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A content analysis was conducted to determine the amount and type of

causal explanation included in coverage of the 1992 Los Angeles riots in The

New York Times, the Los Angeles Times and The Christian Science Monitor.

The data were analyzed to determine whether causal explanations were

primarily societal or individual/situational. The primary purpose was to

examine whether the press has altered its reporting techniques since the

Kerner Commission report criticized the narrow, descriptive-based reporting

of the 1960s riots.

Study results indicate riot coverage was predominantly descriptive and

similar in content to that detailed by the Kerner Commission. The most

frequently cited cause was the triggering event, the Rodney King acquittal

verdict.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Page

LIST OF TABLES.......................................-- - - ..-----........----.--- v-

Chapter

I. INTRODUCTION.................-........----------------------....-........1

Background
Problem
Purpose
Hypothesis
Review of Literature
justification
Definition of Terms
Limitations
Methodology
Organization of Thesis

II. DATA COLLECTION AND RESULTS... .................. 19
General Information
Reliability
Validity

III. INTERPRETATION OF THE DATA*.............................25

IV. CONCLUSIONS....... ..................--....-------.---------------........................ 28

REFERENCES............... .....................- ..- - ....................33

aii



LIST OF TABLES

Page

I. Number and Percentage of Riot-related Articles............................20

II. Number and Percentage of Explanatory and Descriptive

Paragraphs in Riot-related Articles.............................21

III. Distribution of Causal Explanation by Category....................................22

IV. Distribution of Riot-related Coverage in

Column-inch M easurements...................................................................26

iv



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Background

In the summer of 1965, riots erupted in Watts, a predominantly black

section of Los Angeles. Thirty-four people died as a result of the violence,

more than a thousand more were injured, 4,000 were arrested and nearly $40

million worth of property was damaged (Harris, 1988, p. 6). The riots were

sparked, says Harris, by a routine traffic arrest. He writes:

A white police officer stopped a twenty-one-year-old black man two

blocks from his home. The man's mother and brother intervened. It

was a hot August evening, and that small incident was all it took to

ignite the frustrations, hostilities, and tensions that had been building

up for years in Watts. A crowd gathered, and an ugly mood grew and

erupted into violence.... before it was quelled, [the riot] had spread

over forty-six square miles. (p. 5-6)

There had been riots in Harlem the year before, and in the following

three years, many more American cities would feel the heat of fires set by

angry mobs. During the "long, hot summer" of 1967, Newark and Detroit, as

well as 28 other cities had major outbreaks of violence.

In the wake of this violence, on July 27, 1967, President Lyndon Johnson

created the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders to investigate

the causes of the riots (Frankel, 1967). Johnson's basic charge to the

1
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commission was "to assess the causes of rioting in the cities" and to make

suggestions for remedying the social problems which he felt had provided a

breeding ground for the discontent and anger that exploded into violence

over seemingly minor events (Transcript of President Johnson's, 1967).

However, Johnson's final charge to the commission was to investigate "what

effect the media have on the riots" (Reed, 1967). Johnson pledged the

cooperation of the federal agencies that could provide information and urged

a speedy response from the commission.

On March 1, 1968, the Kerner Commission, as it quickly became known in

honor of its head Otto Kerner, issued a full report of its findings.' The cause

of the riots, it had decided, was not specific events that had precipitated the

riots in each city (National Advisory Commission, 1968). Instead, read the

report, "it was generated out of an increasingly disturbed social atmosphere...

[which] became linked in the minds of many in the Negro community with a

reservoir of underlying grievances" (p. 3). At some point, an incident became

a breaking point, and the tension "spilled over into violence" (p. 3).

In assessing media coverage of the riots, the report suggested the media

had, on the whole, made a real effort to "give a balanced, factual account of

the 1967 disorders" (p. 201), but despite this effort, the portrayal of violence

failed to "reflect accurately its scale and character... [resulting in] an

exaggeration of both mood and event." (p. 201). The report's criticism of the

media focused on its failure to provide adequate explanation of the causes of

the riots. "Most important, we believe that the media have thus far failed to

report adequately on the causes and consequences of civil disorders and the

underlying problems of race relations" (p. 201).
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This concern with media reporting of the causes of the riots has been

validated by recent research studies that indicate a "great deal of attributional

exposure and thinking in everyday life, and this is exhibited in diverse

written material" (Weiner, 1985, p. 77). Equally important is evidence

indicating that although individuals engage in a search for causality in almost

all situations where events are perceived, the tendency is particularly strong

when they are presented with information about negative or unexpected

events (Entman, 1989; McGill, 1989; Smith & Miller, 1983; Weiner, 1985).

In the months and years after the Kerner Report was released, the

accuracy of its findings was debated, yet few denied that media coverage of the

social conditions underlying the riots was lacking. Scholarly evidence

abounded that the press had, indeed, failed to provide extensive coverage of

anything more than superficial causes of the riots.

