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Abstract 

In April 2008, the United States Food and Drug Administration began 

investigating a potential Salmonella outbreak in Texas in New Mexico.  Initially, 

tomatoes were the suspected carrier of the pathogen; however, after three months of 

investigation, the FDA determined jalapenos grown in Mexico were the culprit. Tomato 

growers across the United States reported losses of $250 million.   

 The purpose of this study was to examine television news coverage of the 

Salmonella outbreak through a case study using framing theory in order to gain an 

understanding of how reporters’ ideologies, attitudes, and corporate pressures influenced 

the frames that were reported on the ABC, CBS, and NBC news networks.  

 A qualitative case study using interviews with reporters and content analysis was 

used to investigate the research questions.  The reporters revealed they supported the 

farmers, they wanted change within the FDA, and they had confidence in the U.S. food 

supply.  The frames presented in the television news coverage were health risk, financial 

impact, devastation of tomato growers, and frustration with the FDA.  The frames that 

were built by reporters’ inputs were devastation of the tomato grower and frustration with 

the FDA.  This dissertation concluded that in some instances, television news frames are 

influenced by the reporters’ attitudes and ideologies, and in other instances, they are not.
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

In 2008, the United States Food and Drug Administration [FDA] issued recall 

notices and/or warnings on approximately 40 food products for human consumption due 

to food pathogens (FDA, 2008).  There were more than 50 meat or poultry recalls in 2008 

due to food pathogens such as E. coli, Salmonella, or Listeria, according to the United 

States Department of Agriculture [USDA] (USDA, 2009).  According to Riddle (2007), 

the media has kept food safety stories in the spotlight by reporting every major or minor 

foodborne illness outbreak or food recall.  The most prominent food recall of 2008 began 

in April. 

In April 2008, the FDA began investigating a potential Salmonella outbreak in 

Texas and New Mexico (FDA, 2008, June 3).  Tomatoes were originally suspected, yet 

the outbreak escalated throughout the summer. By the end of August 2008, 

approximately 1,440 Americans in 43 states and Washington, DC reported an illness 

related to the Salmonella outbreak (Alonso-Zaldivar, 2008).  The FDA eventually 

determined the outbreak was caused by jalapeno and Serrano peppers grown in Mexico.  

The peppers were contaminated by irrigation water that contained animal waste.  By the 

end of the summer, the United States tomato industry reported losses of more than $250 

million (Alonso-Zaldivar, 2008). 

Intense coverage of food recalls can frighten consumers away from the affected 

product; reduce confidence in food regulatory agencies, such as the USDA or the FDA; 
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and decrease trust in agricultural producers.  Over time, these food recalls can reduce the 

public’s trust in the nation’s food supply and can potentially have a negative effect on 

U.S. farmers and ranchers.  Outbreaks of foodborne illness are usually heavily covered by 

media and result in decreased demand for the affected food product (Whaley & Tucker, 

2004).   

“The relationship between the media, the food industry and the consumer is 

probably at its lowest point as we start the new millennium.  The frequency of food 

scares appears to be increasing, and news reports sometimes seem both sensational and 

polarized” (Anderson, 2000, p. 254).  Additionally, Anderson (2000) cites a study that 

found negative food safety issues were highlighted twice as often as positive stories in the 

media, and environmental or health activists were quoted five times as often as food 

scientists. 

Foodborne illnesses such as E. coli, Salmonella, and Listeria can be devastating; 

they can make a person violently ill and can sometimes lead to death.  In the United 

States, about 76 million foodborne illnesses are reported each year, which results in about 

325,000 hospitalizations and 5,000 deaths (World Health Organization [WHO], 2007).  

Although foodborne illness outbreaks are commonly made public by the media, food 

safety experts believe sporadic cases and small outbreaks in the home are far more 

common (Bruhn, 1997).   

According to Whaley and Tucker (2004), 40% of people said “they had little or 

no control over the safety of their food, while an identical percentage reported they did 
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have control over the safety of their food” (p. 17). A consumer articulated a lack of 

control during a report about a food recall on Good Morning America, by saying "you 

don't know what's in it; it makes me feel very scared, and I don't know what to eat” 

(2007, October 1).   

This study was important to me because my parents and my husband’s parents are 

agricultural producers, and I am very supportive of those employed in agriculture.  As I 

watched the news coverage of the Salmonella outbreak in the summer of 2008, my heart 

went out to the tomato farmers who were unable to sell their products for a problem that 

was beyond their control.  In the end, tomato farmers lost millions of dollars because of a 

foodborne illness that was never even present in their product to begin with. 

During food recalls, I pay particular attention to the media coverage.  First, 

depending on the type of food recall, it could affect our parents’ income.  Second, I am 

curious about the accuracy of the media coverage.  I especially pay attention to see if 

reporters have correct information, and I am interested in what the interview subjects say.  

I also look to see if the interviewees are consumers, food scientists, or consumer 

watchdog groups.  The sources used in media can influence the public, and if these 

sources provide inaccurate information, the public can be misinformed.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine television news coverage of one food 

recall, the Salmonella outbreak in 2008, through the scope framing theory (Scheufele, 

1999).  This study also aimed to contribute to the frame building portion of Scheufele’s 
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framing model.  The goal of the research was to understand how journalists’ personal 

ideologies, attitudes, and organizational pressures build the frames that are presented in 

television news.  This study could serve as baseline information for food recall 

communications strategies.  By understanding what television reporters think of food 

safety stories and how/where they obtain their information, agricultural communicators 

will be able to more effectively craft messages and promote accurate food safety 

information. 

Problem Statement 

 The food industry needs media scrutiny because it makes USDA and FDA pay 

closer attention to responsibilities (Hanacek, 2007).  However, consumers are influenced 

by the media, and Anderson (2000) said the media sensationalize food safety stories, 

potentially creating doubt in our nation’s agricultural producers.  Consumer doubt can 

possibly result in decreased demand for certain food products, which could place 

financial burdens on agricultural producers.  By understanding how the media build 

frames around food safety issues, agricultural communicators can more effectively 

provide information and interview subjects to the mainstream media.  This research can 

also help agricultural communicators be proactive in creating food recall communications 

plans so that when there is a food safety scare, they will be prepared to handle the 

situation. 

Research Questions 

By conducting a case study, this research was guided by the following questions: 
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1. What were the inputs (organizational pressures, individual attitudes, and 

ideologies) that influenced the way television media report food safety 

information based upon the 2008 Salmonella outbreak in tomatoes and jalapenos? 

2. What interview sources were used by individual networks and how did those 

sources play into the framing of the issue? 

3. How was the 2008 Salmonella outbreak framed by ABC News, CBS News, and 

NBC News? 

4. How did the coded interview transcripts compare in determining if reporters’ 

inputs truly influenced or built the frames that were presented in the 2008 

Salmonella outbreak? 

Fleming, Thorson, and Zhang (2006) suggest that television news, rather than 

newspapers, “had an independent effect on the public’s concerns about food safety.  

Compared with newspaper, television news may be relatively easier for audiences to 

follow because it requires less mental effort in information processing” (p. 803).  

Therefore, television news transcripts and television reporter interviews will be the units 

of analysis for this study. 

Theoretical Framework 

This research was conducted through the scope of framing theory.  A media frame 

is “a central organizing idea or story line that provides meaning to an unfolding strip of 

events…the frame suggests what the controversy is about, the essence of the issue” 
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(Gamson & Modigliani, 1987, p. 143).  Walter Lippmann (1922) argued that mass media 

create images of events in our minds (Miller, 2002).   

Miller (2002) explained framing as “a process through which the media 

emphasize some aspects of reality and downplay other aspects.  Framing can be 

accomplished through the consideration of particular subtopics, size and placement of a 

news item, narrative form and tone of the presentation, and particular details included in 

the media coverage” (p. 262). 

