient to show changes over time, or that one type of news item
s covered more ar one time point. To more fully understand the gatekeeping process, the study
should consider the theoretical congext of the total news environment.

This is best accomplished by combining content analysis with other research methods, such
as surveys, focus groups, interviews, observation, and experiments. For exaraple, journalists are
part of the total news environment, and surveying them yields information about their back-
grounds, personal values, persanal characteristics, anl other variables that could influence the
news stories they produce. Shoemaler, Eichholz, Kim, and Wrigley (2001) surveyed both report
ers and their editors in a study that compared the characteristics of news items {from a content
analysis) with data from two surveys. The first went to reporters who wrote stories about U.S.
congressional bills and measured their various opinions and characteristics. The second went
to their editors, and asked them to assess the newsworthiness of the bills. Data from these two
surveys were combined with that from the content analysis to assess the relative influence of
reporters characteristics and the newsworthiness of events on how prominently the events were
covered.

Surveys can inform us about psychological determinants of gatekeeping (Chang & Lee, 1992),
such as preferences for one type of content over another or role conceptions. They can measure
respondents’ perceptions of forces working on the selection decision (e.g., space, titne, directions
from superiors). These perceptions, however, may vary in relizbilicy and validity. Survey respon-
dents report what they know (or chink they know) about their atitudes and preferences, specu-
fate about what they would do under specified scenarios, and tell what they know about their
colleagues and about how their organizations work. Such information may o may not provide
valid measures of these forces and how they affect the gatekeeping process. The expression of
an atticude does not always lead to atritude-consistent behavior. Still, although content analysis
dara can tell us what becomes news, surveys can help us understand why news items exist. Survey
data do provide insight into journalists thought processes—processes that are invisible to the
content analyst.

In-depth interviews with gatekeepers yield even more informarion about the influences of the
news environment on content. For example, Berkowitz (1990) cormbined four weeks of ohserva-
tion of television news gatekeepers with interviews of 30 to more than 60 minutes in length
about why specific decisions had been made. An unstructured interview format has the advan-
rage of allowing respondents to take the discussion wherever they wish. This can be particularty
helpful when interviewing gatekeepers about why they made specific selection decisions; the
interview can be personally tailored to each gatekeeper. Personalization is also & disadvantage,
however, because personalized interviews are generally not comparable; by definivion there ate
no standardized questionnaires, thus lowering the study’s external validity. Internal validity may
be higher than in standardized surveys, however, hecause the causal chain between the selection
decision and its antecedents can be traced in specific and detailed ways.

. Gatekeeping studies using observational methods may suffer from the usual problem of reac-
tivity, but this is generally lessened if the observational period is longer ¢han a few days. In
Berkowitz's study of television news gatekeepers, he devoted two weeks at the beginning of the
study to “familiarization with the newsroom and the station’s news process” {1990, p. 57)- Fol-
lowing this initial period, four weeks were spent observing gatekeepers at worl, followed by one
We@( devoted 1o personal interviews. This seven-week-long field period helped reduce the threat
to internal validity due to reactivity, but it points to one of the disadvantages of observational
research—it takes time to do it right: The longer the eld period, the greater the external valid-
ity. The advantage of observation in studying gatekeeping is that the researcher sees decisions
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being made in 2 real newsroom under realistic conditions and can observe some of the influences
affecting the decisions, thus increasing external validicy. Not all influences are observable, how-
ever, such as unwritten poticies or socialization to newsTOCMm routines. Combining observational
data with interviews, however, can help the researcher more fully understand the gatekeeping

PIOCESS.

Fxperimental research in gatekeeping is anusuzl, but a field study by Hudson (1992) looked at
how television news gatekeepers rated six staged versions of 2 urder story in which the violence
Jevels were manipulated. The versions ranged from a story read by an anchor with no video to a
version entailing a complete video of the murder occurring, subsequent shots of the body, pools
of biood, and a close-up of the victim’s face. All participants viewed six versions of the story and
gave each 2 perceived acceptabiliry level (PAL) of the violent material, Hudson then evaluated
whether PAL scores varied for “participant” and “neutral” journalists, #s measured by Johnstone
et al. {1976). Are there any other experiments that can be cited?