A 1967 Justice Department report on the news media and racial disorders

had also detailed the importance of attempting "to convey to both black and

white the underlying causes of the dilemma and what must be done to

resolve it" (Department of Justice, 1967, p. 5). The report suggested that

coverage could be improved if the media would "view racial disorders as

much more than a Memorial Day casualty toll" (p. 5). There was, according to

the report, general agreement that the causes of the civil disorders could be

traced to a myriad of socio-economic disorders.

Margaret Breen (1968) compared "prestige" newspaper coverage during

two days of the 1967 Detroit riots and noted that the content of news articles

on the riots was remarkably similar. Her analysis showed that "each of the

eight papers presented accounts of riots that dealt primarily with reports of
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fires and looting" (p. 545), although five of the eight newspapers carried some

background information and "interpretative accounts of reasons for the riots"

(p. 545).

A multitude of reasons were proffered to explain the press's lackluster

performance. Columbia Journalism Review devoted 19 pages of its Fall, 1968,

issue to essays by professionals who were trying to explain the deficient

coverage. Eric Blanchard, a former newspaper reporter who had covered the

civil rights movement and served as information officer for the Kerner

Commission, suggested that the problem lay with the "action" approach

taken by the press. Editors, he said, "on the face of what appeared in print...

approach [racial stories] like a ball game or a homicide, rather than as the

manifestation of social unrest" (p. 64).

Blanchard's concern with the action-oriented coverage of civil

disturbances reflected a growing concern by media scholars that news was too

narrowly defined. The debate over how news should be defined had been

growing since the Hutchins Commission's recommendation that the news

should provide a "truthful, comprehensive and intelligent account of the

day's events in a context which gives them meaning" (Commission on

Freedom of the Press, 1947, p. 20). Although the suggestion that the standard

news definition should be expanded was not new, the idea gained new force

and attracted advocates during the turmoil of the 1960s. Media scholars and

news professionals alike began calling for a broader definition of news

content. Many, such as Todd Hunt (1978), advocated more "process-

centered" reporting and called for a greater proportion of news coverage to be

devoted to an exploration of issues rather than a simple description of events.
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Walter Lippmann, in a 1969 interview recorded in Columbia Journalism

Review, had already voiced many of these sentiments. Lippmann,

responding to a question about the stereotyped reporting of the 1960's chaos,

suggested that news coverage was also complicated by the public's need to

simplify things - "they want to be told that things are absolute, that they're

black or white." And, said Lippmann, they (the public) don't want to be

bothered very long. This, he said, leads reporters to simplify complex,

complicated issues, although they're aware of the dangers of superficiality.

Lippmann added that the stereotyped reporting of the late 1960s was also

partially due to confusion. "Everybody, " said Lippmann, "was confused,

including the newspapermen, because they were dealing with a situation for

which they had no preparation" (p. 8).

But by the mid-1980s, most reporting texts had added "why" to the "who,

what, when, where and how" list of questions used by professionals during

the 1960s. A few textbook authors.were optimistic enough to state that the

transformation to more expanded coverage of complicated social issues and

events was complete. A 1986 text on advanced reporting techniques (Keir,

McCombs & Shaw, 1986) suggests that the recognition of the importance of

process-centered news is complete and that "more and more editors and news

directors are seeing that a preoccupation with events leaves reporters with too -

little time and too few resources to pursue the leads these events can give

about deeper social, political and economic trends in their communities" (p.

9). And in a 1988 text, faculty members from the University of Missouri offer

the opinion that the goal of most print journalists is "the one outlined by the

Hutchins Commission on freedom of the press - 'a truthful, comprehensive
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and intelligent account of the day's events in a context which gives them

meaning"' (Brooks, Kennedy, Moen, & Ranly, 1988, p. 22).

Yet Creed Black, who was president of the American Society of

Newspaper Editors in 1983, has expressed doubts about editors' contentions

that news is "no longer just an account of what has happened since

yesterday's paper was published. Underlying trends, particularly in the area

of social changes, also claim and deserve our attention" (Brooks et al., 1988, p.

17). Black suggests that old habits are hard to break, and that perhaps coverage

is not as comprehensive as editors profess it to be.

William J. Drummond, a journalism professor at the University of

California-Berkeley, expresses similar sentiments in his assessment of press

performance in the area of race relations (1990). Following an

examination of how blacks are represented in and by the media, he writes:

The news media were, and remain, creatures of the moment, giving

attention to the problems of the moment and rarely providing more

than a polite and cursory bow toward their historical and societal

context. How much of black pathology is real and how much simply

easy to find and photograph? (p. 29)

David Shaw, the respected Los Angeles Times media, critic, in a 1991 series

on minorities in the media, also decried the lack of in-depth coverage

provided by the press. What minority journalists want, says Shaw, is a more

comprehensive and comprehending journalism. Shaw recognizes that this

applies also to press coverage of whites. "News," he says, "is defined by the

people who write, edit, publish and broadcast it, and it is about the aberrant...

about the extremes of life" (p. 1).
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Considering these divergent opinions, the question of how press coverage

has changed in the 34 years since the Kerner Commission issued its

recommendations appears legitimate. Riots in Los Angeles in April 1992

offered an opportunity to examine the press's performance in a situation very

similar to those examined by the Kerner commission. The 1992 riots were

triggered by the acquittal of four policemen on charges they beat an African-

American motorist, Rodney King. The incident and the trial were highly

publicized, and when the not-guilty verdict was announced, violence ensued.

