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T m communication l:ueu'ch has long been rucinmd wvith news--both ’ihei L '
effects ‘of news on wd!ence mombers and the ways in vhich nemort.hinm is |
o denermined Studies of nevs efrects on voting. socuiiution. learning, sad |
- individual's perceptions of the worid huve s long md vital tradition in the literawre .
| almost to the exclusion at times of entertainmen: conlom' Another large body of :
literdture looks at the vays m vhich jourm.lms decnde vhat is nevswo.'t,hy. mcluding
studies ol‘ 1ourndists chtnctensucund values (see, for example, Johnstone, Slawski,
and Bovm 1977; Drew, 1973), l.he process of nevsaubering ('mchm 1977), dnd
| the effﬂs of various socneul and mstiwuond mubla on news content (such as
. * . Tankardand Peirce, 1982; Becke, 1977, Weaver and uuums. 1975).
| - Yet in all ot this reseu'ch there is no ;n depth l.heereticl.l cdnsxdeuuon of
pnc:sely what news is. What do we me\m whe' we ssy an’ event or person is
newsworthy? Definitions of newsworthiness hsve mged from the pugmmc ("News
is vhmv«:r Lhe editor decndes is news," Hulwng and Nelson 1971) to the phxlosophxcd
) f ("The newsworthy event is one -Lthat affects or changes social, ef:onomc. poliucal.
physical or other relationships® Harriss, et al., 1977). 'Most nevs writing texthooks
offer 8 hundry ust of news criteria. The rouoving list is adapted trom four texts:
T:melmess promml.y unporunce impact, or \consequence interest; conﬂict or
cogtroversy; sensmonalism, p(ominence md novelty, oddity, or the unnsual

(Stephens, ,197& Izard eul 1973; Hnmas et al., 1977; Dennis and lnmgh 1981). Yet,

while such hgs provnde Exmcuors of newsworthiness, l.hpy do not- address the “ '
theoretical mues of e,xpuining what uaderlying construct ties the indicators together )
.into & methihgful\. "newsworthiness™ packsge or of explaining why such conteat
’ | L * ¢
PAMELA 4. sﬁoepmm \ 4 , AUGUST 1985~ ™
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should be important to ;ournahsts and society.

. The purpose. of this paper is to show t.ha theoroucal relmanshnp of the
newsworthiness concept to the mass media's rg_le in gocial chsp;o_ - oxamining its
indicators.in the light of virious conceptuslizstions of the construct “dovisnce™” In
brief,'I will argue that an messnen.t-of deviance underlies mt_niol‘ the indiéutorsfof
‘newsworthiness, Therofore, siuch mass medis.news content elsborstes the extent and *
"direction of deviance in society mdﬂius direct implicqtfohs for the mass medis's
impact on social chaq;_e. First, | will c.oven"'five _\con_cépwn.liz‘sgons of the deviance
construct. Second, I will show the relationship bétween newsworthiness definitions
- and deviance defiditions, aﬁd, finally, | will, discuss the implications of the mass

medis's emphasis on deviance for sacial change. . ' - \

s o
1) . - )

-
Q
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The mluu snciologtcd munﬂ. in davunce focused on eliminating 'it &s an

_ = undwmble aocnl probles, but l.ho emphms shmod in the early tvenueuwenwry
" wvard ng devisnce 85 & socioiogicd problem which had socisl ead culuml
. ) souices (Bell, 1976). ln his seminal work on devisace more than 20 yoars ago, Bockar
(1963) ouumad/ three then-current definitions _pl‘ deviance:  (a) mn.ia.l (b)
pathological, cnd (c) rujes. The statistical conception. of devisace eonsiderod sny .
.- - wide varisnce from the mean occurrenee as devisat, so that minorities 'would by
) definition be considefed davmnt An idea that lloseovnca echoed as late as 1980. The,
- pathological defidition used s medical ahalogy of | diseasé to explun such “mental |
' diseases” as homosexuality, divoice, crime, art, and undmred poliuul leadership.

" The rules dofmuon WS normative; deviance was-equated with rule brukmg

Bec\ier sad t.hon who came d'ur Kim td:ouud eh mumuoniu porspecuve of
devunce ‘which ', has been ulled labeling theory, and an aven never cgqmﬁvé '
definition of deyiance is ouum,ed by Wells ‘(1978) in vhtch _devisace- is &

chnucumuc of an mdmdual s selfvconcepuon
/ K

: . \ ' .
. o o X
The Statistical Definition of Devisace : . ',
+ +° The siaplest and perhaps most common definition . of deviancs is statistical.

Anything which differs too much from the average is deviant (Becker, 1963).
Statistical deviance is the basis for many psychological tests; if one scores too far °
. from the mesa, then he is considered deviaat (Bell, 1976). =

Gibbs (1981) says that statistics iQ one way (o determine what a norm is; & norm

" PAMELA ' J. SHOEMAKER ~ AUGUST - 1985°
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v . u eqneled vnlh Lyptcel behevior. obviating the evdueuve dmen‘tmn t.het is genen.lly
| aseuned vhen dwcueemg ndrms. A euuﬂ.iedndefinmon of deviasnce.does.gave the -
. advantage el‘ ignoring the negative, subjective states of ehene or guilt typically ._ : ;
- memed vith normative devisace, but maay peop@e mey ‘be regarded as deviant
sm’fy bee&ne they poseeu 8 rare: -altribute, such as lenhendedees or ed hair. | |
Peraons with specl.ehzed end hiahly desmble skills would be' co&ﬂdered is devmt as . .'