The decision as to whether to use content analysis, sSUrveys, personal interviews, observation,
or experimental methods to study garekeeping depends on the hypotheses being tested. It is
clear, however, that the fullest understanding of gatekeeping will come from a multiple-method

strategy that gathers data abour the total news environment.

Changes in Gatekeeping Research

If Lewin was the father of gatekeepinig research, his grandchildren are now exploring the impli-
cations of field theory for gatekeeping. Scholars recognize that individual gatekeepers have the
power o Pass some items through gates and reject others, but studies have also shown that gate-
keepers' actions must be understood within the context of their environment. The expansion of
gatekeeping studies to multiple levels of analysis opens the door for the study of the most interest-
ing of Lewin’s concepts—the forces surrounding each gate. Most gatekeeping research routinely
investigates the power chat one or more forces have on whether a news item Is permitted to pass

through a gate. We are beginning to identify the forces that have the most impact on the selec-

rion of news items and whether <he forces are positive or negative.

Srudies on the individual level of analysis show that characreristics of individual journalists
may have some influence on news. Chang and Lee’s (1992} study looked at American newspape:
editors’ actitudes toward selecting foreign news items and on the individual forces that affect
gatekeeping. They found that these editor-gatekeepers prefersed international swories that had
some significant impact on American security and national interests. A key individuallevel

cision was that editors with an “nternational perspective”m»—“hberai with

force affecting the de
foreign news interest and foreign language training” {p. 561)—were more likely to prefer stories

shout world events. The more professional journalism experience editors had, the less likely they
were to select international stories. 1n this study the important forces arcund the gates were the
characteristics of the gatekeepers themselves. We would expect that newspaper editors have a
what news makes it into the newspaper and hence these individual
ariation in news content. But ¢his reinforces the importance of
explaining news content and reinforces the need

disproportionate say about
level factors likely explain some v
the gatekeeper's place within an organization in
for an ecological understanding of gatekeepers.

Some individual level influences may be more appropriately understood as Toutine factors.
For example, Berkowitz’s television gatekeepers claimed to make selection decisions based on
their “instincts” about what makes 2 good news program. (1990, p. 66). Berkowitz also found that
“news judgment” Of “DeWS values” influence gatekeeping (1991, p. 246). It is debatable whether
this cutcome is best understood as influences from individual characteristics or as the result of

routine definitions of newsworthiness. Clearly, there are standard criteria for newsworthiness
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however, the application of newsworthiness eriteria

¢hat are cOMMOn 4CT055 NEWS organizations;
may vary within indiv idual gatekeepers:
Combining of survey cesearch and content analysis 1O study newspapet coverage of major
Congressional legislation, Shoemaler et al. (2001} set ga{ekeepezs’ decisions within ¢heir eco-
jogical setting Of feld. The study looked at the impact of forces on WO 1evels of analysis, the indi-
vidual reportet and the assessment of pewsworthiness at the Touting level of the newsgathering
[ROCESS: The study found ¢hat individual level factors such as gender and political Jdeology failed
to predict coverage: However, the routine of determining newsworthiness did shape the news.
The authors concluded “that routine forces are MO successful in winning the competition O
determine what becornes NEWS than ase individual forces” (p- 247).

