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The quotnng of anonymous “sources’ in journalism has received a great 'deal

of*-attention recently. Newspapers, magazines, trade Journals and scholarly

;publucatnnns have al1 addressed the issue; however, most of the articles and

L

~
¢ A

studies have focused On anonymous attrlbutton in the print nedna.1 The pvrpose;

. a

of this study was‘to focus some attention ‘on the broadcastamedla by examining

, VA . ' S _
the quoting of anonymous sources on network, television newscasts.

1 i

: Some journalists Iook Jpon the-practice’of anonymous attribﬁtion as a

necessary evil. 1i2- Grantung confﬁdentualtty to a news..source can have advantages.
4
It can help a Journaltst obtain ;nfcrmatlon that might otherW|se be unavallable.3

<

it can help protect the Iafe,.lfberty, JOb or property of a sou r'e.‘!" Lt can give

]

ty
.

comfort to a reluctant source and his peers and thereby lead to a more complete

5

It can make a story seem more
"dramatic' or “xnvestugatuve” by creating the impression that a reporter has secret _

! * 4 -

Fources that are not available to other Journalnsts.G. in short, anonymous attrubution

and open dialogue.between'journalist and .source.

can help acquire . information plus sell papers or magaZInes and increase ratings.

ro, Granting confldentlallty to a news source can hase disadvantages, too. ]t

[

can erode public confidence concerning the accuracy of news reportéiand the ethics
- \ < . : .

of_reporters.a It can allow one-person to criticize another without having to be
. . . ' ]

3 ' . \ . . . - .
accountable for his/her accusattonsu8 it is "quick fix! journalism--the easiest,
fastest and laziest way’to-gather information.s It can be used by sources and }

©

1
reporters to pass along exaggerated or even fabr:cated information. 0 In short,

anonymous attr:butaon can camage journalistic cred!btrlty and dcstort the truth
™ . s

K 3 ~\, . ‘ ']
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] .practice in_journalusm. One study found that about 33% of new%paper stories

"have been exhausted.

-

. - . . ) . )

‘In general, research shaws that anonymous attrlbutnbn ns a fanrly common .

quotea unhamed sourcesrll Between 702 and §5% of Tlme and Newsweek stories have

been, found to contain "vetle'd" at'trnbutlon.u' Reporters in Washmgton P-C. have

’

said that approxumately 28% of thenr snterv:ews are “off-the"record nl3 Ennally,

2

\

it was.found that in about 50% of the sentences that had attribution, the source was

) ]h L . . )
unnamed. - - . _ . o
v . t \ ’ R
S ' ] .

. ‘ . | ] '
Each of the three‘cdm@erclal'television networks has a fogpaﬁ policy regarding

confiﬁential sources. All of the policies recognize the occasional need for granting

15 S =~

gSnfidentiqlity, but caution .against the overuse of. the pracfice. The policies- o
I .

include the following guidelines: | .

(1) Confidentiality should be granted only as a last resort after ‘all other

means to acqulire the necessary information, including checking with otheF:gaﬁfhes,

L3
1]

(2) Information obtained from confidential sounces must be verified. .

(3) Confidential “sources should be described as completely as possible without
) . » . . ) »
jeopardizing the source or the source-reporter relationship.

.

Y 1 4 » ‘
.- (4) When it is suspected that a confidential source may have a vested interest

]

in the issue at hand or when the source makes serious accusations, information must

N . g
be provided concerning tha& source's mot|v7tfbn. \ -

’
* ’

(5) Reporters should be prepared to divulge the names of confiaential sources to

news executives. .
A _4

in a content analysis of “admlnnstratlon-related" stories on network telev:snon newscasts, E

.
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Although most of the popular and trade press articles have generally
condemned the practuce of anonynnus attribution and most JQhrna‘lStIL codes of )

ethncs ‘caution against the abuse of the practice, re;‘grch |nd|cates that the publlc
¢

is not overly concerned Qr troubied by the qyoting of unnamcd'sourqes.'“Readers

»

.
&L

N I
seemzto recognuzé’the “'eloaking'! of sources and indicate that the practlce is.
Justtfied in some caseé 16 Readers give reasonably hngh credibility ratings to

unnamed sources. 2 They percelve a controversndl story to be more accurate and

fair wher no source or an unnamed source is quoted than when'a named source or
_ 0 A

AR |
two conflicting named sources are quoted <

The probiem with anonymous attrlbutloh as with 5o many other ethical comcerns
S

.in journalism, is that when the pract:ce is used sparingly and carefully with

3

strict controls, it.can be an extremely powerful and. beneficial journalistfc to&l;

‘however, when the practice is abused through indiscriminate use without proper

[}

controls, it can diminish the credibnljty of. jb rnalfsm and Journallsts.