. -~

those ith undesirabl, umbules\ . r | - S

¢ . - N - &>
\e v . a2 S

. FV
£ L v

wan Pt TS
L}

The Melegice.l Denninen of Devunee R

—

» ! : - ¢

One of the oldest explmeuons\for devisnce has been: um there is soneﬂung

., [ s wrong within “the deviem .nejviduel (Beil, 1976)." The pelholognce& mnupMon
of devisace uses 5 readical analogy to explain devisnt beheviors: ‘Devisace is ~viev;e‘d~‘ -
- < L "es"eeme.lhing in which ne-norm,l'._ healthy person would take part, and so devisat . .

" - individueés are bﬁf deﬁeition not healthy (Hills, 1980). ln the early days, the devh/nt ‘
' mdh*nduel vas thought to be possexwed by evil spirits, but modern vemons of the | \
pﬂhologwel model eenler on geneuc or psychologwel defects (Eell, 1976). Devisace ° ¥ A
ns seen as s dueese m “the body of soclely vhich must be eliminated or eonu'olled | '

4 (mus, 1980). N : : : L
Matza (1969) pbints out that the pathological definition of deviance grewias s

neturel result from the medical concera vn.h health e.nd iliness m plems and

’, mels Disease threateas the survavel of t.he orgemsm aad is therefore mportenl

) " glor smdy When the concept pethdlogy ‘was extended to refer to the social life,
,J
devxence Wwas seen as a virus of sorts which threetens the life of society. -

Thisemphasis on disease as a threet to gociety's well-being leads naturally into
. t ) - '
b : ' J
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* ‘functionslism, and the conccpt of dyst .mcnon is seen as snmhr to ‘pathology.”

» Hmy onudeml mncnondmn c {atter=day version ol‘ pu.hology (Mm 1969).

Funcnontlm my well have provzdod s, tnnsluon betvun the pcthologxcsl md

LY

;. + normative concopwdmuons ot‘devmce o o “'

¢ . . ) Y
Y

- ) ' ' i .
 J

l'h lgtnn.lvo Defiaition of Dcvnuée S oo L

A nomauve theonu\m appmsch to devmce emphmas behavmrs that violate =

-+ . . sacial norms. Boha.wor is do fm.d*dovxmt vhon compu'ed to s0%0 norm external to

the mdmduu.l “ln fact, it is not even no’cem'y um the mdiv«lud .knows he is
considered d deviant (vous. 1978). S

4

*

Gibbs (1981) says le almost all nu}or soc;olopcd theor.es have had normative

' compoqent.s mcludm; Merton's theory bLmome ‘sad deviant behsv;or Merton
(1968) out.lmes four typos of dovu.nce. ;ll of which are romed to aorm brukmg (a)

| lmgzmvhnch retm to!thb u;ocuon of mauwnond norms but\.hd retention-of '

| cuuunl norms. Mgﬂon says that most of the dovunce studied falis mto tlus catcaory.
mcludmg such dovunt acts as crime, but thét i mnovwon does not have to be

dysfuncuond' (b) Rituslisty, where cultural norms m abandoned even while -
msuwuonsl norms are conpulsxvely adhered to. (c)wvvhem both culwml .
~ and {nsmutwnd porms are tbmd&ned (d) Rg_bgmgn, in which' cultu: and’

institutional norms are in conmct

./

" Birenbsum and Lesieus (1982) oyﬂme elner types of aorms m .ddmon to
\ Morton s goneral institutional and cuuuml norms: (s) ngs_q[_;m vhxch

§pecdy, the collectwe mment of vho has the rnght " be present in“s ngen'

circumstance. (b) MW our expectations sbout what fnce—to-face )

A

" PAMELA J. SHOEMAKER . .~ AUGUST 1985
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. - interactions vul In.hke (c) Qi!dJﬂllelﬂ.vhnch are levs designed to regulate lhe

I4

* relationships between pooplo and collecdvos (d) Constituent rules, the unconscious
rules ve all use in undoruudmg. inurpronng. and negoﬁm reality. -
Ve could look stan mrimu vamty of specific norms vhoae bmkmg mght be
¥ sagnd of devmce. but the cenm.l issue in norntuve devmce isthat devmcﬁ 1s s’
result of some £4, the brukins’ of some nom ln lddmon. there is 8 negmve
' connom.mn to noriative deviasce, an mglpuon that devmce is dymmcuond for
o ] : both the individual and society (Rooonberg ot al., 1962), a.lt.hough some (mcludmg

Enkaon. 1966; Scou 1972; and anbtun and I.omur. 1982) htvo suuuud that |
deviance may in fsct perform unportmt fuactions for society. Somo porm breaking

S - may be purposwe and designed to be mncuonal for l.he mdmdud or group doing the
" normebreaking, e. s .pohncd sctiviats (wton. 1973). u e
! | \ ’ v
The l.aboln. Dormiuu of Deviaace . . - /

.

El.rly ltbelm; tﬂeomxs such as Becker (1963’7 and Enkson (1966) chnﬂonged the

normative deﬁnmon 0L devmnce l.abelm; advocues believe that m indmdua.l

becomes deviant vhen and bemse someone elae calls hm devmt not (m the
extreme form) because of sy mhorent budness .\'/ 3 ©

Beckor (1963) presented the bnsxc xdeas in lubehng theory h s result’of.

. ) cbserving snwwons in which norms vere broken but the norm brukpr was not
& ‘ ,

given sct xsdavunt ogsnot deponds in part on the nature of t.he act (thatis, whether

\‘_ labeled as dovmntuvhen mple may gossip, but look tho o!.har vay.. “Whether o

~

or not it ynomcs some rule) and in part n what other people do about it.”