Orher routine-level forces nclude bow much effort @ news item requires ¥© be rransformed
into 3 StOTY, whether selection decisions are routinely made by individuals or groups of people
{Berkowltz, 1990), and the desire for a “pyplanced” mix of stories (Riffe, Eliis, Rogers, Vas Omme-
yen, &t Woodman, 1986; Sremnpeh, 1985). McCombs and Pecker (1979) suggest hat whether 2
gatekeeper 15 assigned the work role of news roanager (&g producer, assignment editor, NEWS
direcror) OF information gatherer (e, tePOTTET and anchor) is important in srudying the gate:
keeping process because peopie i the two Lypes of jobs face different pressures {or forces)- In
wsing this Tole differentiation 10 2 srudy of television gatekeepers, however, Berkowits (1993)
found that these work roles were 5ot Jdosely agsoctated with selection of news ftems.

Research at the organizational level has shown hat what might first appear © be individual
Jifferences can betiet be explained by the orgamzatic}nal level. For example, Kim's (2002) 2
analysis of journalists fqund differences among broadcast journalists 10 cheir assessTent of the
value of international NEWs. Kim argues, «The Arerican relevision journalist is an organiza-
donal creature Who subscribes to business objectives; his oF fer mindset Operates in tandem with
organizational serucrures and goals” (p- 449} Orgaaiza{ional«leve:l reseatch has included whether

a 1adio station has a grouww affiliation (Riffe & Shaw, 1990); the aurnber of gates 2 news item

tnust Pass through within the orpanization {Berkawicz, 1990); and resource constraints, such as

surnber of staff, jevel of funding, and equipment svailability (McManus, 1990). This includes the
availability and capabilities of new rechnologies and the availability and quality of information

subsidies, such a8 video releases {Berkowitz, 1991)-

Looking at the social institution jevel of analysts, McManus concludes that powerfu‘l interests
within government, {arge carpoTations, and the wealthy have 2 disproportionate capacity to pro-
vide information substdies. “By reducing the cost of discovery of events and views flattering ©

dia to influence what

al interests ¢an rake advantage of cost-conscious M
and Shaw {1590 found that the size

thernselves, these spect
the public leatns” (MechManus, 1990, p- 682)- Meanwhile, Riffe
of the market positively influenced the amount of NeWs chat radio stasions can carry. Kim (2002)
also found market size @ factor in gatekeepers choosing whether o print international news-
At the social systerh jevel of analysis: studies have explored the role of culeural values ot socia
structuge on gateleeeping: For example, Ravi {2005) shows how coverage of wax and conflict V&
ies from one country 1o another haged upon the cultural values, peliefs, and practices of those
countries. “Newspaper COVErage seerns to reflect aotions, values, and ideas that resonate within
particular societies” (Ravi, 2005, p- 59Y. A study by Donahue, Olien, and Tichenot {1989) shows
a ‘fe\ationship berween # community’s degree of pluralism and news and advertising content-
Similarly, Humphreys draws a distinetion Lerween media content in weonsensual and ‘majer
tartan’ democracies” (1996, p- 1% The difference in sTATE grructure leads (O & difference i media
structure and ultmately 1© 2 difference in NEWS COﬂtﬁnt»—-"c.onserLsual democracies afford greatel
phuralism of media voices {see also Hallin & Mancind, 2004). Chang. Wang, and Chen (1998)
show how different social sTTUCtures i China and the United States shap

o povions of news”
orthiness in different ways lrimarely producing differens television news content.
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A Brief Study Propesal

To illustrate how this can be applied in a real study, we take up the topic of public relations’ infiu-

ence on television news. We use the concept force © seucly why events that are covered by public

relations practitioners as video news releases may {or may not) become news stories.

Introduction

the emphasis is on whether an event makes it through a news gate. But
s through the gare? Chang and Lee {1992) showed that

editor-gatekeepers personal interest in national security and national interests positively affected

rhe extent to which they selected foreign news irems. Conversely, the more professiouai experi-

ence editors had, the less likely they were to select international stories- Berkowitz (1990} showsd
pt of newsworthiness is

that the extent © which an event fits the generally conceived conce
positively related to its selection. MeCombs and Becker {1979) also found that job roles could be
influential in gatekeeping—-News managers select different stories than do information gatherers.
Whether a radio station has 2 group affiliation or is independent has been found to impact selec-
tion (Riffe & Shaw, 1990). Berkowitz (1991) found that ¢he resources of the organization {e.g,
number of staff) influenced news item: selection.