“Frames define problems, diagnose causes, make moral judgments, and suggest 

remedies” (Entman, 1993, p. 52).  Entman (1993) also argued that journalists choose 

aspects of a perceived reality and place those aspects in a more prominent place within 

the text to promote a problem, interpretation, or recommendation.  Simply stated, frames 

are how journalists tell a story, and frames can tell the public how to think about an issue.  

Any given story can include more than one frame. 

The mass media set the tone for readers or viewers to interpret; reporters make 

their judgment and write the story based on their audience.  Journalists actively construct 

frames to structure and make sense of incoming information (Scheufele, 1999).   

“Frames influence opinions by stressing specific values, facts, and other 

considerations, endowing them with greater apparent relevance to the issue than they 

might appear to have under an alternative frame” (Nelson, Clawson, & Oxley, 1997, p. 

569).  Factors such as political orientation of the medium can also influence the way the 
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media frame a story, and journalists may interpret issues based on frames from other 

news sources (Scheufele, 1999).  

Reporters do not intentionally frame stories; instead, constraints from a news 

organization’s management, professional judgement, and opinions about the audience 

and the situation can lead a writer to give a story a certain spin  (Neuman, Just, & Crigler, 

1992).  Additionally, interest groups, social institutions, and activists are experts at 

getting journalists to present their frame (Baran & Davis, 2009).  Many of these groups 

can involve journalists in constructing news drama, which in turn, promotes a frame.   

The media have many options when they choose which frame(s) to present in a 

story.  For example, with a large food recall due to Salmonella contamination, the media 

can choose to focus on the physical symptoms of Salmonella poisoning, methods to 

prevent the poisoning, agencies that regulate food, or the microbiology of Salmonella.  

The reporters could interview emotional customers, victims of Salmonella, consumer 

advocate groups, medical professionals, or food scientists.  Additionally, if a news 

director allows a short amount of time in a newscast for the story, the reporter then has to 

narrow the number of sources and sound bites to tell the story.  The reporter may also 

think that informing the public of the symptoms of Salmonella is more important than 

which types of tomatoes are potentially dangerous.  The station may have research that 

indicates they have a strong viewership of stay- at- home mothers; therefore, the reporter 

may think it is most important to focus on the effects Salmonella has on children.  An 

interest group for the tomato industry may encourage a reporter to write about the dollars 



Texas Tech University, Erica Goss Irlbeck, August 2009 

lost by tomato farmers.  These are different examples of how frames can be influenced 

without a reporter consciously constructing a frame. 

The model used for this research was proposed by Scheufele (1999) (See Figure 

1).   The model is a guide for several different areas of framing research, but this 

dissertation focused on the top half of the model and analyzed the frame building process 

during the Salmonella outbreak.   

 

Figure 1.  Model of framing effects (Scheufele, 1999). 

The first step for this study was to analyze reporters’ ideologies, beliefs, or 

organizational/corporate attitudes toward food safety through interviews.  The second 

step was to determine how frames were built and reported during the 2008 Salmonella 

outbreak through content analysis of news transcripts.   

Figure 2 is my illustration of how Scheufele’s (1999) model was incorporated into 

this study. 
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Outcomes 

In the news transcripts, 
what media inputs and 
information sources 
(especially interviewees) 
contributed to the way 
the story was told. 
 
Analyze the outcomes 
(or the frames presented 
in the story) through 
content analysis of news 
transcripts. 

Process 

The reporter combines 
media inputs with facts/ 
information from 
interview and other 
information sources and  
processes them together 
to tell the story. 
 

Media Inputs 

What… 
-ideologies 
-personal opinions 
-attitudes 
-corporate attitudes/policy 

of reporters contributed to the 
way the 2008 Salmonella 
outbreak was framed? 
 
Determine these inputs 
through interviews with the 
media. 

Figure 2. Illustration of how framing theory was used for this research (adapted from 
Scheufele, 1999). 

 

Although Scheufele’s (1999) model illustrates how journalists’ personal opinions 

and attitudes can be processed into the information reported on television, Newcomb & 

Alley (1983) indicated that reporters are people:  they have responsibilities and attitudes, 

and they will have thoughts, feelings, and interests toward certain stories.  In addition, 

Weaver and Wilhoit (1991) found that more than half of reporters consider themselves 

disseminators of information—they gather information and distribute the information to 

their viewers or readers as quickly as possible.  Therefore, they may not have time to 

allow personal opinions to influence their reporting.  

9 
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Assumptions 

 The assumptions of this study were that all participants would be willing to 

participate and would answer questions fully and truthfully.  It was also assumed that all 

major network news transcripts from the Salmonella outbreak were available. 

Definitions of Terms 

A complete list of terms is included in Appendix A. 

Delimitations 

This study was limited to news transcripts from ABC, CBS, and NBC.  Those 

three news organizations were the only available national, network, non-cable news 

transcripts at the university library.  In addition, ABC, CBS, and NBC are available to all 

television households, not everyone has cable or satellite television.  Lexis-Nexis was the 

database used to retrieve the transcripts.  Although there were several prominent food 

recalls in the past few years, this study was limited to the Salmonella outbreak that 

occurred in tomatoes and jalapenos in the summer of 2008. 

Limitations 

 A limitation of this study was a lack of video to be analyzed.  Although an 

important part of television is the video, and there could be different meanings with the 

visual elements, this study was limited to an analysis of the transcripts only.  Most 

networks limit video archive availability, and at the commencement of this study, most 
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networks had eliminated the video that was posted to their Web sites; therefore, written 

transcripts were the only available units of analysis.   

Significance of the Study  

Marks, Kalaitzandonakes, Allison, and Zakharova (2003) found that news media 

coverage of food safety may increase, rather than reduce, the level of concerns about food 

safety at the individual level.  The media’s coverage of a food recall or food safety issue 

can influence public opinion, possibly frighten consumers away from eating the affected 

foods, and negatively affect the agriculture industry.   

The food and agriculture industry needs the media to be a consumer watchdog to 

help ensure our country’s food supply is safe; additionally, the industry needs the media 

to help educate the public about safe food products and food handling techniques.  This 

study was necessary so that we could determine if personal or corporate opinions 

influence news coverage of food safety stories.  This study could be used as a baseline for 

future food safety communications so that effective informational materials for the media 

can be created. 

There was limited literature on how media develop their frames based on their 

own opinions and attitudes and the opinions of their interview sources.  Lindlof and 

Taylor (2002) cited several studies on how media produce content; however, a framing 

theory expert stated that more research in this area is necessary (D. Scheufele, personal 

communication, March 24, 2009).  
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This study reflected my interests in agricultural communications, specifically food 

safety communications.  My interest in food safety was sparked by an earlier study of 

mine, A Content Analysis of Food Safety Measures on Television’s Food Network 

(Irlbeck, Akers, & Brashears, 2009).  I became even more interested in this topic after 

watching a network television news story on an E. coli beef recall that contained 

inaccurate food safety information. I then wondered if the media had any background 

knowledge of food safety, and I concluded the media may not know better when it comes 

to food safety; after all, food safety includes microbiology, chemistry, food science, and 

agriculture, four topics the average American would likely not have a working 

knowledge.  With this information, I would eventually like to create a media resource 

guide so that our university can be of assistance to local and national media on a number 

of food safety stories.  