4 : ' [] . ., R - . < * .
Deviance, Erikson (¥966:26) says, is's quality conferied upon behavior by
b - * ' . )
¢ ’ . - ’ » .
: !
: . A .
. MLA J. SHOEMAKER ’ \ 8 © AUGUST 1985
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observers and not s quality aqhoront in thst beh:vxor The moum of devunce ins
community at any one time will be mughly eqmvalent to the, available spaco in xts '

control nochrmm "At any uvon tima, then, tho vorst peaple in the community

o

are conmdorud_m criminals, the ‘sickest' its psnents 0o matter howy smous l.hese

o condmo}s may sppear sccording to some universal standard.” : .
Becker (1963) says that the mgnment of tbc lubel "deyiance” is s mtoncnon ,

. betwesn t.l.\e person who commts an sct and thoso who respond to it.” Becker and

Erikson view t.he devimce simuon from the sundpomt of the deviant pegsc
whereas normshve soczolognds view the smuuon from the shndpomt of the deviant

sct's cGnsequences (Gouldner. 1968).

Several scholars.have pointed out the symbolic mtemnomst roots al‘ labeling

theory (such as Schur, 1980; Glusnor. 1982- ang Rosenberg. atal: 1982) Ghshner'

goes so l‘u' to say that Isbeling thoory is not an mdepef&nt tﬁeory o tll but s_
.specul apphcnuon of synbohc mterfcnomsm Based on the 1971 of Goorge Herbeﬂ
Mead, symbohc mtem:uonm explains phqnoment as being ' produced and
mmmned by the participants themelves through their social mtemuons All

—

social phenomenl xnrludmg devisnce, are sxtumonauy defined. .
Thts mtemhomst perspecnve ns clmly important to Bocker s view of deviance.
We cannot look at devmnce as an objective md immutable phenomenon to.which

people may mct ut nther as the result of social intersction bSchur. 1980) In othor

" - words, "personf are m deviants through interactiona! proc Glassaer, -
- 1982).

Q)
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'l'hd' So aceptiea Delinitien oI Ihvu.-co

_ The iast dof’mmon of dovmce is a newer, cognmve one which depends on the
mb;o_cuvo‘hmm; of behavior Tor its onutors Boluvior is mmdovmt to
(he extent that s pomn or group is avare that what he is’doing, is in s:mc sense |
wrong or dmpproved ‘The pover to categorize s perst/n as deviant lies enurely
7vuhm that person or mnp (Wells, 1978)

Sevenl aspects d‘ solf-concopuon m presumed o have . nouv:ho'nd

g ey g ety o et aa e e e Do SR TS St depe o Jasndlone” sl i e TR AT
3 PRI TR e e Aoy ACRRTID ALET Sl Pt YN gtt byt it A s ; B DIER 3
SRR [T S AL PSR A e N . ; . by

unphcauons‘-the level of self-regard or selt-estmn. the internal strutture ot‘ the .

ovora_.u solf-concept, aad ths concept of self-identity. f_l‘ho “self-esteem ,’h:ypothous ’

Bolds that peoplé will do things to keep their soif-esteom high. “The structure of

self-conception" includes self-images and self-ideals, as well as an ovniuﬂ.ioh. of how
. internally consistent these druc‘t.u 'are " The "idontity-conunt" of ulf-concopﬁon

motivlms peoj)le‘ to act.in acco vn.h thou' self-petceptions, vluch in turn -
- reinforces their self-peréopuons (Wells, 1978): o
. Mead argued that s person's solf-muge is s <ocietal 'creation, dqvblopiu__
through his exper.iences"_vith others '(Coser. 1982). Caser points out that the idgs of
internalization of society's umh acting as & control mechanism is not 'ne\.r
having been suggested by Dugkheim (1933), Freud (Gerth snd Mills, 1953), Puget
(1948), and Parsons (1964). . e E

¢ Yet this éonceptudizuion of deviance in&mduf s cognmve olement to a
concept vhxch has been defined m primarily socxologxcd torms The mdmdusl s

self-concepuog.ls,not merely a function of society, as Mead vould suggest. but is also

sffected by s series of psychologicalvarisbles. - R
J o - .
PAMELA J.‘ SHOEMAKER . , AUGUST 1985

10 - .



=

Uy
3

k3

e, e SRR,
’ gl ! ,
. - . *
ALL TEE DEVIANCE THAT'S FIT-TOPRINT ¥ = =~ - 18
e . . .
Dav\mu aad I‘.on,ncmon : . Lo R
x ) Q .
Communi is clearly mpomnt to devmcu; sad an element of

comunicauon is included in most dmumns of devisnce ua(ljocml control (sbe, for
exmplo. Bocker. 1963; Bell, 1976; Schur, 1980; bebs mx Biresibaum and Lesieur,

or which view of devim'ce‘ one utes. commqnic&tion playsan bssentinl
role.. If & dev
' opg;orwrity to judge thd. a norm has been {okea. What people do not knév about,

. < . .
t.act is noi communicated to the community, then there is nQ

they cmnot ubel as de\mnt ll*tn mdmdud has no knovlzdge of hns community’s - -

)

RS standards or opnuon. then he hsp limited hms for developmg s dovu.nt, solf-concept :

Yet, while ; my devunce theornsts cne the mpom.nce of commumcmon md

specifically of the thass medu. th often’ trul the mass medu as aere chmnels,

throvgh vh.cl; anformmon pms sboat norm breaking or sbout jabels that ot.hers
have mgnod The type of mformu.ion. evon&ho smount of mfarmsuon (Bell, 1976).

is seen crmcm to dovisnce and social control, “but there is livle recogmuon um. the

mq medis my themsalves transform information tnd afféct the deviance of people _

and groups, .'hen & communication theory is cited by deviance t} sorists, it is usudly
Lazarsfeld’s limitéd effects model and the two-step flow. Although Schur (1980) also
soggests that the medis salectivity and word Usage may be important in, the definition

-~

of devisnce, he does'not suggest s theoretical basis.