For two days the riots continued, until President Bush ordered in federal

troops and the city was once again under control (Stevenson, 1992). By May 2,

when the violence abated, 38 people had died, nearly 1,500 people had been

injured and 3,800 buildings had been destroyed by fire. The seriousness of

this civil disturbance offers an opportunity to examine how the press

explained the causes of the riots and to compare that to the coverage of the

1960s riots reported by the Kerner Commission.

Exactly what proportion of the coverage of the 1992 Los Angeles riots was

devoted to an explanation of underlying causes and what proportion was

devoted to an accounting of the events occurring during the riot? Does the

coverage of the 1992 riots in Los Angeles reflect a changing definition of news

coverage? Has the press, in fact, altered its reporting techniques to include

more of the background and explanatory content that scholars and

professionals alike say should be included?

Problem

What combination of descriptive (event) and explanatory (cause) text did

the Los Angeles Times, The New York Times and The Christian Science
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Monitor include in their reports on the Los Angeles riots? How do these

three newspapers compare in their causal attribution in news reports of the

1992 Los Angeles riots? Do these attributions use primarily societal or

situational/individual explanations of the causes of the riots? And does the

distribution and complexity of the causal attributions suggest the same

deficiencies in coverage of civil disturbances exists that was detailed by the

Kerner Commission?

Purpose

The purpose of this study is to determine the amount and type of causal

explanations included in coverage of the 1992 Los Angeles riots in three

national newspapers. Additional analyses were conducted to determine how

press reports of causality are distributed between social and

individual/situational categories and to determine if any difference exists

among the three newspapers in the amount of coverage devoted to

descriptions of events and explanations of causes.

Hypothesis

To solve the problem posed in this study, research was designed to prove

or disprove this hypothesis: news reports in three "prestige" national

newspapers used predominantly societal explanations to attribute causality

for the riots following the Rodney King trial in Los Angeles in April 1992.

Two supplemental analyses were conducted to test the hypotheses that

news coverage of civil disturbances, represented by the 1992 Los Angeles riots,

continues to be devoted primarily to descriptive reports of specific events

rather than to explanatory reports of the underlying causes, and that no
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significant difference exists in the coverage provided by these three national

newspapers.

Review of Literature

Although philosophers from the time of Aristotle (Shaver, 1985) have

debated the causes and explanations of events, modern systematic inquiry

into how humans explain the causes of behavior was not begun until 1958,

when Fritz Heider published the seminal work on attribution theory,

Psychology of Interpersonal Relations. Heider theorized that making causal

judgments was a basic part of human cognitive function. He suggested that

causal judgments were perceptual in nature and occurred automatically as

individuals collected information (Smith & Miller, 1983).

Smith and Miller (1983), after reviewing the literature, proposed that

Heider's basic theory of spontaneous causal attribution has been

supported. They believe that research in cognitive psychology has shown.

that "attributions... are implicit in the very process of comprehending

reality - whether understanding a verbal communication or forming

opinions about the nature of the world" (p. 492).

Weiner (1985) came to a similar conclusion after an exhaustive

review of the studies that attempt to document spontaneous attributional

activities.' Weiner searched a "complete listing of the research

publications" (p. 81) and concluded that "all the investigators report a

great amount of causal search. Although a critic might question the

inclusion of one or two of these investigations, it appears that the issue of

spontaneous attributional activities can be put aside" (p. 81).
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As causal attribution became accepted as a verifiable, universal

component of the human cognitive process, research focused on identifying

the exact mechanisms, mediating variables and situations that influence the

attribution process. A discussion of how the attribution process works is

beyond the scope of this paper, but two veins of this ongoing research are

relevant: (a) the use of printed archival material as the source data to

examine causal attribution and (b) the identification of causal attribution in

news reports.

According to Weiner (1985), the coding of written material to determine

causal attributions was first conducted by Lau & Russell (1980). They

examined 107 newspaper articles in eight different newspapers. The topic of

these articles was sporting events, and Lau & Russell limited their sample to

those articles that were "long enough [so that they were not]... limited to

descriptions of the game" (p. 31). In their analysis, Lau and Russell included

not only a description of the kinds.of attributions made, but also a record of

the frequency of causal ascriptions.