The National Research Agenda 

This study fits into the National Research Agenda, Agricultural Communications 

Research Priority Area 1:  Enhance Decision Making Within the Agricultural Sectors of 

Society (American Association for Agricultural Education, 2007).  This priority area asks 

who the relevant agricultural audiences are for high priority issues.  In addition, this 

priority area seeks solutions to improve tools for communications with local and national 

audiences so that coordinated agricultural communications efforts can be attained.  The 

research priority area also seeks to “determine information needs and preferences of 

identified local, national, and international audiences” (p. 9). 
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Conclusion 

The media are a relevant agricultural audience, especially when there is a high 

priority issue.  As stated earlier, the media can help disseminate information about a food 

recall; additionally, the media can serve as a watchdog for our nation’s food safety.  On 

the other hand, agriculture and food safety are two very scientific topics, and if a reporter 

does not cover these subjects on a regular basis, it places high expectations on a reporter 

to have an understanding of such a technical topic.  With that said, this research could be 

the beginning of an opportunity to coordinate agricultural communications efforts and 

help the media communicate with local and national audiences in regard to food safety. 

As agricultural communicators, we can help the media understand our industry so 

they can inform the public about food safety as well as other agricultural topics. 
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Chapter II 

Review of Literature 

This review of literature helped answer this study’s research questions: 

1.  What were the inputs (organizational pressures, individual attitudes, and 

ideologies) that influenced the way television media reported food safety 

information based upon the 2008 Salmonella outbreak in tomatoes and jalapenos? 

2. What interview sources were used by individual networks and how did those 

sources play into the framing of the issue? 

3. How was the 2008 Salmonella outbreak framed by ABC News, CBS News, and 

NBC News? 

4. How did the coded interview transcripts compare in determining if reporters’ 

inputs truly influenced or built the frames that were presented in the 2008 

Salmonella outbreak? 

Before using the literature to answer the research questions, it is important to first 

understand food safety and foodborne illnesses and how the media have covered the topic 

in the past.  It is also important to understand how food recalls can impact the affected 

product’s demand.  Following those two sections, previous studies will be examined to 

determine what inputs have influenced reporters, sources and framing, framing 

agricultural issues, and other television news framing studies. 
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Food Safety/Foodborne Illness 

 It is almost impossible to have zero risk for food safety, especially in fresh 

produce, because many people eat raw fruits and vegetables (Hanacek, 2007).  Around 76 

million Americans experience foodborne illnesses, although most are not reported 

(WHO, 2007).  The FDA’s assistant commissioner for food protection in 2009, Dr. David 

Acheson, put the number into perspective in an interview with Hanacek (2007).   

There are approximately 300 million Americans living in the United States, each 

consuming food usually three times a day, multiple different types of foods and 

locations, and the relative lack of serious food borne illness, considering the 

billions of servings of food consumed on an annual basis, is really pretty amazing.  

We are doing pretty well, but our job is to make “pretty well” even better. (p. 68) 

Food pathogens occur naturally.  It is next to impossible to catch every 

microscopic pathogen, even though the USDA’s Food Safety Inspection Service employs 

7,600 inspectors at approximately 6,000 meat and poultry plants, and the FDA has 250 

field inspectors for processed food plants nationwide (Merrill, 2005).  Food pathogens 

cannot be prevented; however, consumers can take steps to reduce the risk of becoming 

sick.  In fact, the USDA Under Secretary for Food Safety from 2005 to 2008, Dr. Richard 

Raymond, said the biggest threat to meat and poultry safety is human error (Hanacek, 

2007). 

Almost all food pathogens travel through contaminated food and infected food 

handlers.  Some pathogens, especially E. coli and Shigella travel through human or 
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animal feces (Medeiros, Hillers, Kendall, & Mason, 2001; Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention [CDC], 2005; & Partnership for Food Safety Education [PFSE], 2006.)  

Because of this, thoroughly washing hands after using the restroom, touching animals, 

and handling raw meats greatly reduces the spread of those pathogens (Medeiros et al., 

2001, CDC, 2005).  Washing cutting boards, dishes, utensils and counter tops with soapy 

water after preparing each food item will reduce bacteria spread (PFSE, 2006).  Many 

fruits and vegetables are grown on the ground, and feral animals commonly pass through 

fields making it imperative to rinse fresh fruits and vegetables with water (PFSE, 2006; 

Weise & Schmit, 2007). 

Food imports and exports create an opportunity for contaminated food to be 

shipped around the globe, and if that particular food is contaminated, illness can spread 

worldwide.  The diversity of the American diet increases the chances for new foodborne 

pathogens to enter the United States food supply, making safer food handling practices 

even more important (Buzby, 2001).  

Salmonella is usually found in meat, poultry, raw milk, eggs, and fresh produce 

(Medeiros et al., 2001; PFSE, 2006).  Similar to E. coli, Salmonella is present in the 

digestive tracts of all animals; however, unlike E. coli, Salmonella is present in birds 

(CDC, 2005).  Salmonella is a group of bacteria that pass from the fecal matter of humans 

or animals to other humans or animals (See Figure 3).  In the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, 

one particular strain of Salmonella, Saintpaul, was the culprit.  The tomatoes were 



Texas Tech University, Erica Goss Irlbeck, August 2009 

contaminated by irrigation water that contained animal feces (FDA, 2008, July 30).

 

Figure 3.  Salmonella bacteria that has been isolated from a culture with 8000x 
magnification.  Image courtesy of the CDC Public Health Image Library (2009). 

 

Symptoms of Salmonella poisoning include diarrhea, abdominal cramps, and 

fever.  Many raw foods of animal origin are contaminated with Salmonella, but cooking 

meat to 160° F and poultry to 165°F will kill the bacteria (PFSE, 2006).  Additionally, 

people can prevent the spread of bacteria by washing hands after handling raw meats, 

poultry, or eggs; using the restroom; or touching animals, especially reptiles (CDC, 

2005). 

17 
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Consumers Perceptions of Food Safety 

Bruhn and Schutz (1999) found that of consumers surveyed, 20% did not know 

how to reduce risks from microbiological hazards, and 22% were not sure how to 

minimize their family’s risk from food hazards.  The same study also found that 

consumers may not be purchasing as much meat, seafood, or poultry because of the 

potential risk.  In the Bruhn and Schutz (1999) study, 54% of the subjects purchased less 

seafood in the last two years due to bacteria levels; 34% purchased less red meat; and 

64% purchased less poultry in the last two years because they are concerned about 

bacteria levels and safe food handling.  A different study by Whaley and Tucker (2004) 

found that 40% of consumers surveyed said they had little or no control over the safety of 

their food, yet food safety standards in the United States are among the highest in the 

world, and information for consumers and food handlers is readily available (Bruhn & 

Schutz, 1999). 

On the other hand, many consumers are getting the message.  Bruhn and Schutz 

(1999) found many consumers are cautious when preparing foods, 65% say they always 

clean the food preparation area with soap and water, 89% say they rarely or never leave 

cooked meat at room temperature for more than four hours, 90% rarely or never use the 

same plate for raw and cooked meat, 67% defrost frozen food in the refrigerator, and 

90% rarely or never use raw eggs in foods that are usually left uncooked, such as egg 

nog.  However, the same study found consumers may not be well educated on expiration 

dates.  When deciding to keep or throw away luncheon meat, pasta, or sauce after the 
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expiration date, 13% ignore the date and use the product if it smells okay, and 42% say 

they will use the product even if it is two to seven days past the due date (Bruhn & 

Schutz, 1999). 

Marks et al. (2003) found news media coverage may raise, rather than reduce the 

level of concerns about food safety at the individual level, which may be why some 

consumers think they have little control over their food.  As stated by a consumer in a 

television news interview, "You don't know what's in it (beef).  It makes me feel very 

scared, and I don't know what to eat” (Good Morning America, 2007, October 1).   

Anderson (2000) summed up consumer opinions of food safety, “consumers want 

to know that their food is safe, not that their food is as safe as possible” (p. 255).  Yet a 

report from the CDC, USDA, and FDA found the number of incidences of Salmonella, 

E.coli, and Listeria in 2008 did not change significantly when compared to the 2005 to 

2007 average (CDC, 2009).  In a press release following the report, a CDC official stated 

the CDC and FDA were both making efforts to improve outbreak detection and increase 

food safety from the farm to the table (CDC, 2009, April 9).   