- , A.lthough no mtegruod content theory exists whick can sdequmly explain dl

influences ocn mass media content, deviance thebrists may benefit from looking at

several u’seoreticd ip‘iaroachos dxsgussed by conmunicuion scholars such as Gans

(1979), Gitlin (1980), Cohen and Young (1981), and Aluschull (1984). These approaches

lock st media content ass dependént variable, with content sometimes not mirroring

. .

" PAMELA 4/ SHOEMAKER - SRE] - ; AUSUST 1985
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rumy The appmch’os cm be grouped iqm four géneul‘cn.ejorios:

1. mmummmmm Smrd researchers (such as Gitlin,
1980; Gans, 1979; Tuchman, 1973, and Goldesherg, 1975) have m}dﬂ&i&nc}s of

. dewsgathering hsbau oD MAsS medis content. These studies locats the oxph'nui'gns
for -fam‘eronces in me{ﬁs presenuion and for cont,nt distortions lin how "hovs

. orgmmons gether, process and trcnsmt comnt .Media | routines such as

dadhnos. use of sources, event-ononuuon v+ most stories, styles of writing, nhi.nco

AY
on ire services, and g;uekoegmg.h‘.,ve been showa to affect the kinds of stories tlm.'
are wrilten and publithed or broadcast. - by e _. - .

“such as Breed (1955) md johnnone Slawski, md ydvm (1972) have mvosugued
ways i vlueh journdm professional socuhut(on and pcmnd attitudes affect the v
_ kinds of stories they write. Young (l%ﬁ’ dc:cnbes how 1ournahsts profouionnl

sundnrds may rosuu in their having & centrist view of the world which results i m‘
their fmmng roahty 8 dmdod betwees & comenkud majority and & devisat

t\
mmonty Another approach has 1ournnlms viewing their prol‘edaonal roles as

-

pubhc oducuors giving the pubhc what it naods (Cohen and Young. 1981). _
. As Gans (1979)

outlines it, to understand the production of the news, one must firsi understand the

gover rehtionships involved between various institutions or social forces outside of .

the news organizations. The seysis éhapad by technological, sconomic, mﬂ cultural

forces, as-weli as by the audience, advertisers, and news sources. -

In & hegemonic approach

(Gramsci, 1971), the mass medie are viewed ss having ¢ vested interest in the status

PAMELA J. SHOEMAKER - ‘ AUGUST 1985
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- .quo, \mb contanl uﬂocﬂn. this interest. Vhile the medis will criticize the status
Quo onoughu mhhlh their legnunu.'y as pevs orguuuuons. the medis will ne)rer y
alnoudy threaten the gmuc'quo’ (Gitlin, 1980). . Altschull (1984) has suggested
sq'othor ideclogical tppmh. where media content reflects the ideology of those v;ho-
finance the fass media. o |
Theu theoretical spproaches will be useful in loohng at tho ways in vlnch the
mass medis may cqnt.ﬂbute to what Schur (1980) calls the “deviantizing” of people
and groups. There is little doubt l.Kst 1ourn|.lisuc practices mch as applying
E summary [abels to individuals liko ox-menul puiont B8ve an impact in reinforcing
i deviance mrootypqs (Schur, 1980). .In sddition, n‘ we accept an interactionist
perspective of deviance, then an important partaer in most puhlfc interactions is <
certainly the mass medis. The mass medis creats devience by labelin. and they
, reflect sormative deviance by mnm{tﬁng information shout nora - 24 sorm
bretkers . : ' . .
Yet, aithough what most people ‘know about the world. comes from the mass
mcdu. there are instances in which medu conunt preseats a dxstortod. picture of
reality. It is essential that we consider ways in 'vhicl'; the mass media may interact in
the deviantizing process, such as throujp the dourminm;n of what is newsworthy

&

and therefore worthy of mass riedia coverage.

€.
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' NEWSWORTHINESS -

One of t.he mchmms throu;h which the mass media exert their influence on L.
socul chnagc is in unuing the nwwoﬂhmm of people and events. Not only are ',
dovmt people and ovonts ohen considered nevsvorthy. but deviance is itsal.l‘ an
integral part of the nevsvoﬂ,hinoss doriniuon

- Nwsvorthmos} “is an important criterion for publication; 1oumn.lm ,
continually empph ducoveruu the new and mnsmuing that infomauon to their .
_ sudience m_en. . Aleunder (1981) says that. the news medis fulfill & nornﬂ.ive '
fuaction in society by pmidinf_v_uysfo_r th; society to organize and understand what
. happens through formulating normative explanstions for what happens’ Discovering .
\\ ' _ instances vh;re norms have been broken (nev;) is the only way that the news modis
| can fulfill that normative function.
| of t.h‘e uwd':indicat;rs ;)f newsworthiness (tim@liness; proximity; imporunce.
impact or consequence; interest; conflict ~r controversy: sensstionalism; promnence, ' M /

and novelty, oddity. or the uausual), the last four seem the most likely to bc related to

deviance: conflict/controversy, sensationalism, . prominence, “ and

novelty/oddity /unusual. '
\ 4

Nevelty g ’

Tilis is the most obvious, of course, /s’ince odd people or events are likely to be

deviant. But this category also includosl rare eventls and the unexpacted, such as

- airplane crashes. An airplane crash is s d§vimt event, since most planes do not crash.
The norm for airplane flights is a safe landing. Heart transplants were once rare

events. each one earaing national news coverage. Today, however, many transplant ‘e

J
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.".' operstion: accur every year and 20 each operstion is less newsworthy, lm deviant in >
comparison to other modes of héart treatment. Today's definition of s newsworthy heart
opernmn event is chrvoé for mechanical or cross-species heart m:plmw.ions
Soon even those may becone comonphce agd no longer devunt or nwsvoﬂhy ’ ‘

This conception of deviance is primarily statistical. The frequency with which $

&b event occurs determines whether it is deviant and :;evsionhy or commonplace. The
more frequently ag event o;:curs. the less daviant and the less newsworthy it is. Thus,

~ even if norms are broken‘. the novelty eventually disapp: ars, with the ultimate result of

L d

changing the norm. ' -
. u .