Weiner (1985) identified other studies that recorded similar coding

techniques using newspapers, but with varying topics such as advice columns

and election outcomes. Weiner also located multiple studies that examined

other types of printed material ranging from annual reports to the journals of -

sixth-grade students. Other studies identify printed material as the source

documents for their identification of causal attribution related to diverse

topics such as press reports (cited in Hastie, 1984, p. 45), short stories (Howard

& Allen, 1989), event scenarios (McGill, 1990) and printed behavioral

descriptions (Hastie, 1984).
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And in 1987, Shanto Iyengar attempted to verify that individuals' beliefs

about the causes of social problems were directly related to how causal

attributions were presented in broadcast news reports. He used open-ended

questionnaires to determine how individuals explain the causes of various

social issues such as poverty, unemployment and terrorism. He concluded

that "their explanations of issues like terrorism or poverty are critically

dependent upon the particular reference points furnished in media

presentations" (p. 828). Iyengar, convinced that "attributions of responsibility

are critical ingredients of social knowledge" (1989, p. 879) expanded on his first

study in an effort to identify the categories that individuals use in their

attributions. He concluded that individuals divide their explanations of the

causes of social problems into two general categories: societal causes and

individual causes. Although the data is not conclusive, he argues that how

the media frame a national issue or problem has "considerable" influence on

viewers' attributions of causality.

Despite the limited number of studies available to document the

phenomenon of causal attribution in news reports, the evidence is

convincing that this is a reliable phenomenon that warrants additional

investigation.

Justification

Although anecdotal information and criticism concerning how news

reports explain the causes of events and social problems has a long history,

scholarly work on the topic did not begin to appear until the 1980s. The

number of studies published is still limited and has been restricted to a few

narrowly defined topics such as sports (Lau & Russell, 1980). Only the studies
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conducted by Iyengar (1987, 1989) have attempted to examine more generally

how causality is attributed in news reports.

In addition, in light of continuing charges that the press provides only

"superficial" coverage of complex issues, an examination of a representative

event is warranted. In direct response to charges lodged during the 1960s,

studies using content analysis techniques continue to track the status of

women's and minorities' representation in news reports, yet no systematic

attempt to detail the changes in explanatory coverage of social issues has been

conducted.

This study provides a content analysis of the causal explanations three

national newspapers provided concerning a major news event that parallels a

similar event in 1965. This study provides a measure of the distribution of

descriptive and explanatory text included in news coverage of that same

event, while also documenting the distribution of causes used to explain the

event. And finally, this study provides an indication of the degree of

similarity of coverage of this event among the three newspapers.

Definition of Terms

Three terms used in this study need to be defined in specific terms: causal

attribution, descriptive text/news and explanatory text/news. Causal

attribution was defined using criteria established by Hamilton, Grubb, Acorn,

Trolier & Carpenter (1991). They define attribution as an " inference process

in which the perceiver uses the information available to infer the cause for

some behavior. Attribution is a particular kind of inference - an inference

concerned with understanding causality" (p. 897-898).
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The definitions for the terms descriptive and explanatory text were based

on entries in Webster's New World Dictionary (Neufeldt & Sparks, 1990), but

the definitions were restricted to serve the purposes of this study. The term

text was used to denote "the principal matter on a printed page, as

distinguished from notes, headings, etc." (p. 610). The term descriptive was

used to indicate text/news that provides specific information about a concrete,

observable event - a record of actions. The term explanatory, on the other

hand, was used to denote text/news that provides suppositions about why an

event or situation occurred - an interpretation of causes.

Limitations

The content analyzed was limited to news articles and editorials

concerning the Los Angeles riots published in three national newspapers in

1992. Headlines, subheads, photographs, cutlines and editorial cartoons were

not included in the items selected for analysis. In addition, articles that

contained only information about the alleged police beating of Rodney King

or the resulting trial that preceded and triggered the riots were not included.

Although all paragraphs included in the initial selection of articles were

analyzed for content, only those paragraphs coders identified as containing

causal attributions were used to determine placement in subcategories.

In addition, although a discussion of the data gathered as it compares to

the data gathered by the Kerner Commission on the 1960s rioting was

included in this study, no direct comparison of quantitative data can be

conducted. The Kerner Commission's report was based on quantitative

content analysis data, anecdotal reports and interviews with reporters;

consequently, the study's results do not permit quantitative comparison.
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Methodology

The newspapers used in this study were based upon listings from the 1992

issue of Editor & Publisher International Year Book that indicate national

distribution. Secondary selection was based on the newspaper's content, with

only those papers being selected for inclusion that offer general news content.

For instance, The Wall Street Journal, although listed as a national

newspaper, was not included since it offers primarily business-related news

reports. In addition, practical considerations dictated that copies of the

newspapers selected be available for analysis. The three newspapers meeting

these criteria were the Los Angeles Times, The New York Times, and The

Christian Science Monitor.

The Kerner Commission selected newspaper issues for analysis of riot

coverage in the 1960s beginning three days before and continuing through

three days after each civil disturbance studied (National Advisory

Commission, 1968, p. 204). Issues analyzed in this study were selected using

that same procedure. Consequently, a total of eight issues from each

newspaper were selected. Since The Christian Science Monitor publishes on

weekdays only, the three issues selected for this newspaper after the final day

of rioting were not published on consecutive days. Instead, the three issues

published following the final day of rioting were chosen. The last day of

rioting was defined using a New York Times report from May 2, which stated

that calm had been restored and the disturbance was considered under

control.