Pub\nc confidence in the cred;blluty of the news. medla is already Iow: 19 Some

criticé blame the declining publuc trust, in part, on the overuse of anonymous

?

sources.20 Others suggest that when jqﬁrnalists indiécriminately quote unnamed
~ . , . .

sources, they undernine the legitimate use of such sources as a jdurnalistic tool.
in light of these concerns and since te}evision news is often cited as the major

source of information for most people, it seems important to determine just how

frequently unnamed experis are quoted on network television newscasts.
[ ] -
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Research Questions

(1) What percentage of network television news stories contain anonymous .

attribdtuon?

A4

~—

( . - " . ) ' ’ .
(2) How frequently are unnamed sources quoted? . )//’////‘.

(3) What types of stories contaln the most anonymous attribution? _

(4) . How aPfe unnamed. sources des:ribed? -
] . . ‘ - .
Methods : . ' _ .
€ oot "

in Fall, 1982, two weeks of network televus:on newscasts were selected randomly

- 4

and videotaped.zg The authors cnntent analyzed the resultant 27 newscasts and coded

stories on the following variables: | ' — £
(1) Subject matter | : ) ‘ )
(2) Type
(3) Presence of anodymous attribution .
(4) Frequency of anonymous attribution ) -
(5) FQ:: of anonymous attribution. | )

: ¥
Story subject matter categogies included government, economics/business,
k]

unexpected events, trlals, foreign pol:cy, international, sports, weather, features,

politics/politicians and science. 23 Story type categories were reader, voice over,

Voice over/sound bite and reporter package.

-

C
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Aqonymous attribdtion was.ﬁéfiﬁed és a-direct or paréphgése&ﬂguoté_attributed

to an unnamed individual or individuals. The, 5nohymous”attr1buti0n form categories

! ! . ' .

included assocuates, hlgh statﬂs, neutral, sub&rdlnates, pro/cop and expert5¢2$'
L] . J ) . N
- The reliability of the categorizatlon of stories and the- |dent|f|catuon 042 .

B} e .
' anonymous -attribution was checked by comparing the authors codnng of threc: ran&&mly

4 0

¢

. o * f '
A f - gelected QewscaSts. Forjthe resyl tant 47 stories, the,percentage of agreement far the

prgsgnce of anonymou5'attributioh and for the type of stary was 100%. For.the form

K of anonymous attrlbut]on, agreemenﬁcwaﬁ 97% and qu subjéct matteg it was Qh%tzs .
Findings - R . P ¢ L

.
‘ * E . LI . .

I ) . . i
pbout 55% of .the 416 stories contained at.least one quote that was attriButed

to an unnamed source. About 59% of the CBS stortes, 576 of the NBC stories and

.

* . 47% of the ABC stories contained anonymous attribution. (X ==5 186, df=2, p (07)

- . In all, 484 anonymohs ttributions were included in the 227 stories. CBS

broadcast 190 anonymgus quotations, NB£°163 and ABC lBl.‘ka3.462, df=2, p <:03) .
The.percentage_of stories’cohtaining anonym@us attributioﬁ remained“fairly

, constant across all subject matter categorles. See Table 1. Unramed experts were

P ©

quoted most often in sports, feature and unexpected event siories,’ but the dlfferences
) .
( among’the categorlas were not statistically ssgnlfscant.27 (5'£9.503, df=]0; ns)
]n addition, the differences among the networks were not statisticallylsignificant.

2‘ \ - . B>
»g (X°=13.300, 'df=20, ns)

¥ -
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There were some dramat:c dlfferences by story typeh,ﬁhough : About 71% of’the

l’ L]

reporter packages contained anonymous attrnbution compared to 39% of the voice over

h . storles, 32% of the rexder Storles and 22% of the: voice over/sound bites.

(x =62 181, df=3, p <:00 ) The overall dnfferences among the networks were not .

) statlstscaliy sngnifncant(xz=9 253, df=6, ns), but more CBS reporter ‘Packages f. -
contained anonymous attrlbution than did ABC or hBC(Packages.' See Table 2.

. The types of anonymous sources var;ed somewhat, too. ”Neutral" sources were
quoted most often, followed by "experts" and “high status“ sources.‘ CBS and NBC - %

’

‘quoted “neutral“ sources more often than uid ABC. CBS and ABC quoted “pro/con”

)

,sources more often than did NBC. ABC and NBC quoted “experts“'hore often than did
cas, "(x%=18.845, df=10, p &05) See TabYe 3. .