L ad .

&nmet
Conflict and controversy are newsworthy becayse they‘ involve chmgos in

customs and values, socisl unrest, and changes in the status quo (Izard ot al., 1973;

Dennis and Inmach, 1981). |
Coniflict stories include ajl dissgreemegt or competition between groups, and
deviance is possible whenever someone challengess n.orn Examples of conflict includa
‘ the actions of most polmcd groups--puncultrly those special interest groups vhxch
advocua social change. vau rights groups advocated and achieved major social change
Anti-sbortion and pro-choice groups are in constant conflict sbout the rights of fetuses
md women. Gay rights groups challenge laws and norns concornmg homosexuals.
Radical environmentsl groups take physxcﬁ’scuon to protect baby seals against their
hum enemos.. All of these are examples of po\ople outside the established order
advocating s change of laws or norms--changes which must be considered devisat

| when compared to the established arder. '

L
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Although much coaflict represents deviant acts or ido:zz;icu' positions,

. nondeviant (or st least lov~level deviant) coaflict also msts Where conflict’is
~ institutionalized, then the norm bocomos conmct and dovmco is not necessarily
present. ' An ghvious examgple is the US. electoral system, whereby two or ' more
 opponents regularty challengh each other: The fact of the US. two-party political
' systom is that the two jc'u,l‘clic_ht.es are generally :nore t‘like than d}rforgnt from each,
. other. Althcugh there ats c_enuglfy some ideological differences bel.voe:‘x the two
parties’ mdidﬂos umo diftmnc;s are usually slight. It is the rare election that sees a

. candidate dvocm any political position that could ever bo called deviant or a serious

chdlongo to the ... “iical siatus quo. | ,

Thus. while conflict is almost always newsvorthy, it is gﬁit only when the
conflict is not institutionalized. Whean the source of conflict comes from outside the
established order, then newsworthy conflict communicates deviance.

’Sonnt.ion"lim ,

Izard ot al. 8973) say that sensationalism is very similar to conflict, but centers

on violence snd crime. Itisa ﬂwntmg of basic ideas about what's unpomnt md right

or wrong." Violedce and crime are typos of devisace--th:y break onmhg norms of

behavior. Crnm¢ break institutional norms--laws--and so come to the attention of

various agents of social coatrol, espocidly law enforcément officials and journalists.

Sometimes the police discover a crime and report it to journalists; sometimes I.I',t/q rovorso)

process occurs. Polick and journalists work togothor-intontionnlly or not-ilo coatrol

'/mmount of criminal deviance in society. One punishés the deviant act Lh’/roug'h legal
statutes; the other punishes the act through publicity and loss of reputation.

&,
PAMELA J. SHOEMAKER : 1 6 ’ AUGQST 1985

EKC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



ALL THE DEVIANCE THAT'S FIT TO PRINT o ' 16
° ‘ . DN

" Pooplo nd groups who chtlloue iho status quo often must resort tq‘roliﬂD
sensationalism in order to get the attention of the mass nedn (Cobb anq/ Elder, 1972).
Bocauss media Coverage is often essential to the ability .of the group to mobilize
resources (Lasuderdale énd Estep, 1980), some groups are willing to resort to violence or
crime in ordef to achieve their goals. Othou ho!y on conﬂi'ct .to get lhodia coverage;
they ofun creats conl‘hct situat.ions—-medn events--ia order to get the media's attention.
In ghese- mshnces. ths people and groups purposively engage in deviant
behavior not 30 much bocwae they are deviants, but rather because they want modis
coveruo It isthe "P.T. Baraum” approach qnn—-that being hbelod deviant is & small
penality to pay for getfing the medu coverage $o mntid t.o success Hml news is
dramatic, conflict-filled, and violent,” says Jumeoon and Cmpben (1983). "The news
media are more likely to cover a spokesmtn who is flamboyant." Thus, although
‘sensationsal activitiesm; by definition newsworthy and deviant, they are sometimes s
reflection of deviant sttitudes and behaviors, and other times s m for geiting news

Preminencs »

Newsworthiness also encompssses people who are celebrities or notorious for

coverage which may be more deviant than the groyp's usual activities.

soho reason. This can extend to the ludicrous--when the ils. President gets & common
go.ld. journalists interview his physician. When s successful actor marries or divorcl:es,
the event is publicized world wide. Such events are newsworthy not becsuse 6! their
inherent significance, but rather because of the nature of the p'oople involved. Movie
stars and politicians are prominent because they &esomchov different from the restof .
us. They are devisat when compared to norms of daily activities, employment, money
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. ' earned or inherited, andsoon. Itis '.Im dnll‘erentnoss or deviance than makes their

lives muml Teading for others. If thoy vere no d:mmnt from t.ho rq;u of us, thea

. their activities would aot be aswsworthy. | ,,;

Ot?r Newsgverthiness Criteria
" Halletal. (1981) say that the most basic news value “involves an orientation to

i

uens vhxch are ‘out of the ordmary Yot news orgmiiiuons chuhrly transmit

a

info n that does not mvopo conflict, annucn:hm prominence, ot mythmg |
unu:uyo The remaining four névsvorthineu criteria--timeliness, proximity,
importance, and interest--also influence the definition of news, and they relate to
deviance in different ways. } _

Importance (including impact snd consaquonce) and mtonwu?m often
posmvely remod to the four devisnce criteria in that novel, conmct sencational, and
prominent situations are often mhorom.ly mterostm. o imporunt While mechanical
heartsare s novelty, they m also an mporunt medical advance of intesest to mlhons
of people. The conflict genonufl Ly special iqwrest groups who advocate socisl change
is both important and interesting, because of its possible- conooqﬁonéa to society.
Violent,. sensational eveats often i‘!_uvo important consequence for society sand
individuals. Prominent indévé»iuslé scem always to be interes:tins and are sometimes
important due to their social ar political roles, such as being head of state.