Food Safety/Agriculture in the Media 

Agricultural producers are often frustrated with the way they are portrayed in the 

media (Knowlton, 1998), and agriculture’s future can be affected by the way it is 

perceived by the American consumers. 

This perception is often reflected onto food safety.  When consumers hear about a 

food recall, they may think the agricultural producer is at fault as evidenced on an ABC 
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News message board following an E. coli beef recall.  People posted comments blaming 

the cattle producers, feedlots, meat processors, and the government for E. coli 

contamination (ABC News, 2007, June 11). 

A study found that negative food safety issues were highlighted twice as often as 

positive stories.  Environmental or health activists were quoted five times as often as food 

scientists (Anderson, 2000).  Riddle (2007) determined the media keep food safety stories 

in the spotlight by reporting every major or minor outbreak; however, the FDA’s assistant 

commissioner for food protection said the E. coli in spinach outbreak sparked media 

interest, and the media have paid particular attention to food safety stories ever since 

(Hanacek, 2007). As Anderson (2000) put it,  

eating is a fundamental and personal activity that cannot be avoided.  Therefore, 

food influences all our lives and maybe it is this shared reality that makes food 

safety such an emotive issue with universal interest.…Consumers want to know 

that their food is safe, not that their food is as safe as possible. (p. 255) 

Anderson (2000) may have also determined why the media sometimes have 

inaccuracies when reporting food safety stories.  He concluded that few reporters have 

science training, and few scientists have training in communicating with the media in 

simple and clear language, thus creating a problem when trying to tell food safety stories. 

However, others have found instances where the media may have sensationalized 

a food safety story.  NBC’s Dateline was accused of this twice.  In the first story, 

Dateline aired an investigation revealing that 600 of 1,000 surveyed fast food restaurant 
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locations had been cited for at least one critical food safety violation (Garber, 2003).  A 

former restaurant inspector was interviewed for this story.  The inspector insisted that he 

told the interviewer that the nation’s food supply is safer now than ever; however, the 

inspector was disappointed to see his sound bite was not included in the program.  A 

representative of the National Council of Chain Restaurants said the Dateline story was 

sensationalized and suspects the restaurants chosen for the story were not a representative 

sample of all the fast food chains in the United States (Garber, 2003). 

Dateline was also criticized in 2004 for a story on school lunch rooms where 

Dateline visited a few cafeterias that were not demonstrating safe food handling.  The 

School Nutrition Association said Dateline found a few problem schools and pointed out 

a very small problem in the overall successful and safe school nutrition program (SNA, 

NBC News, 2004, December 6). 

Even though some agencies felt certain news organizations sensationalized food 

safety stories, some health departments and food industry professionals like having the 

media as a watchdog.  Almanza, Nelson, and Lee (2003) concluded that health 

departments currently report restaurant inspection information are more likely to favor 

the media reporting inspection scores.  Health department inspectors prefer reporting this 

information in the newspaper, but television also received high ratings for improving 

food safety awareness.  Respondents from areas with media reporting thought the media 

raised the public’s awareness of food sanitation (Almanza et al., 2003). 
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 Media can be an important tool to convey food safety messages (Eyck, 2000).  

However, Eyck’s study argued that the public only hears about food safety when there is 

a crisis or a threat to food.  In addition, Eyck (2000) stated that experts were cited so 

frequently the general consumer may think food safety is out of their control, giving 

activist groups momentum to “develop strategies to gain the media limelight around food 

safety issues for the purpose of gaining public support for their continued existence” (p. 

45).  Eyck (2000) also argued that “journalists often turn essentially consumer issues into 

struggles between major power sources — government, industry, and activist groups — 

again rendering them beyond the reach of the average consumer” (p. 45). 

 The Eyck (2000) study implied that instead of only covering food safety in times 

of crisis, media could be an educational outlet to inform the public on foodborne illness 

prevention.  At the time of that study, Eyck stated that female oriented magazines, 

Redbook or Good Housekeeping for example, were the most common mediums for food 

safety messages.  He argued that if this pattern continues, agricultural and food industry 

professionals and communicators could expect “storms of negative press coverage and 

challenging negative images” (p. 45).  The solution, Eyck (2000) suggested, was for 

journalists to create stronger contacts with food safety experts, and food safety experts 

should work to create relationships with journalists. 

 The Food Policy Institute at Rutgers University studied public reaction to the 

2008 Salmonella outbreak.  The study found the public was highly aware of the issue, but 

the public was often confused about the specific action they were supposed to take to 
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prevent the foodborne illness (Cuite, Schefske, Randolf, Hooker, Nucci, & Hallman, 

2009).  The study also found that consumers paid attention to the message the first time 

they heard it, but their attention drifted away from the subject afterward.  In a press 

release, Neal Hooker, a food scientist who worked on the study, said “as the lists of foods 

being recalled are updated day by day, I think it’s unlikely that consumers would go back 

and keep checking them.  A very small percentage actually determine if a product they’ve 

purchased is part of the recall” (Filipic, 2009).  

Food Recalls and Impact on the Affected Food’s Demand 

Between 2000 and 2003, there were 713 food recalls in the United States, 10 

recalls were a million pounds or more (USDA, 2009).  Meats were involved in half of 

those recalls (Salin, Darmasena, Wong, & Luo, 2006).  Detection of pathogens such as E. 

coli, Salmonella, and Listeria accounted for almost 44% of food recalls between 2000 

and 2003.  Listeria was the most prevalent bacterial contamination leading to recalls 

during that time period (Salin et al., 2006).  Although pathogens accounted for almost 

44% of food recalls, about 43% of the food recalls occurred because of mislabeled 

ingredients or failing to declare potential allergens such as nuts, sulfites, eggs, or dairy 

(Salin et al., 2006). 

Although there were more than 20 recalls in 2007 because of bacterial 

contamination, USDA’s under secretary for food safety from 2005 to 2008, Richard 

Raymond, said that increased testing produced increased recalls.  “If we quit testing for 
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E. coli O157:H7 or Listeria, we’d have a lot fewer recalls, but we’d have a whole lot 

more sick people” (Hanacek, 2007, p. 76). 

USDA has 7,600 inspectors at more than 6,000 meat and poultry plants (Merrill, 

2005); however, the under secretary for food safety said he would like to see food testing 

in retail stores.  “A lot of things can happen once a product that tests negative in the plant 

gets to your dining table.  It has to be transported in a truck and properly refrigerated in 

the warehouse, truck and grocery store to keep bugs from growing.  There are a lot of 

places that can break down” (Hanacek, 2007, p. 76).  The United States’ food safety 

system has some flaws, and the under secretary for food safety said he would rank the 

industry at a seven- and- a- half on a 10 point scale.   

Food recalls and outbreaks of foodborne illnesses have an effect on that particular 

product’s producers.  There are several research studies on the impact of a food recall on 

the affected product’s demand; some studies show a negative impact, yet other products 

show little- to- no impact.  For example, Piggott and Marsh (2004) found effects of a 

food safety scare impacted demand as statistically important; however, the results were 

economically small.  In agreement with these results, another study following the spinach 

recall in 2006 found that only five percent of spinach consumers who knew about the 

recall would never go back to eating spinach again (Food safety, 2007).   

Piggott and Marsh (2004) did find that demand on meat is affected when there is a 

health concern, such as cholesterol in beef.  When a food safety event does affect 

demand, it happens not only to the affected meat, but other meats as well.  Poultry 
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demand appears to be more responsive to food safety concerns when compared to beef 

and pork (Piggott & Marsh, 2004). 

Other studies found different results.  Smith, vanRavenswaay, and Thompson 

(1988) found media coverage following a milk contamination incident had a negative 

impact on milk purchases.  When publicly traded companies are implicated in a food 

recall due to a food safety hazard, Thomsen and McKenzie (2001) found significant 

shareholder losses, reducing profits by one- and- a- half to three percent. 