The most common word used to descrube an anonymous source wasc”offscnal "

[ . \ ] : /s
-The networks made 64 references to various ”officials,“ followéd by “sources“(19),

-

A Mexperts'*(17) and'“andes“(lk) o -r C h o _ /',

* Among the other anonymous source descrlptors used were obsérvers, researchers, -~

investigators, analysts,, forecasters,}partn;npants, insiders, members,,aubhorntnes,
— . , ' . . N
cops, agents, critics, leaders, liberals, conservatives, republicans, democrats,

stientists, specialists, staffers, survivors, spokesmen, diplomats, doctors,
ﬁ B
businessmen, friends, promoters, econopists and retailers.

-

Finally, while not technically counted as anonymous quotes, 240 sound bites
~ ¢ -~ ~ )

from people who were not verbally identified were used by the‘netyorks. The names’

\ :
of the people were superlmposed on the sy een, but, in light ofresearch that "has .

found that most people ‘'watch'’ te%evusion news while donng somethirg ygse, such
) 2
sound bites may, very well be percpwved as anonymous. 8 CBS alr€3 128 ”super only' » '

:'. quotes, ABC aired 57 and NBC aired 55 (F 103,744, df=2, p <:01) !

g

-
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Discussion : . . /

Anonymoag attributlon was included in about:'55% of the network telev’%ion

news stories analyzed in thlS study. ’ln all, L84 quotes were attrlbured to

unnamed sources., ' CBS used ~anonymous attriBution more offen than did NBC or ABC.

The subJect matter of Storles did not seem tp affect the use of unnamed - .

[
sources very much but anonymous attrlbution did vary, by the presentation style of

stories. Reporter,packages contained anonymous sources much more qften than did

voice o@ers, readers and vo:ce over/sound bites. . //j
”Neutral“ ancnymous sources were qudted most often, fol lowed by “experts"

®

and "high status' sourced. “Offlcial” was the most cpmmon‘yqnd used to describe

Lo

an ynknown expert. Source,' ''expert'' and ''aide'" were also popular.

. ) \ 4 ) 6..

bn the 27 newscasts analyzed, 240 interview subjects were not identified

verbally by.a reporter or anchorperson. CBS used such sound.bites more often

than did ABC or NBC. S -

“ . . 4 «
Even though sTﬁghtly’nwre than half of the network‘television\qews stories

anaiyzed in this study contained anonymous attrubu}lon, in most stories, whenever

seme type of attribution was given, the source was clearly |dent|f|ed In the 227

stornes that contalned anonymous attribution, 109 c(rtanned just one reference to

. . @ s,
an unknown'expert, 50 contained tw?, 35 had three, 15 had four}» 6 had five, 7 had
. R Ld " s
six, 2 had $even anc 3 had eightf/ i ' ‘
! \
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. e

R~

.



. - . ¢
c 1!{ .
i
.QJUFCGS ‘ - ' ,
8-8 ‘ ‘ v
~ ‘&
Loo~p - :

3
-

t
.

' The real isshe, of course, is not whether a source is named or not named, but

whether the information obtained from a source-is accurate. Certainly, whenever. a

\

’

sburce is named, it makes it easuer for: vuewers to. judge cred}buluty, but it doesn' t

guarantee that the |nformatton is true.' By the same token, just because |nformat|on

- has been obtained from a source who wants to remain anonymous, it does not mean such

information is false.

. 7

-;nformataon--to verify facts, flgures and gllegations--and to obtair comments from

Ly

Clearly, part of a Journalﬁst sf}nct ion is to check thégﬁeradﬁty of *

{
4£bple with opposing points of view*qr conflicting data. Confirmation and '

expansion of information should take place rnegardless of whether " has been

-

obtained from an ''on-the-record" or ''off-the-record' source.

*If network television journalists follow the -formal guidelines of their

\ ]

news organizations, confirmation of statements made by confidential sources

presumably takes place before such statements are broadcast. This means that

.
. -«

instead of the source being accountabie for the veradlty of his/her statements,

.

the network news organization becomes accountable.s Teos

-
~ s LI
¢ *

i f anonymous attribution is kept to a minimum and Qs long as viewers accept
. ’

-

this transfer of accountability and know that reporters .\Pularly conflrm the

€

accunacy of information obtained from confidential sources, angnymous attribution

-

can continue to be usad as-a legitimate journalisti¢ tool; however, such use is

A

jeopardized whEhi™the practice is employed°indESChimi€étely and/or viewers are not

‘aware of rigorous confirmation policies.

. &

~ - i0

A



It could be argued that when more than half of the network hews stories contain
anonymous attribution, the practice«is being used too often. In addition, in the
. — .