There are also important or resting events which do not involve much
deviance, such as city council meetings. Meetings of ﬁublic groups are often covered by
the mass medis as part of tho media's social obligstion to their commuaities. Some
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" newspapers pnde themolvm on being newspapers of record" vhich document the -
actions of elected and tppomud ommls to ensure an mtormed citizenry. Yet beinga * -

. nmpmr of record huy mean that accounts of such meetings are publicized nnrd!m
of whether the nnﬁn‘s fesults in anything important or interesting. The information
is transmitted because | ‘of ‘the lunguterm needs of society to have such mformuon
recorded, perhapss foﬂh of lofig-term social consaquence ' \

Such an obhguory ncordmg of the actions of admnmuuve boards and city
councils is likely to result in minimal, less prominent coverage, however, paless
something deviant occurred in the meeting. Conflict, sensationalism, prom_ine:c;\.u
nonvel_ti in ciiy council meetings will result in coverage with more space or; ﬁme
allocated and niore pmhinence given to the story. So, while some sdcially significant
events get medu coveuge no nuur how ordinary or rounne they are, the deviance of
the event will affect the ,emnt of the event's nevsvorthinm and the amount of space
or timg and prommonco allocated. Deviance in the fgrn of conflict, prominent

/ speakers, sensational béhsviors. or novél activities will increase the ngwsworthiness of
~ what are otherwise ordinary and minimally newsworthy events.

Timeliness and proximity are key criteris only for judging the newsworthiness

- of m;indly important or interesting events. A boring city -:éo‘uncil moo!t.ing will

receive some perfunctory coverage by local media i&medimty after the moeting, while

being ignored by media elsewhere. Devisnt pookle and eveats--those involving /

coaflict, sonunonthsm promineace, or novelty-m\ often newsworthy rogu'dloss of .

. the limeliness or proximity involved. lnte_rest in deviant people and events is almost

always high, and deviance is often important regardless of when or vhere‘ it is

discovered.
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| l'héorﬂ.inl Explaastiea - - Co . |
Tho relationship botvun deviance pnd ngmonhinoa rohm directly ta the - '

. theouucd cppmchu tq the study of mass medis content dncumd mhor--rouunes of ) '

" newsgsthering. journalists' socia.lmhan and attitudes, socm institutional factors,
and uioolagxcnl influences. Judgmonts about an event's nevsvorthmes msdc by

. individual 1ournalms making tho journalist-centered tpprw:h tpphcablo Yot
- frequonﬂy it is the. oxect}ﬁvos of the news or;mmqong who estsblish ihe_ “
organizations’ dsfinition of. news, and not the reporters or lqiv-lcvgl editors (Epstein,

1981). | | o "

News executives allocate time and resources for ncvsg.therix;g s’ccording to
pressures fn;m economics, ulvdrtining. sour;:u. special ﬁum groups, the sudience, .' .
and t';thor 'coéia.l or indiwtj,ogd forces. This indict.us that the social influence theory is
probably also spplicsble, but ihe hisrarchical nature of the approaches should be

 considered. If societal factors affect what is newsworthy, one explaastion for such
- influence would be hegrmonic. As businessinen with s vgﬂ'od interest in the status quo.
medis oilrners find it functional to expose deviance. This has the simultaneous effect of
giving the sudience the conflict, sensstionalism, prominence, sand novelty it desires and
of seu.ing the boundaries of what is proper and acceptable behavior in society. Several
theonsts (includihg Erikson, 1966; Scott, 1972; Birenbsum and Lesxeur 1982) have

: suuestod that deviance is functional for society. Deviance cresm 'Y comnon focus for
. group. emotion against threats to the status quo, it clarifies the rules/for, everyone else
without their actually testing the rules themselves; it serves as s varfiing of weaknesses

_in the systom.T The process of noticing and punishing or controlling deviance allows the
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.t cont.rollms nechumnstooxmbit theirpower. ~