In the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, the tomato industry lost a reported $250 million 

(Alonso-Zaldivar, 2008).  Florida tomato growers were hit particularly hard, and in a 

speech before a congressional sub-committee about the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, 

Florida’s agriculture and consumer services commissioner, Charles Bronson, expressed 

frustration with how the FDA communicated with the individual states (Florida 

Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services [FDACS], 2008).   

One of our greatest frustrations is that Florida was as implicated as Mexico from 

the very beginning of the investigation, yet a simple review of the number of 

Salmonella cases per state showed that the vast majority were concentrated in the 

West.  Florida had only three cases in a state of 18 million people.  Given the 

large amount of Florida tomatoes that are consumed in our state, if Florida grown 

tomatoes had been the source, one would logically expect us to have a high 

number of cases….Millions of dollars lost and yet there is still not one shred of 

evidence suggesting that Florida grown tomatoes were the source of this 
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outbreak.  They were implicated simply because they happened to be in the 

market at the same time as Mexican tomatoes.  There has got to be a way to 

protect public health while minimizing collateral damage to an industry. (FDACS, 

2008, p. 1) 

The agriculture commissioner went on to project that because of the 2008 

Salmonella outbreak, produce traceability would improve in Florida so they could protect 

themselves or find the culprit faster in the event of another foodborne illness outbreak 

(FDACS, 2008). 

 Although different economists found different economic impacts of food recalls, 

Wilson (2001) made this point:  “the cost of one foodborne illness outbreak far exceeds 

the price of food safety education in America.  Food safety is good business, totally non-

negotiable and no longer an option in the food service industry” (p. 26). 

Inputs that Influence Reporters 

 Scheufele (1999) stated that ideologies, attitudes, organizational pressures, and 

other elites could be considered as inputs that can influence the frame(s) of a story.  

There have been several quality research studies that explore the inputs that influence 

frames, but research in this area is limited and could be expanded upon (D. Scheufele, 

personal communication, March 24, 2009). 

 Before an attitude or an ideology can influence a frame, news organizations must 

first determine what will make the news of the day.  Journalism curriculum provides 

numerous definitions of news determinants, but the most common are timeliness, 
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prominence (importance), and proximity (locality).  Other news determinants are policy, 

and policy can include individual show producers’ policies, news directors’ policies, 

station policies, and corporate policies.  Consequence, human interest, economics, and 

strangeness can also determine if a story receives attention (Arnold, 2006).  A story must 

be timely, prominent, local, strange, or of human interest before a news organization will 

report on it. 

Political orientation of the network can influence the way a network frames a 

story (Scheufele, 1999).  However, Patterson and Donsbach (1996) argued that if 

journalists have been in the news business for several years, their professional obligation 

to report the news is their primary focus, while their political beliefs become secondary.  

However, Patterson and Donsbach (1996) noted that partisanship ideologies can 

sometimes creep into news coverage.  Partisanship is sometimes evident when a 

journalist is asked to speculate or analyze a situation.  For example, most news networks 

have a political analyst who will appear during the newscast to explain the political 

situation in basic terms—in those situations, partisanship can sometimes be evident.   

Patterson and Donsbach (1996) concluded that partisan bias does occur in news 

coverage, but journalists probably do not consciously inject their ideologies into their 

news coverage. “Bias must be in the copy, not just in the minds of those who write it” 

(Robinson, 1983, p. 56), meaning that journalists have opinions and political beliefs, but 

as long as those ideologies are not infused into the news coverage, then they are still 

behaving as responsible, non-biased journalists. 



Texas Tech University, Erica Goss Irlbeck, August 2009 

28 

 

 Reporters are adults with thoughts, opinions, and concerns, but other than an 

unusual situation, personal attitudes do not influence reporting (Newcomb & Alley, 1983; 

Face-off, 1987).  On the other hand, Tindol (1988) wrote the media are liberally biased, 

and in the past, has been insensitive to race and religion. 

Another study analyzed news reports and put journalists into a category; some 

reporters fell into more than one category (Weaver & Wilhoit, 1991).  More than 60% of 

reporters were interpreters—they investigate, analyze, and discuss news with the 

audience.  More than half were disseminators—their goal was to quickly get information 

out.  Finally, 17% of journalists were adversaries of business or officials.  Understanding 

how a journalist approaches a story can help understand the frame they may use to tell the 

story.  For example, if a journalist is considered an adversary of officials, she may write a 

story that implicates the FDA was responsible for tomato growers’ losses during the 2008 

recall.   

 Flegel and Chaffee (1971) argued that reporters’ stories are more influenced by 

their own attitudes than by editors and readers, yet corporate ownership can play a role in 

the way news is covered.  “Regardless of the medium, the ultimate power lies in 

ownership” (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996, p. 153), meaning news management is 

accountable to either the owner or a board of directors.  Shoemaker and Reese (1996) 

specifically mentioned the structure of the New York Times which prides itself of being 

independent of a corporation.  The Times claimed that independent ownership is better so 
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that news management and content are not subject to pressures from stockholders or 

corporate takeovers.   

In network television, the Walt Disney Company owns ABC, General Electric 

owns NBC (also called NBC Universal), and CBS is part of the CBS Corporation.  Each 

corporation owns more than one network, usually a cable network—Disney owns ESPN, 

NBC Universal owns The Weather Channel, and the CBS Corporation owns the CW 

Network.  Each network owns numerous local stations.   

Organizations such as the Free Press and the Free Action Fund criticize corporate 

media, stating that large conglomerates lead to the failure of American media.  The 

groups’ reasoning is that corporations decide what news and information is covered, 

which people are allowed to be interviewed, and who can be hired to report the news 

(Free Press, 2009).  If corporations truly do decide what news should be covered, this can 

be an input (organizational pressure) that would influence the way news is framed. 

Sources and Framing 

 Interview sources put news events into context and help the viewer create 

meaning from a situation.  Reporters are supposed to remain objective; therefore, experts 

are interviewed to help the viewer understand (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996).   

 Soley (1992) found that approximately 90 individuals were regularly utilized for 

interviews in political news.  A different study determined that television news networks 

liked using sources that were succinct and predictable (Cooper & Soley, 1990).  
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University experts are frequently utilized because their comments are supposed to be 

unbiased and based upon the expert’s research (Steele, 1990). 

Shoemaker (1984) found journalists’ attitudes toward special interest groups 

impacted the coverage the group received.  The research concluded that if the reporters 

thought the group was extreme, the group was portrayed as illegitimate.  However, 

Andsager (2000) argued interest groups’ positions permeate the story, in turn, influencing 

the way a journalist frames the issue.  

 Journalists’ attitudes toward sources also affects the frame that is reported if the 

journalist likes what the source has to say.  Research by Kaniss (1991) argued that if the 

journalist believes the information an official provides, the reporter may not question the 

official or look for another side to the story.  Kaniss (1991) provided an example to 

explain the findings:  a reporter covers an announcement from city officials that a portion 

of the city will be demolished, then revitalized with a new, attractive business and tourist 

area.  The reporter likes the idea, so she reports about the city’s revitalization.  Yet, the 

reporter does not cover the cost of the project, nor does she interview residents in the 

soon- to- be demolished area who will lose their homes.  

Media Framing of Agricultural Stories 

 In 2005 and 2006, three framing analyses on the U.S. mad cow story were 

published in the Journal of Applied Communications.  The first study by Ruth, Eubanks, 

and Telg (2005) found significant differences in the way Canadian and American 

newspapers framed the mad cow story.  American newspapers framed the story as high 
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risk to humans, while the Canadian papers framed the story in a manner that depicted the 

crisis to Canadian agriculture.  The Ruth et al. study (2005) found the health risk frame to 

be most prominent, but frames of fear, uncertainty, and extreme actions to avoid mad 

cow disease were also included.  In addition, inconsistent messages and messages to 

avoid beef were found. 