Although these studies look at influences on news selection, they do not tie them to an impors

ceping theory. We can use Lewin's (1951) concept force 10 predict

tant consideration in gateks
whether an event becomes DEws. The idea of forces s pivoeal in gatekeeping theory. This study

considers the success of ¢he video news release (VNR) as a public relarions tool. VNRs carry
both positive and negative forces. Their positive forces include quatity and cost, whereas the

oubtic relations’ goal of persuading is a negative force.

In gatekeeping studies,
what influences whether the event goe

Theory

Aforceisa characteristic of an event that influences how i will move through 2 channel. The
cof a VNR, and an assgssment

‘dentificarion of forces that influence whether an event is the topi
eory's growth. Positive forces

of their relative strengths and directions, is important for the th

tend to push items chrough gates, whereas negative forces push them away. What would happen

if hoth positive and negative forces are attached to 2 news item! Positive forces push informa-
tion about events through the channel quickly, whereas negative forces may move slowly ot sTOP

altogether.
Clates occuz ar various iocatrions in the channel, and positive forces will help an event move

through the gate. An event with a negative force is less likely to move through the gate. In addi-

tion to polarity (positive 10 negative), an event's forces have strength, varying from wealt o strong.
Therefore a strong positive force will move the event more quickly through the channel than

wiil a weak positive force.

Characteristics of Forces
Public relarions practitioners produce video news celeases, and these VINRs have many char

acteristics that the gatekeeper must consider, such as the cimeliness of the information and is

accessibility through other means. VNRs with these characteristics might be more likely @

make it on television news: VNRs are generaily well done, follow the iournatistic CONVENTIoNS

and are free of cost to the television news organization. On the other hand, the

of news stories,
disdain and believe chat

gatekeeper must also consider the fact that some hoid public refations in
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they can produce higher quality news stories (Machill, Beiler, & Schmutz, 2006). As the gates
yeeper considers the ViNR’s many characteristics, which will be most important?

All of the forces in this exarnple exist in time 1B front of the news gate; that s, the forces are
L own by the gatekeeper before she or he decides whether to allow the video news release Lo pass
dhrough the gate. However, 1 ewin also recognized that forces can lie bebind the gate, after the
decision is made to bring the VNR into the pool of stories chat may be transmitted. For example,
once past the gate, the previous negative force associated with public relations could dissipate—
the WNR being judged more on regular journalistic news values than on this scereotype.

Media Relations

Public relations activities come from outside of the media organization and are often held in
distain by reporters (Turow, 1989) who may perceive them as prejudiced sOUTCES for news iterns.
Such attirudes create negative forces in front of news gates. journalists are suspicious of public
relations’ products and prefer to create their own stories. Still, chete is evidence that the news
media do sometimes have use for public relations’ news releases; this ranges from giving the jour-
nalist an idea for a story ©© using the news release in its entivety (Cameron & Biount, 1996},
The video news release imitates a news story from a television news operatiof, and the public
relations prectivioner sends it to the television station in the hope that it will help push its ropic
or event through the news gate and appear in the news show. In other words, the public relations
practitioner’s hope 15 chat the video news release will have a strong, positive force in front of the
news gate. Fositive forces include the professionalism and high quality of rhe video news release
and the fact that it is free t0 the television station.
This study looks at situations in which the positive or negative forces artached to the video
news release triumph, esulting in the event being pushed through or away from the gote. We

test the following hypothesis:

Journalists use the text and video in video news releases sbout a topic 1o the extent that
they have knowledge about the topic.

The independent variable is the amount of knowledge 2 journalist holds abous the topic. The
dependent variable is che extent to which ¢the video news release appears i or was the impetus
for 2 news item. Journalists who lnow nothing about the topic are likely to use the video news
release in full, whereas those with moderate knowledge may use parts of it. Journalists who are
expert in the subjectfissue covered in the VINRs are least tikely to use any part of the video news
releases.