. Nevs is s commodity vu.h nonetary value{hd the ;dccm of novs oummuons 3 ‘
¥ . often rides on their ability to doﬂno what nows 'is. Alt.hough mdmdun.ls make news |
decisions, there is also often written or Unwritten policy in the newsroom sbout what
cohsﬁwus nevs t.o t.lm orgmmtion Deviance is nevs md de\m.nt. events mke up
much of the news conunt«tor any given day.. In uldnion, the more dcvunu porson or |
Jevent i is, the more promnenuy he/at will be covered and t* more: spcce (or time) witl - ’
© - ‘ be a.lloct(od ' . ‘ B
| Much of the way in vhich hevsvorthmou is doﬁnod relates to dovhnce. and
most of those dovunce-nevswoﬂhmm criteria are normmvo Conflict, aonuuonn.lasm.
and pmm%nce are all remed to departures from the usual, fmm socieul norms,
- ithough. the puholopcd porspccuvo sometimes crops up too, puucuh.rly in crune S - J
_ﬁ\unevs. where t.ho criminal may be !‘ound no} gumy "by reason ‘of insanity.” or aa
increase in the aumber of trumenu is explained as ca.und by an mcm in the
aumber of mental patients released. Novelty is more s suumcd con’sptualization of
deviance, depending on the rare or unusuug event for der‘mmon 7
Yet, while news mgmmhons may use the normwve, swmw or even
pathalogical deﬁnmons of dovumco in deurmmng what is nevsvorthy. we must not
ignore the oﬂ‘octs of such me on labeling. Journalists have the power to label pooplc_
- as deviant through their news stories, and, vhen.hboling occurs, itisas e result of the
journalists' having used their own normative, statistical, cr pathological
conceptualizations of what is-devisnt. Labeling is, therofo;o, the logical result of
decisions made vng statistical, noru_mive, or pathblogical comparisons. ..
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| Although studm of the role of the Meys nedu in social control have been -

numerous (Constock 1982) fow have discussed how the dovhnce of peaple ahd groups - -

m.y affect vpemer the ned;a actes cont.romng uems Studies of nevsvonhineas gre

aumerous, yet thé romlonahip batween devimce and the indxcawrs of neuvonhinm
R I ,

.6

has gone mosuy unnoﬁced
" By their very emtonce devmn people and groups brma the opportunity tor \
change. If that change seems threstening 1o the status quo, then its sgents will sct o

, controf the direction and extent of -the chmgg. Since what is unknown cannot, be

_ controlled, the emphasis oss deviance Zithiu ipdicawré' _oi‘ ng‘vsvoﬂ.hinem is functional ' |
for the status quo. Mass medis publicity of devisace is s recessary rirs:step i .
‘controlling tie threstened chuue- journalists tci @S controlling sgents. -

- Cri 4.0f the US. mass fedia isisch as Mitiband, 1969: Gaus, i979; Gidin, 1980;
Lauderdaie md Estep, 1980 Patetz and Entinan, 1981) have suggested that the media act
. &S agents of social confrol, not by preventing the publictuon of acw and different

ideas, but m.hcr by varying their coverage ‘of polmc groups tccording to how

different the mups are x‘rom the status quo bmd (1969:238) says that vivws which *

do not somehow support the political conse brou t into idsological hne by
) o ?anuling them as "irrelevant eccentricities which serious and reasonsble people y
dismiss as of no consequence.” '

Implicit in these scholars’ work is the idea that deviant peupie and groups be
identified as such by the mass medi\a and that stories sbout devinnt. people md sroups

vill be qualitatively different from stories aﬁo<ut nondfvunt ‘peosle and grou ps.
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o ] of c;nmo. ths nﬂonﬁb‘d tﬁo mass modis to deviant people and sroups is _.“{‘.;.;.? |

. | different (hsn-l.hc u}yﬁdgahip of other a‘dc'i.ohl.,mnu'-or social conil:ol. méh'u Iavw . | \ i
o nforcoment officials. The law is duignod td‘ pﬁnish one form of devignce, crime, | .’ ‘q
; vhen um crime comos to its monuon " When deviance is not.icod by ltv onforcenenf. \

, ! q,gencm. it is pnenlly punuhod o i
A " - When deviance is not.«:od by the msss medis, however, deviance is sometimes
fevarded and sometimes punwhod—-md occasionally rewarded and punished
smulumusly Legend hu it t.lm P. T :Barnum, the circus promoter, said that hedida't .
s care what tho nadu said :bout him as long as l.hoy got hss name right; he saw publicity X
T as osnnunl for lm pronouon activities. And spocu.l interest groups often also see that
the mass media sre an essential ingredient in their schieving their goals (Goldenberg,

1975). 'Thus, dovum people and groups sometimes need the mass medis in order to

&

-
ot

N 4
g

achieve their sotls The mass medis, of courao. have nn. equal amount invested in v.he
publication of deviant acts, since much of vhu ws call nemoﬂ.hy is gctually doviant
News (particulacly information shout dqvmnce) has economic value and is essential to

4

N media success. - | X
| The relationship betveen the deviant person or group and the mass medis is

aoﬂon symbiotic, and such v;uld the relationship remain if the sass media were mere
; " asnnels for the transmistion of &forMon about penple :nd‘gmups In reality,
hovovor simultaneous with their providing the pubhmy that deviant individuals and

groups r-..mro the mns.godu also m:pumo that mforuﬂ.mn in such’s way as to

reader th, groups mpotont in sclmvmg their |otls (Shomnkor. 198¢). The mass

*  medis treat deviant people and groups in such a way as to nukc them seem to have

ridiculous goals which a0 reasonsble person would take somusly (Milibas:d, 1969).

p TV,

—
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ll‘ the mass mdh sre not mere channels for the tmmmnon of deviance
informhon le; we must conudor thooreticd oxphnl.ions for uxe mﬂmce thatthe
-medis -hsve on con_tan,t. Of _the  four theoretical cppmhos pmioqsty
mentioned:-routines of Aewsgathering. journalists’ socialization and attitudes, _sochl'
add institutional factors, and ideological influences--the journalist-centered approach .
abviously addresses the ‘relstionship betveen 1ournnhsts lttlt{ldu and media content.
Yet these four nnonl approachos appeor to he hxowchxcdly n.ruyed in to\rns of the
soml sigmnmce Tovel of tnllysns and l.he ability to exphm each other s effects on
~ content, Roumios of nevsnt.hom. omt because individual 1ourna.lm create them.
Journalists influence the news because of pressures from economic and cultursl forces.
‘Such economic and culmnl forces typically work to maintain th# status quo, s
hdlmk of hogomony So marmlMs attitudes about devisnce may be & loéer—lml
indicator of a broullr. possibly cgemomc process at vork '