 A related study on the mad cow crisis found that articles in American newspapers 

framed the story as an industry crisis and contained a negative tone toward the beef 

industry (Ashlock, Cartmell, & Kelemen, 2006).  Ashlock et al. (2006) concluded the 

mad cow crisis was newsworthy in the political world as the story was covered most 

frequently by The Washington Post.  The most common frame in USA Today was about 

the impact to the nation’s economy and did not focus as much on the beef industry crisis 

frame.   

Both the Ruth et al. (2005) and the Ashlock et al. (2006) studies concluded that 

government officials were used the most as interview sources, implying “the BSE 

outbreak was perceived more as an issue of government response than as a widespread 

consumer health concern” (Ashlock et al., 2006, p. 43).   Both studies also found an 

omnipresent negative tone toward the beef industry. 

A third study on the mad cow crisis (King, Cartmell, & Sitton, 2006) found 

judgment statements that were negative toward agriculture; however, the authors stated 

that judgment statements were uncommon, the news coverage was mostly objective.  

Both the Ashlock et al. (2006) and the King et al. (2006) studies argued that journalists 
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should improve objectivity by understanding “the negative effects of judgment statements 

and reduce the number of judgment statements they use, while including more report 

sentences in their stories” (King et al., 2006, p. 44). 

Television News Framing 

 Studying how the television news media frame issues is not common in 

agricultural communications research; however, a study similar to this dissertation by 

Irlbeck and Akers (2009) on the 2008 Salmonella outbreak found that CNN frequently 

speculated about the source of the Salmonella, stating the tomatoes came from Mexico 

before the FDA released that information.  CNN was also harshly critical of the FDA’s 

handling of the situation, once stating that the FDA was run by “abject idiots,” and its 

officials were “overpaid.”  

 Television news framing analyses are more common in mass communications 

research.  In a framing analysis of the SARS crisis, researchers found that CNN framed 

its coverage around symptoms to watch for and the potential of an outbreak, while the 

BBC framed its coverage around public health and world health (Tan & Stewart, 2005).  

CNN frequently framed the story in regard to the impact SARS could have on the United 

States economy and how officials were getting control of the outbreak. 

 In comparing television news with newspaper framing, Kim and Willis (2007) 

studies news coverage of obesity and found television news more frequently discussed 

personal solutions to obesity; on the other hand, television was less likely than 

newspapers to blame society for obesity.  The study found that newspapers suggested 
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more food industry regulations.  “Television is a storyteller.  It may be in this act of 

telling stories that television displaces its attention away from social conditions, and 

instead focuses more on individual accountability.  It is also likely that television news is 

simply less willing to attribute the responsibility to its major advertisers, including the 

food industry” (p. 373). 

 As far as consistent findings, in the aforementioned television framing analyses, 

two studies found that television news implicated government was responsible, but the 

obesity study found that television news media shifted the blame to the individual.  

Conclusion 

This review of literature provided background information of food safety, 

foodborne illnesses, and past news coverage of food safety issues.  The impact of a food 

recall upon the affected product’s demand was discussed.  This review discussed past 

framing studies and explored how opinions, ideologies, sources and organizational 

pressures can influence frames.  It is important to note that many of the in-depth framing 

studies that were cited in this literature review were conducted prior to 2000.  Finding 

strong framing theory studies post-2000 was difficult.  Via e-mail communications, the 

creator of the framing theory model used for this study, Dietram Scheufele, 

recommended I cite the studies found in this review of literature. This indicates a need for 

more television framing studies.  In addition, there is a need for frame building studies, 

especially in agricultural communications research.  Agricultural communications 
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television framing studies are rare—I did not find any during the literature review 

process.   

This review concluded with past framing research that was conducted on 

agricultural topics as well as framing studies that specifically researched television news. 
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Chapter III 

Methodology 

I am a television reporter by trade.  Although I do not work in news regularly, I 

still do some freelance work.  I watch at least two television newscasts a day and I like to 

analyze the stories’ presentation:  the video used to explain the story, the interview 

sources, and the writing style.  I also like to watch news magazine shows that include 

long-format interviews.  I am interested in the questions that network reporters like Scott 

Pelley and Leslie Stahl ask their interview subjects—questions that give the viewers a 

deeper understanding of the situation.  My interest and love for television news was the 

driving force behind this dissertation.  I have never conducted a deep analysis of news 

stories, but understanding how an agricultural news story is framed interests me.   

 Conducting interviews is almost second-nature to me.  For years, I have watched 

and learned from professionals in the television news business as they conduct 

interviews.  The knowledge and experience gained from those observations was 

combined with the skills I learned in my reporting career to collect my data by 

interviewing reporters. I truly enjoy interviewing people.  I am curious about people, their 

jobs, backgrounds, and lives.  I like getting a deep understanding of the topic from 

someone who has experienced the phenomenon.  This is why I chose qualitative research 

as my methodology—I like the deep understanding that comes with it, and I love to talk 

to people. 
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Qualitative Research 

“The key to understanding qualitative research lies with the idea that meaning is 

socially constructed by individuals in interaction with their world” (Merriam, 2002, p. 3).  

Each individual lives in a diverse local world with many complexities (Creswell, 2007), 

and what is real to one person may not be real to another.  “Qualitative research portrays 

a world where reality is socially constructed, complex, and ever changing.  What is ‘real’ 

becomes relative to the specific location and people involved” (Glesne, 2006, p. 6).  

“Realities are a plural, simultaneous and local phenomena” (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002, p. 

11).  Qualitative research is a quest for understanding the realities and interpretations of 

the world around us, and qualitative researchers seek to comprehend how their 

participants construct meaning in their worlds (Glesne, 2006). Qualitative requires the 

researcher to look at and understand the perspectives of the participants and the meanings 

they make from a situation (Merriam, 2002).  

The word “construct” was used several times in the previous paragraph because 

Glesne (2006) stated that most qualitative researchers adhere to a constructivist paradigm. 

“Constructivists hold that knowledge of the world is not a simple reflection of what there 

is, but a set of social artifacts of what we make of what is there” (Schwandt, 1997, p. 20).  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) argued that reality/truth exists in the way that each human mind 

constructs it.  They also wrote that labels, euphemisms, and stereotypes help us create 

and sort realities.   
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Including this description of constructivism was important to this research 

because each participant had his or her own views of the events surrounding the 

Salmonella outbreak in 2008.  In addition, I found it important to point out my reality in 

this situation.  As a consumer last summer, I was apprehensive about buying any 

tomatoes, I wanted to see country of origin labeling, and I wanted to see the FDA 

implement a food tracking system.  As a reporter, I wanted the media to cover the tomato 

farmers’ perspectives more often.  As an agriculturist, my heart went out to the farmers.  

Findley (2007) stated that the researcher interprets, analyzes, and writes data in a manner 

that reflects the way he or she makes sense of the information.  Therefore, the reader 

could possibly understand this data in the manner that I interpreted it.  However, Lindlof 

and Taylor (2002) stated that knowledge claims are “positioned and partial.… 

Researchers should reflect on and account for the contingencies of their claims” (p. 11).  I 

addressed my bias as a researcher in a later section in this chapter. 

Understanding the participants and the researcher reflect the way they understand 

the world around them is an important piece to qualitative research.  In quantitative 

research, the intent is to generalize, predict, and explain causes, while qualitative research 

seeks to understand, contextualize, or possibly transform or change (Glesne, 2006).  The 

researcher is the main instrument in qualitative and the goal is to find patterns or themes.  