Only the text of editorial opinion and news articles pertaining to the Los

Angeles riots and printed in the selected issues on general news and opinion
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pages were analyzed. Articles in specially designated sections such as sports or

business were not considered. Individual items were identified by references

in the article headline to the riots or to explanatory causes of the riots.

Opinion articles selected for the study included columns and editorials, but

not letters to the editor.

The unit of analysis was the paragraph, although each article was read as a

unit before individual paragraph analysis was begun. The coding was

conducted in a two-stage process. The first stage of the coding identified each

paragraph as containing descriptive text or explanatory text. The second stage

of the coding was conducted only on those paragraphs previously identified

as containing explanatory text and identified the category of the causal

attribution.

Three coders were used and each completed the two-stage coding process

on every item selected for analysis. Coders were trained to identify

descriptive and explanatory text and to assign causal explanations to 1 of 16

subcategories arranged under a dichotomy of societal and

individual/situational categories.

Since no categorization standard exists to measure causal attribution in

news events of this complexity, existing classification systems were adapted

for the purposes of this study. Although researchers agree that causal

attribution is a reliable phenomenon, they do not agree on the labeling of

categories to describe the process. Wimer & Kelley (1982) contend that this is

because causal dimensions "derive in most part from the minds of attribution

theorists, not laypeople" (p. 1143). Heider's original model indicated that

causality was attributed to the causal forces of the person (internal) or to
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causal forces of the situation (external) . Heider's two categories were quickly

proven inadequate in distinguishing what factors influence the attribution

process (Howard, 1987; White, 1991), although global measures such as these

were shown to be "better suited than factor measures to circumstances in

which respondents are not familiar with the setting about which attributions

are elicited" (Howard, 1987, p. 5). Wimer and Kelley (1982), like Howard,

identified a two-value system in use by "lay-persons," although they labeled

their categories as simple and complex causes. Gray (1987), in examining how

media report causality for social problems, identified a two-category system

based on individual and social blame. Since the purpose of this study is not

to identify psychological mechanisms but to identify causal attributions in

news reports, an adaptation of the categorical divisions devised for the study

of news reports on social problems developed by Iyengar (1989) based on a

pilot study by the Center for Political Studies was used. The basic structure

mimics Iyengar's, but the categories were altered to incorporate the causes for

the riots identified by the Kerner Commission in its original report and in the

1969 supplement.

The subcategories under societal causes include:

a) complaints are not heard by the local authorities

b) police brutality/insensitivity

c) discrimination and unfair treatment in everyday situations

d) unemployment/underemployment

e) conditions in the racial ghetto such as poverty, poor educational

opportunities and bad housing

f) failure of laws/court system to dispense justice fairly
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g) exploitation of disadvantaged consumers by retail merchants

h) anger (general)

i) racial tensions

j) other.

The subcategories under individual/situation causes include:

a) individuals are basically violent/flawed character

b) adolescent misbehavior (gang activity)

c) criminal behavior (individuals with previous criminal records)

d) situational agitators

e) sub-group norms promote lack of respect for rights/properties of others

f) opportunists taking advantage of disorder

A test of the coding document using Krippendorff's coefficient of

agreement (1980, p. 139) was conducted to determine intercoder reliability . A

preliminary reading of articles from the test group was conducted by two

coders to identify potential problems with the coding document. The

wording of the categories in the test document was altered slightly to ensure

clarity and distinction between categories. A reliable measure of interceder

reliability was achieved in the preliminary test. The articles selected for this

test were chosen from The Dallas Morning News issues covering the same

topics and dates as those defined for examination in the study.

The data derived from coder measures on the study were analyzed using

simple percentages to determine two basic distributions: the proportion of

descriptive versus explanatory news paragraphs in each newspaper's selected

issues and the distribution of causal explanations within the sample of

explanatory paragraphs. In addition, a simple percentage was calculated to
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compare the total of riot-related inches and riot-related text inches between

newspapers to determine if any difference exists in the distribution of

coverage provided by the three newspapers studied.

Organization of Thesis

Chapter II reports on the collection of data from the content analysis.

Chapter III reports the interpretation of data for all three analyses. Chapter

IV reports the conclusions reached and offers suggestions for future study.



CHAPTER II

DATA COLLECTION AND RESULTS

General Information

The headline of every article meeting defined criteria and on the pages

selected for analysis was read to determine suitability for inclusion of the

articles in the study. Any article that contained a reference to the riots was

assigned a number and included on a coding analysis grid. Every paragraph

within a given article was numbered sequentially and photocopies of the

articles, along with the coding grids and instructions, were then distributed to

coders. A total of 153 articles containing 3,904 paragraphs were selected for

inclusion in the study.

Although the number of pages examined for The Christian Science

Monitor. the Los Angeles Times and The News York Times was similar -

160, 149 and 188 pages respectively - the number of riot-related articles and

paragraphs varied widely from newspaper to newspaper. The Christian

Science Monitor had the least number of items in the study, with 12 articles

and 186 paragraphs. The Los Angeles Times, had the greatest number of both

articles and paragraphs while The New York Times had an intermediate

number of articles and paragraphs. Table I reports the results of the number

and percentage distribution of riot-related articles from the selected pages.