Such an xdes is supported by scholu's who ponnt out the close relationship of
~ devisnce, social contrah?d power (such as Liazos, 1972; Schur. 1980; eronbnum and
Lesieur, 1982). The power to label someone “deviant” is crucial J the ulﬁma{g control
of'deviance by various societal meghmxsms. Schur (1980), however, cautions qnnst s
purely hegemonic oxplenation -for social p'o’ntrol by deviance, saying that it is too
simple in that it ignores diversity in doi?i‘s:ico-doﬁning; “the '°x'n'ul‘ipl‘icity of group
interests and social forces thet may com,e iate plty. the mixed or ambiguous interests
- that some groups may have; the mevit.,ble limitations on shsolute control that confront
the apparatus or ruling elite even in situdtions when they might ceek to exert it."
}h&re are many control nechapisms Qaciety in addition to faw enforcement, the

o

" official arm of the state (Coser, 1982).
\ oon
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A llege-?onic explnition does not, howvo‘r. roqum that the progess of social
. L conu-ol ho odninmrod comisuntly or evealv; conmry to what Schur v. ites.
T o ‘Tdoologzcsl conl.rol u aotl actually u;mnmrod by um nbmnon knovn n Lby_m
s . " but rather by its npmnmma. mch as |ourntliﬂ bummon. and others vhu
| ‘ have s vestad interest in seeing the mtus quo contmuc with mmunl chtnges
Becsuse these sdministrators hive varied inqwmu intarests in sddition to their -
common interest in soeina the mioh.l staw; quo continue, their decisions and sctions
will not be uniform, an ides similsr. to Altschull‘ (1984) theory of medis content
‘roflocun; the sdoololy of those who l'inmce the media.

The presence of xdooloycd contmls--ahethor themqmc or fmmcer-spccmc-- :
does not mean that certain groups such as mass medis owners il not criticize the ¥
status quo or never recommend minor chaages. Gi‘uin (1980) points out that the Imu‘s
media must criticize the status .quo enough to legitimize their role as ‘novs |
organizations. But the mass medis will never sdvocste so much change s to risk the
ovenll'mbility of the government. The 'muug scandal is a good example of .t.his':
The mass -medh discuvered and publicized s story very critical ;t the .Mdent of the
United States which ultimately led to his resignition. -The medis stories did not, .

- however, -criticize the US. gystem of goverament, and, in fact, the whole affsir was.
ultimatsly taken ss wid?gco that ﬁi system was visble--the system survived the
crimes of its caretakers. The US. mass medis were able to simulunéoudy legitimize
their rolo as news organizations and affirs | the visbility of the. US. form %‘/{
government.

We also need to consider whether publicizing all types of deviance sends similar
messages to,the status quo, that is, whether all forms of deviance threaten change. For

29
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simple.virtue of its mnomy status. The conccpwdintion of smisuctl deviance is. not

. adoglogicd it excludes ny mpﬁon of thmu.s to change norms. Therefore it doos
_aot requm much uwnuon from ccntrouers |
Pathcloncdl md.normuve devxa.nce are more troyblesome to the status quo, - .
\ce they prount clear chu.llenges the rormcr through o kiad of breadovn of *"’ B
sormel qpem.ions. and the }ssur through direct’ ideolegical alternstives. Lnbehns |
deviance could also be iﬁcluded- in this category, even thouéh its advocates state its
freedom l‘ron the ﬁdgmmhl ‘pegativeness so typm.l ofpmormative dovisacs. The e

L&mm of an iadividuq L

W‘

devunco hbal is not!ung more than one mdmdud s com
group to existing norms. Ona pemn 's opinion my not be very mpome vhen ' K
compared {0 a somty-vzdo normative asssssment, hut that pomn 'S opmmn can be
mnuenml when he ha:‘qgc ability to transmit it to & larger wdxence. as journalisis do
Thus, mass medis labeling i€ nothiag more than journalists’ normative judgments, and
these mdgments will draw and defiae the menuon of those who control social change.

The journahst acts as a surrogate judge of deviance t‘or !us sudisnce members. n .. \)
By itself, the seif-conception of deviance will be not be of concern io sgelits of o
social contref. When an individual's seli-conception as doviani remains private, it wilk .‘

do little to diaw the attention of controlling agents since thers is no apportunity for

3
1 oV

psthological, normative, or ﬁng dovianss asssssments w° be made. If

&
self-conceptions become public matters, such as whea homossxuals annousce their
status (o heterosexual society, then sttempts st controf may be made.
L o
r(":}
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é

' sqinqn

Although the mass commuaication research litersture i_ncludﬁ many studies in
which nm.co'nunt' is either the independent or dependent variabje, thers hes been n
little tiuoro&cd analysis of the concept newsworthiness. This paper suggests that
indicators of newsworthiness are primarily relstod to the construct devisnce, in that
gmuch of what is newsworthy can be interpreted as being deviant under one of five
deviance deﬁ_ni_tions: mcn. pathological, normative, lsbeling, or self-conception.
* Much of what journalists publicize as news is informstion sbout the deviance of
v people and events. To the extent t,l'm “deviant people and events bring about the
opporwgity for change, pu’bﬁciziln/g deviance is s prerequisite for controlling the
direction and exteat of social change. Definina newsworthiness as deviance is

therefore functional for the status quo.
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_ | NOTES
. 1 The suthor's rediew of ressarch articles published between 1974 and 1

kurnalisn Ouartarly under the subject heading "content” reveals that spproximately

75 percent of the content research dili-ing those 10 years dealt with news content.
\ ,
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