Although some reporters may be physicians or have expett medical knowledge, most know
less, especially when they are contronted with medical advances. Medical VINRs are mare likely
to be used completely when the television news TepoTters are not scientific experts, because
reporters and their producers are afraid to get the story Wiong Journalists rarely have scientific
training.

Methods

To control for topics having different characteristics, in this study we looked only at events in
which medical breakthroughs were announced, such as press conferences. The unit of analysis in
F’nis study is the iournalist. Events eligible for inclusion in the study are medical events covered
in 50 local television news programs, randomly sampled from a list of all television news markets.
The study includes data from both a content analysis and a survey.
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Identifying the Event

All news items about medical breakchroughs were studied during the period of 2007. Medizal
breakthroughs are events that announce a new medicine, apparatus, or procedure. They were
identified by having medical students code stories in the Journal of the American Medical Asso-
ciation on a 10-point scale, according to whether the story is about an ordinary event (1} or one
chat is new (10). The event with the highest mean rating was identified as the study’s medica]
breakthrough event; however, when the corporate owner of the breakchrough was contacted, it
failed to provide a copy of all VINRs produced about the event. Therefore, the second-highes
scoring event was used. It was about measuring brain chemistry to evaluate a person’s level of
depression.

Content Analysis

Next, coders contacted the 50 television stations and requested a copy of the primary news pro-
gram on the day on which the medical breakthrough event was announced. All 50 news stations
provided stories about the medical event. Coders then identified the names of the reporters and
producers who wotked on the story. If this information was not available from the video, then
phone calls were made to the station. Information was available from all 50 stations, yielding 60
“reporters and 50 producers.

Coders then compared the VNRs to the television news stories about this topic. The foliow-

ing dependent variables were coded, and intercoder reliability was assessed for each:

number of stories about the new medical procedure

number of stories about the disease generally

number of (in seconds) visuals from VNR appeared in news program

number of (in seconds) words from VNR appeared in news program

numbet of (in seconds) material (visual and words} from VR appeared in news program
was the VINR used in its entirecy?

o number of (in seconds) material (visual and words) in news program that did not come from

VNR

@ & 9 & B

Survey Procedures

Telephone calls were made to all 110 individuals. The questionnaire included these independent
variables: :

® age

e gender

o number of years experience in television news as (1) producer, {2) reporter

o number of college courses taken in (1) chemistry, (2) biology, (3) healthcare, and {4} medical
topic

o number of continuing education presentations attended in these areas, also including
medicine

o number of medical publications read regularly

o familiarity with medical topics in general, Likert scale

o familiarity with depression in particular, Likert scale

e personal experience with depression for (1) self, {2) close family member, (3} close friend, {4)

co-worker—number of people known to have depression, in each category
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Results

The data would be then be entered into a statistical computer program such as SPSS and ana-
fyzed. Familiarity would be the dependent variable and the other variables would be independent

variables in the test of the hypothesis. Analysis would be by Analysis of Variance or multiple
regression.

Summary

Now that gatekeeping scholarship is more than 50 years old, we need to think about elaborating
¢he theory to address the world of the 21st century. Certainly, more research on the forces around
gates needs to be done, and looking at gatekeeping as a concept of multiple levels of analysis is
fruitful. But we should also operationalize aspects of gatekeeping other than mere selection. The
way in which stories are shaped, timed, and presented is also part of the gatekeeping process,
and such variables deserve to be included with selection in out arsenal of dependent variables.
1n addition, we should consider the ways in which these dependent variables may themselves
interact o produce the final media content product.

Note

1. Although the piece of the world thar first comes to the attention of journalists can be a person, an
idea, or an event, in fact the vast majority of news is about events. Therefore, we will use the term
event here to represens them all
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