The final write-up is descriptive with only a few, if any, instances of numerical indices 

(Glesne, 2006).  Because understanding is the goal, and because the researcher is the 

instrument, the instrument is able to immediately respond and adapt (Merriam, 2002).  
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“Data are mediated through this human instrument, the researcher, rather than through 

some inanimate inventory, questionnaire, or computer” (Merriam, 1998, p. 7) 

Strengths and Weaknesses of Qualitative Research 

 Qualitative and quantitative research are two different approaches to solving a 

problem; however, there are some similarities.  Both methods require a problem 

statement, research questions, a defined population, sound research methods, data 

collection and analysis, and findings (Glesne, 2006).  Determining which method is better 

depends upon the problem and research questions (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). 

Strengths  

Qualitative research is the preferred method if the researcher seeks understanding 

from the perspective of those affected, while quantitative methods are preferred if the 

researcher wants to generalize, explain causes, or predict an outcome (Glesne, 2006).  

Qualitative research yields a rich description—words and pictures explain the findings 

rather than numbers (Merriam, 2002).  This can be advantageous when the researcher 

wants to provide a thick description of the phenomenon.   

 In qualitative, the researcher is the instrument which provides a beneficial ability 

to expand understanding of the phenomenon through nonverbal and verbal 

communications (Merriam, 2002).  In addition, the researcher is able to clarify and 

summarize the data as it is being collected, and the researcher can confirm accuracy with 

the participants and follow up when unusual responses are given (Merriam, 2002). 
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 A qualitative study can be rigorous and can yield results that are sound and 

meaningful—as long as the study is well designed (Berg, 2009).  In addition, if the goal 

of the research is understanding or some sort of social change, qualitative might be the 

only methodology suitable to answer the research question (Glesne, 2006). 

Weaknesses 

Many view qualitative research as a soft science due to imprecise instruments, 

researcher bias, and selective data reporting (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002).  Berg (2009) states 

that some critics feel qualitative is not scientific, therefore invalid.  I previously stated 

that qualitative research has no defining method, (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002); there is not a 

step by step set of procedures (Merriam, 1998).  If a researcher wants or needs a 

structured research design and/or procedures, qualitative may not be a good fit (Merriam, 

1998). 

 Since the researcher is the instrument, the researcher’s shortcomings and/or biases 

may be reflected in the study’s results (Merriam, 2002).  Peshkin (1988) stated that a 

researcher’s bias can contribute to the findings, because the researcher’s personal 

qualities combined with the data can result in a “unique configuration” (p. 18) of 

information. 

 Many researchers may have not used qualitative methods because they may not 

understand the methodology.  Additionally, many scholars felt the need to defend their 

reasons for using a qualitative method; however, those misunderstandings are phasing out 

(Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). 
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Case Studies 

The most defining characteristic of a case study is specifying the object of the 

study, or the case (Merriam, 1998).  A case is a single entity, or bounded system, selected 

because it is intrinsically interesting (Smith, 1978).  Often, identifying the specific case to 

study can be a challenge in the research process (Creswell, 2007).  To study a case means 

that any method of gathering data, such as testing, interviews, observation, or others can 

be utilized.  Each case study should be designed to suit that particular subject or situation 

(Merriam, 1998).  Selecting the case is purposeful, depending upon the research 

questions (Merriam, 2002).  The bounded system I selected was the reporters and their 

television news transcripts from the 2008 Salmonella outbreak.  An illustration of the 

bounded system can be found in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4.  The system used for this case study is within the boundaries of the box above.  
As illustrated, the reporters’ opinions, ideologies, and thoughts were combined with the 
interview subjects’ opinions and thoughts results in what aired in the national news. 

 

Stake (2005) stated that case studies can be instrumental or intrinsic.  This 

particular type of case study was an instrumental case study.  According to Stake (2005), 

the actual case, media coverage of the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, would be secondary.  

An instrumental case study creates insight and understanding.  For this dissertation, I 

hoped to provide more insight and understanding of framing theory. 

Merriam (1998) stated that a case study can be combined with other types of 

qualitative research:  ethnography, phenomenology, or grounded theory.  My research, in 
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many ways, represents a grounded theory study; however, this was not a true grounded 

theory study. 

Strengths and Weaknesses of Case Studies 

A case study is best used when there are how and why research questions (Yin, 

1994; Merriam, 1998).  Merriam (1998) stated “the less control an investigator has over 

‘a contemporary set of events,’ and/or if the variables are so embedded in the situation as 

to be impossible to identify ahead of time, case study is likely to be the best choice” (p. 

32).  For example, for this dissertation, I did not have control over the news coverage 

during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, nor did I have control over the variables—I am 

studying them post hoc.  Therefore, according to Merriam (1998), a case study is 

appropriate for this dissertation. 

A case study can be a good fit if the researcher is interested in a process.  For this 

dissertation, the focus was on the process of journalists’ ideologies, attitudes, elites, and 

opinions influencing the way the Salmonella story was covered.  Therefore, a case study 

was the best method for answering the research questions, yet there were strengths and 

weaknesses for this type of methodology. 

Strengths 

 A case study is more contextual; the knowledge gained from a case study is 

“distinguishable from the abstract, formal knowledge derived from other research 

designs” (Merriam, 1998, p. 31).  A case study allows a researcher to investigate complex 

situations with multiple variables to understand a phenomenon (Merriam, 1998). 
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Researchers have more freedom when it comes to conducting a case study (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). 

 “Anchored in real-life situations, the case study results in a rich and holistic 

account of a phenomenon.  It offers insights and illuminates meanings that expand its 

readers’ experiences” (Merriam, 1998, p. 41).  “The case study provides the ‘thick 

description’ so necessary for judgments of transferability” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 

359).  However, both the writer and the reader need to have a knowledge base of the 

subject to make the information meaningful (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Case studies also allow the reader to bring their own experiences and 

understanding to interpret the findings in their own way (Merriam, 1998); and case 

studies contribute to the reader’s tacit knowledge (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Because the 

reader can interpret findings differently, this design can help structure future research and 

advance the knowledge base (Merriam, 1998). 

Weaknesses 

 Those with little experience in qualitative research use case studies as a catch-all 

category (Merriam, 1998).  “The phrase ‘case study’…is not used in any standard way,” 

(Hammersley & Gomm, 2000, p. 1) and some could see the lack of standardization as a 

weakness.  Resources for case studies are rare, and many are confused about what 

qualifies as a case study and how it is different from other qualitative study types 

(Merriam, 1998).  Conditions are not tightly controlled, and researchers do not utilize a 
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random sample (Merriam, 1998)—those are two strengths of a quantitative study and a 

potential weakness to my case study.   

“Case studies can oversimplify or exaggerate a situation, leading the reader to 

erroneous conclusions about the actual state of affairs” (Guba & Lincoln, 1981, p. 377).  

Because the researcher is the instrument, the case study can be limited by the integrity 

and ethics of the investigator who is left to their own instincts (Merriam, 1998). 

Restatement of the Problem and Research Questions 

As stated in Chapter I, consumers are influenced by the media, and the media can 

sometimes sensationalize food safety stories, which can create doubt in our nation’s 

agricultural system and producers.  It is possible such doubt could result in decreased 

demand for certain food products.  As we focus this study on the Salmonella outbreak in 

2008, United States tomato growers lost an estimated $250 million (Alonso-Zaldivar, 

2008).  Similar foodborne illness outbreaks in the future could place financial burdens on 

the affected agricultural producers.   

By understanding how the media build frames around food safety issues, 

agricultural communicators can more effectively provide information and interview 

subjects to the mainstream media.  This research can also help agricultural 

communicators be proactive in creating food recall communications plans so that when 

there is a food safety scare, they will be prepared to handle the situation. 

This was a case study using interviews and content analysis to answer the 

following research questions: 
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1. What were the inputs (organizational pressures, individual attitudes, and 

ideologies) that influenced the way television media reported food safety 

information based upon the 2008 Salmonella outbreak in tomatoes and jalapenos? 