19
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Table 1

Number and Percentage of Riot-related Articles

Riot- Riot-
related % of Total related % of

Newspaper Pgs. Articles Articles Total Units Units Total

The CS Monitor 160 260 12 4.6% 3,795 186 4.9%

LA Times 149 355 .95 26.8% 8,347 2,726 32.7%

The NY Times 188 389 46 11.8% 5,707 992 17.4%

Totals 497 1,004 153 15.2% 17,849 3,904 21.9%

Note: Unit size is one paragraph

A preliminary test of each phase of the coding process was conducted to

determine intercoder reliability. Although many studies use only intercoder

agreement, a simple percentage derived by dividing the total number of

possible responses by the number of shared responses, Holsti (1969) criticizes

this method as inadequate. He suggests using Scott's index of reliability,

which "corrects not only for the number of categories, but also for the

probable frequency with which each is used" (p. 140). Scott's index, however,

allows comparison between two coders only. Consequently, Krippendorff's

coefficient - which is a "reliable measure" applicable to "many coders, many

kinds of orders of data and any sample size" (Krippendorff, 1980, p. 138) -

was selected to verify that intercoder agreement exceeded the amount that

would occur by chance.

In the test of the first phase of the coding process, separating paragraphs

into descriptive and explanatory categories, two coders scored four articles
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with 90 paragraph units from the May 1 issue of The Dallas Morning News.

The results of this test were tabulated and resulted in intercoder reliability

index of .724 or 72.4 percent above chance. This is well within Krippendorff's

(1980, p. 147) level of acceptability. To test the second part of the coding

process, two coders analyzed 22 paragraph units from the same issue of The

Dallas Morning News. This test of the reliability of the causal coding

document resulted in an intercoder reliability index of .71, which is also well

within Krippendorff's (p. 147) range of acceptable scores and which indicated

the reliability of the coding document categories.

In the initial round of coding, three coders read each of the designated

articles and recorded the assigned paragraph number if the coder considered

its contents fell under the "explanatory" definition. The results of the initial

coding were then tabulated. Table 2 reports the results of this coding phase.

Table 2

Number and Percentage of Explanatory and Descriptive Paragraphs
in Riot-related articles

Riot-
related Explanatory % of Descriptive % of

Newspaper Units Units Total Units Total

The CS Monitor 186 29 15.6% 157 84.4%

LA Times 2,726 209 7.7% 2,517 92.3%

The NY Times 992 72 7.3% 920 92.7%

Totals 3,904 310 7.9% 3,594 92.1%

Note: Unit size is one paragraph
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Any paragraph designated as explanatory by two or more coders was

included in the second round of coding. Again, these were listed on a coding

grid for easy identification by coders and the three coders were asked to record

which of the 16 causal explanations best described that paragraph. The results

of this second round of coding are recorded in Table 3.

Table 3

Distribution of Causal Explanation by Category

Category

Societal

Complaints not heard

Police brutality

Discrimination

Unemployment

Living conditions

Laws/courts unjust

Exploitation by retailers

Anger (general)

Racial tensions

Units
Coded

12

26

32

22

65

314

13

64

52

Category

Non-specific

Other

Individual/situational

Basically violent

Adolescent misbehavior

Criminal activity

Situational agitators

Black culture

Opportunists

Total for all categories

Units

Coded

213

0

0

21

0

1

95

930

Note: Categories were abbreviated using key words

Each newspaper page selected for inclusion in the study was also

measured to determine the column-inch distribution of news/editorial, riot-
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related news/editorial, news/editorial text, riot-related news/editorial text as

well as the measurements previously described. All elements were converted

to a standard column inch measure to allow comparison between elements.

Reliability

After data collection was completed on the first phase of the coding

process, an analysis was completed to determine the reliability of the coding

procedure. Basic intercoder agreement for all three newspapers was 92.5

percent. Reliability was calculated using Krippendorff's (1980, p. 139)

coefficient of agreement at .55 or 55 percent above chance. Although no

standard of reliability has been established for use in content analysis studies,

this figure was lower than the .67 figure that Krippendorff (p. 147) considers

acceptable for making statistical inferences. However, Krippendorff notes that

in some content analyses, "unreliabilities become hardly noticeable in the

result" (p. 147).

Clearly, further research into the problem was warranted. Krippendorff

suggests that four areas - unit reliability, individual reliability, single-

category reliability and conditional reliability - frequently hold the answer to

slightly lower reliability scores. Of these four, the one most applicable to this

phase of the coding process seems to be conditional reliability. During the

this phase of the coding process, the coders had to decide if the unit contained

elements that would designate it as explanatory. According to Krippendorff,

this is the least reliable portion of the coding process. He notes that it "tends

to be much harder to obtain agreement on whether or not a particular

characteristic is present in some unit than on how it is classified after that

characteristic is judged present" (p. 151). Consequently, this agreement index
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was considered acceptable pending outcome of the second portion of the

coding process.