. . \ B
newscasts analyzed, there was no apparent effort by writers, reporters or amrchoimen

to inform viewers that any information, especially that obtained from confidential

-

.
o

SOUTrces, Had.ﬁeen confi rmed- o L . . .
In light of these findings an?_in'an‘;ffort to increase publié confidence.ih

the news medié, network news organ;zations migﬁt cé;sider.restricting_their -

granting of cohf}dengéality to §our;e§4'str{ptly éahering.to tgeir ;ormél news

policies regarding anonymnous attribuytion and letting viewers know more about how

the. inforpation in news stories is coﬁﬂirmed.

\

- >

o

;,9’
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i After 'Jnmmy s World" Tlgbtenlng Up In Eduthg, New York The National News Council Y
19817 pp. 59, 121-180, - | . S L o
31 ' e ) . . . " o | - JL
. ¢ Cynthla Bolbach, "The Janex Cooke Affanr Journalistic Ethics'and'Condeential e

Sources,'' The Chrtstnan Century, 98: 826 829, (Augu:t 26/September 2, ‘1981),

"The Pulitzer Fake--The Echoes Llngef,"'u S. News & world‘Report, 90:11, (Apr:l 27, 1981;.gﬁ

.ZZ Monday-Friday, November lS-November 19 and Novgmber 29-December 3, were videotapedﬁ—~m~-

L4

A malfunction on November 16 reduced thé sample by three newscasts..
23 o I
The categorles were developed after several moqths of |nformal viewing of network
‘newscasts and a pre-study sampling of two newscasts from each network.
I 7/ 4 . .
A “reader” was defined as a story read by an anchorman. - It had no videotape.

-

. 2k
?/ A ''woice over' was defined as a story read by an ancho?man,'but Eontaining videotape.

A ''voice over/scund bite' was defined as a.story read by an anchorman, but containing
. videotape and a statement by a source. A "reporter package' waé’defkai: as a story z Y’

primarily preseﬁted by someone other’ than an anchorman.

- >

25 "Associates" incluhed colleague, friend, associate, vapaintaﬁfe, loyalisf and , .»l

inside}. "High Status' included official, leader, authority, policymaker and planner. |
& . "Neutral" included observer, spectat&r, Qitness and “average men and women'' who served

as news sources. _”Subordinaéé“ {ncluded aide, sbokesman,.staffer, assistant, adviser

and deputy. ”Pro(Con”-included supporter, defender, critic, enemy, dacker, adm}rer, ;

' booster and ally. 'Expert' included analyst, scholar, researcher, expert and investigator.

Categories developed by Hugh M. pulbigtson. See Note 12,
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A b
'27 The time of year could be a factor ;n at least two. of the categorses. in "spotts'“ i%
the National Football League players strnke was going on and in '"features'' there were 1&

' numerous stories about the hol idays. Many unudentnfued "average citizens" were quoted y
: e

in both “'sports' and 'feature' stories. - _ . T ~ LV
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Monographs, 55:1-29, (April, 1978).a- ' ‘
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~ Stories Containing Anonyhous Attributibh in Percent by Ne&zork.' < ;

. ¢ - . ' - .- iF

Story Category .~ Total ‘ABC ~ CBS NBC . o i
AR | (N=k16) <(144)  (137)  (135) . . g
Government Y 50 - 62 he . . ' : TR
Bus iness/Economy . 52 ‘ '§5 60 - 38 Z?
s 4 : - , o T
Unexpected-Event&g . U L5 67 87 . ' o
Trials S wm 36 27 67 ; 3

Foreign Poliéy o 54 50 63 L6 . ‘

. . o

International . 56 L5 57 ‘73 : R

Sports ' . 65 . 57 : 75 60 . e \
Weather . - L : 33 80 20 .. : . ’ ’

Feature/Entertainmént ' 64 N 75 50 75 .
Politics/Politicians ¥ i 50 80 50"

Science/Medicine 54 ' 38 58 67 -
. Ud
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Types of Stories 'Containing Anonymous Attribution in Percent by Network

Story Type

Reader

Voice Over

Voice bver/ébund Bite
Reporter Packa eg

« x2=24,549, df=2, p &01)

TABLE 2

Total

(N=416)

32
39
22

N

s 50

ABC
(144)

36

31

(8

58"

18

I

CBS

{137)
28
44
0

85

NBC

- (135)

.32
56
0

71
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Type of Source \ Total. ~ " ABC CBS: NBC
’ (N=450)  (120) (170) (160)
Associate - | 2 4 2 y 1
. 3 ' .
High Status 25 © 22, 24 29
‘ ' Neutra.l' - S 31 - F“"‘zé 23 31
Subordinate - / . . 5 ‘ 5 T3 6
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