Data tabulated from the second portion of the coding process indicated

basic interceder agreement was 74 percent with a coefficient of agreement

score of .665 or 66.5 percent above chance. This was within the range of scores

that is acceptable for drawing general conclusions from data.

Validity

The division of news articles into paragraphs denoting either descriptive

or explanatory text is based on classifications defined in the Kerner

Commission report. This report used similar categories to illustrate the

distribution of print news coverage of the 1965 Los Angeles riots. The

division is also similar to that used in studies that divide text into event-

centered (descriptive) and process-centered (explanatory) news.

The categories used to determine how causality is assessed were based on

information culled from the Kerner Commission report. These explanations

for the causes of the 1965 riots had been compiled from studies and reports

conducted by scholars nationwide.



CHAPTER III

INTERPRETATION OF THE DATA

The amount of riot-related coverage as a percentage of total column

inches and as the number of total paragraphs varied greatly among the three

newspapers when compared to other event coverage in the selected issues.

Table 4 records these distributions both as frequencies and as percentages of

total space. The amount of riot coverage devoted strictly to text ranged from a

high of 70 percent in The Christian Science Monitor to a low of 46 percent in

the Los Angeles Times.

Although varying somewhat between newspapers, the number of

paragraphs dedicated to explaining the causes of the riots was a small portion

of the total number of paragraphs in riot-related articles. The Christian

Science Monitor had the least number of paragraphs in the study, 186, but 29

of those paragraphs, or more than 15 percent, were considered explanatory

paragraphs. This compares with the Los Angeles Times and The New York

Times which had 209 and 72 explanatory paragraphs respectively. Although

the numerical count was much higher for these two newspapers, these counts -

represent little more than 7 percent of the riot-related paragraphs in both

newspapers. Of the 3,904 paragraphs examined in the study, 310, or 7.9

percent of the selected paragraphs were classified as explanatory.

The remaining 3,594 paragraphs were classified as descriptive and

considered to contain information that provided only a record of events.

25
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This was the predominant type of paragraph noted in the study and

comprised 92.1 percent of the total riot-related paragraphs.

Table 4

Distribution of Riot-related Coverage in Column-Inch Measurement

All Riot-related data

Newspapers

The CS Monitor

News/Edit.

10,504

Riot-related
News/Edit.

342

% of Total

3.3%

LA Times 1

The NY Times 2

Totals 5

Text in riot-related articles

Newspapers

The CS Monitor

LA Times

The NY Times

Totals

8,774

3,688

2,966

News/Edit.
Text Total

5,386

9,361

5,948

20,695

6,418

1,536

8,296

Riot-related text

241

2,984

942

4,167

34.2%

6.5%

15.7%

% of Total

4.5%

31.9%

15.8%

20.1%

Note: All measurements were converted into standard column-inches

In the assignment of explanatory paragraphs into subcategories, a

majority of the responses, 600, placed paragraphs into societal categories. This

comprised 64.5 percent of the total number of responses. A much smaller

number of responses, 117, or 12.5 percent placed paragraphs into
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individual/situational categories. Another 213 responses, or 23 percent, could

not be placed into any defined subcategory, but instead placed paragraphs into

a category labeled "other."

The "other" category was not designed to be a neutral category, but instead

to provide coders with an alternate selection when the explanation did not fit

into the other 15 more narrowly defined subcategories. This proved to be a

wise decision, if coder comments are any indication. Paragraphs that were

placed in this category offered explanations for the riots that varied from the

Republicans were at fault to neglect by Ronald Reagan and George Bush.

The largest number of responses placed paragraphs into the subcategory

labeled failure of laws/court system to dispense justice fairly. Of the total 930

responses possible, 314, or 34 percent of the responses fell into this category.

This comprised 52 percent of the responses in societal subcategories.

Of the subcategories under the individual/situational heading, only two,

criminal behavior and opportunists taking advantage of the disorder, had

more than one response. Of the 117 responses placing paragraphs under this

heading, 95 responses, or 81 percent placed paragraphs in the opportunists

category.



CHAPTER IV

CONCLUSIONS

The purpose of this study was to determine the amount and type of causal

explanations included. in coverage of the 1992 Los Angeles riots in three

national newspapers. This was accomplished by first identifying the riot-

related articles in each newspaper and then using content analysis techniques

to identify the explanatory paragraphs and to sort these selected paragraphs

into categories of explanation. The results were then used to calculate the

percentage of explanatory paragraphs and the distribution of causal

explanations within those paragraphs. Simple percentages of the amount and

type of riot-related coverage was also calculated to allow comparisons among

the three newspapers.

The research was designed to prove or disprove three hypotheses. The

primary hypothesis stated that news reports in three "prestige" national

newspapers would use predominantly societal explanations to attribute

causality for the riots following the Rodney King trial in Los Angeles in April

1992.

The content analysis results supported the hypothesis that causal

explanations in the three newspapers were predominantly societal. This was

evident by the overwhelming number of explanatory paragraphs that offered

societal explanations for the riots. Nearly five times as many responses were

coded in societal categories as in individual/situational categories.

28
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. The second hypothesis, that news coverage of the 1992 Los Angeles riots

was devoted primarily to descriptive reports of specific events rather than to

explanatory reports of the underlying.causes, was also supported by the results

of the content analysis. This was evident by the disproportionate number of

riot-related paragraphs that was limited to descriptive accounts.

The third hypothesis, that no significant differences exist in the coverage

provided by the three national newspapers was not proven or disproven.

The results of the content analysis indicate that the three newspapers showed

dissimilar results in several categories and in the proportion of column

inches dedicated to riot-related coverage. However, the different news

mixture of the three newspapers obscured the results.

The Los Angeles Times devoted the largest amount of space to riot

coverage, in both column inches, article counts and number of paragraphs.

This could be explained, however, by the newspaper's role in covering an

event that occurred locally. The Christian Science Monitor, on the other

hand, had the least amount of riot coverage - in column inches, in number

of articles and in percentage of total paragraphs. This can be partially

explained by The Christian Science Monitor's coverage of a wide range of

both national and international events, of which the Los Angeles riots were a

small part. The New York Times, although it had nearly 25 percent more

total column inches than the Los Angeles Times, devoted 75 percent fewer

column inches to riot-related news coverage. Because The New York Times

is considered the nation's newspaper of record, it may have devoted more of

its national news space to other important issues such as the ongoing

presidential primary campaigns.
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One informal question posed in the study remains to be answered: Does

the distribution and complexity of the causal attribution suggest the same

deficiencies in coverage of civil disturbances exist that was detailed by the

Kerner Commission?. The results of this study indicate that the coverage of

the Los Angeles riots was similar in content to that recorded in the Kerner

Commission report of newspaper coverage of the 1960s riots.

According to the Kerner Commission report (National Advisory

Commission, 1968, p. 201), the most important failing of the press was its

failure to "report adequately on the causes and consequences of civil

disorders." Although quantitative figures are not available for direct

comparison, the current study indicates that a small percentage of the

newspapers' coverage was devoted to the riots and a negligible amount of

that coverage was devoted to causal explanations.

This skewed distribution of descriptive and explanatory text suggests that

coverage of civil disorder has not changed appreciably in the years since the

Kerner Commission published its report. Although the three newspapers

have very different news mixes, their coverage of the Los Angeles riots was

surprisingly similar. The Christian Science Monitor, although known for

emphasizing a "problem-solving journalism that seeks not only to inform its

readers about issues and problems but also to analyze those problems and

focus on possible solutions" (Merrill, 1983, p. 309-310), offered little more than

15 percent of its riot-related coverage to an explanation of the causes. The

New York Times, a "highly regarded newspaper [that] seeks to provide

complete and thorough coverage of national and international affairs"

(Merrill, p. 310), committed less than 10 percent of its riot-related coverage to
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an explanation of the Los Angeles riots. And the Los Angeles Times fared

little better, despite its position as the prominent newspaper at the site of the

riots. Although the Los Angeles Times did have more explanatory paragraphs

in raw counts, its explanations of the causes of the riots comprises less than

10 percent of its total riot-related coverage.

In addition, the category of explanation that garnered the most responses,

by a wide margin, was the category labeled failure of laws/court system to

dispense justice fairly. This can be logically supported, since the riots

occurred immediately following the verdict in the Rodney King trial.

However, this may also have been a simplistic attempt, as the Kerner

Commission suggested of similar reports in the 1960s, to explain a "complex

and unpredictable social process." The Kerner Report suggested that riots

"did not erupt as a result of a. single, 'triggering' or 'precipitating event.'

Instead, it was generated out of an increasingly disturbed social atmosphere..."

(National Advisory Commission, 1968, p. 3). Whether or not this

supposition is still valid is beyond the scope of this paper, but it does suggest

that the three newspapers in this study could have included a broader range

of possible causes in their news reports.

The results of this analysis suggest that further study in this area is

warranted. A similar study using a greater number of newspapers with

different circulation sizes and patterns might indicate whether the skewed

distribution of coverage is present in these national newspapers only, or is

representative of U. S. newspaper coverage. In addition, the newspapers

examined could be selected from a period of time that included issues more

days removed from the event. As the event becomes part of the recent past,
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distribution of coverage may change from having a greater percentage of

descriptive units to having a greater percentage of explanatory units.

Further study might also incorporate some of the causal explanations that

in this study were placed in the "other" category. Although the distribution

of coverage in these newspapers compared positively to that reported by the

Kerner Commission, the categories of causal explanations seem to have

changed in some areas. Some of the categories, such as situational agitators

and flawed character, that were evident in news reports during the 1960s,

were absent from the articles coded in this study. Other categories that were

not used in the original Kerner studies, such as political parties and figures,

that appeared frequently in this study, might be added.

Finally, further study might place more emphasis on explaining a narrow

portion of the causal attribution puzzle: How is responsibility for the riots

distributed between social and individual/situational categories?
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