2. What interview sources were used by individual networks, and how did those 

sources play into the framing of the issue? 

3. How was the 2008 Salmonella outbreak framed by ABC News, CBS News, and 

NBC News? 

4. How did the coded interview transcripts compare in determining if reporters’ 

inputs truly influenced or built the frames that were presented in the 2008 

Salmonella outbreak? 

Delimitation and Selection of the Case 

 This was a case study of the media coverage of the Salmonella outbreak that 

occurred in the summer of 2008.  This study was conducted through the scope of framing 

theory.  Through interviews, I examined television reporters’ ideologies, attitudes, 

corporate policy, and opinions of potential sources and other elites.  Through content 

analysis and interviews, I examined the sources (a.k.a. interviewees) that reporters used 

and thus could have influenced the frames that were presented in the news.  I analyzed 

news transcripts to see which frames were most prevalent in the coverage of the outbreak.  

Finally, I compared the results of my interviews with the findings from the content 

analysis to determine if reporters’ ideologies and attitudes combined with their sources’ 

ideologies truly do construct the frames that were presented in the news. 
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Rationale 

 A case study involves data collection from multiple sources of information, 

meaning that observations, interviews, audio-visual materials and other documents can be 

studied (Creswell, 2007).  I chose interviews and content analysis procedures to answer 

the research questions.  To answer Research Question 1, interviews were used to 

determine what types of inputs (ideologies, attitudes, corporate policy, etc.) influenced 

the frames reporters used when telling the Salmonella story.  In-depth interviews yield a 

wealth of data and a deep understanding of the participants’ knowledge and experiences. 

Interviews provide a rich data set, plus they allow the researcher to delve into more detail 

and ask follow up questions; survey methodology does not offer that advantage (Lindlof 

& Taylor, 2002).  “At its best, the qualitative interview is an event in which one person 

(the interviewer) encourages others to freely articulate their interests and experiences” 

(Lindlof & Taylor, 2002, p. 170).   

For the purposes of this research, interviews were the most effective method of 

yielding the depth of data that I needed.  If this research were to determine how often a 

reporter covered food safety or which types of food safety stories they covered, a survey 

would have been the appropriate methodology (Berg, 2009).  However, because this 

research sought an understanding of perceptions from the standpoint of the participants, 

interviewing was the more appropriate method. 

   Television news transcripts were qualitatively analyzed to answer Research 

Questions 2 and 3, although some data gleaned from the interviews helped answer 
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Research Question 2.  I wanted to determine which sources contributed to the frames that 

were presented on individual networks, and I also wanted to conduct a general analysis of 

the overall frames presented by ABC, CBS, and NBC.  Analyzing these stories helped 

triangulate the findings from the interviews by comparing the participants’ answers to the 

recurring themes and topics in the news articles. Content analysis is a very common 

method for analyzing and determining media frames.  According to Krippendorff (2004), 

with a content analysis, one can view data  

as representations not of physical events but of texts, images, and expressions that 

are created to be seen, read, interpreted, and acted on for their meanings, and must 

therefore be analyzed with such uses in mind.  Analyzing texts in the contexts of 

their uses distinguishes content analysis from other methods of inquiry. (p. xiii) 

Qualitative content analyses tend to look at the quality and meaning behind the 

data rather than counting words and phrases (Berg, 2009).  However, this study utilized 

some quantitative methods.  Smith (1975) supports this type of study because 

quantitatively, researchers can search for duration and frequency.  For this study, I 

quantitatively looked for frequencies of type of story, word count, overall tone, and 

overall theme.  Other themes emerged throughout the analysis.  Qualitatively, I looked 

for patterns and themes in the stories.   

Once I analyzed the interviews and the news transcripts, I compared both sets of 

findings to answer Research Question 4, which sought to determine how the coded 



Texas Tech University, Erica Goss Irlbeck, August 2009 

48 

 

interview transcripts compared in determining if reporters’ inputs truly influenced or built 

the frames that were presented in the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

In agricultural communications research, it is common to analyze newspaper 

coverage of certain events (Ruth et al., 2005; Ashlock et al., 2006); however, much can 

be learned from analysis of television news coverage.  According to Neal Hooker, an 

agricultural, environmental, and development economist at The Ohio State University, 

“consumers rely heavily on television coverage for information like this (food recalls)” 

(Filipic, 2009, p. 1). 

Researcher Bias 

According to Guba and Lincoln (1981), it would have been very easy for me to 

pick and choose the words and phrases of my participants to illustrate any point that I 

wanted to make.  I had many opportunities to exclude data that did not represent my own 

personal views (Merriam, 1998). 

 “The investigator as a human instrument is limited by being human—that is, 

mistakes are made, opportunities are missed, personal biases interfere.  Human 

instruments are as fallible as any other research instrument” (Merriam, 1998, p. 20).   

I must point out my bias as well as the biases of my participants.  Merriam (2002) stated 

that it is difficult to eliminate biases, but a researcher should identify them. 

 As stated earlier, I was a reporter, and I still do some freelance reporting.  

Therefore, I somewhat identified with the reporters that I interviewed.  Reporters and the 

media are blamed for many issues in society; however, I think the average reporter is 
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reporting at the best of  his or her ability.  I think many of the political/news talk show 

hosts on cable television have the opportunity to speculate and pontificate, and I think 

those types of “journalists” are biased.  However, I tend to give the average reporter—the 

reporter that covers a different story every day—the benefit of the doubt.  With that said, 

as a reporter, if there was a cause or an opinion that I strongly identified with, I think my 

opinions were apparent in my reporting. 

 Another potential bias that could have impacted this study was that I grew up on a 

farm, my parents and my husband’s parents still farm.  Almost always, I side with the 

farmer or rancher.  That bias has been engrained into me since childhood. 

 Finally, I am somewhat biased toward the ABC News network.  I do not have a 

problem with CBS or NBC; I simply prefer to get my news from ABC.   

I made conscious efforts to prevent my bias from allowing me to be overly 

sensitive to the reporters or to stories that may have been negative toward farmers; 

although, very few stories about the Salmonella outbreak in 2008 were farmer-negative.  

When analyzing content, Nuendorf (2002) stated a code book can help keep personal 

judgments in check.  A second researcher helped code data from the news transcripts.  

The code book combined with the other researcher helped minimize bias about farmers 

during the content analysis portion of this research.  It also helped keep my preference to 

the ABC network in check as the second researcher for the content analysis preferred 

NBC.  Having two different news preferences created a balance between the two of us, 

and we were able to avoid favoritism. 
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Interviews 

 For the interview portion of data collection, I followed Creswell’s (2007) model 

for data collection activities (See Figure 5).  The model begins at the top of the circle and 

works clockwise.  Each point in the circle is a sub-heading in this section.  I added two 

sections that were not included in Creswell’s model:  establishing rapport with 

participants and data analysis.  Both are important steps in the data collection process. 

Locating 
site/

Individual
Gaining 
access & 
making 
rapport

Purposefully 
sampling

Establishing 
rapport with 
participants

Collecting 
data

Recording 
information

Resolving 
field issues

Storing 
data

Data analysis

 

Figure 5.  Modified data collection activities model as proposed by Creswell (2007).   
 
Locating Site and Individuals 

 Creswell (2007) stated that when selecting participants, the individuals need to be 

“accessible, willing to provide information, and distinctive for their accomplishments and 

ordinariness or who shed light on a specific phenomenon or issue being explored” (p. 
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119).  For a case study, the participants need to be a part of the bounded system under 

study (Creswell, 2007).  

I wanted to interview ABC, CBS, and NBC reporters who covered the 2008 

Salmonella outbreak.  Their experiences were “central to the research problem in some 

way” (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002, p. 173).  I found the names of reporters who covered the 

outbreak on the news transcripts that I analyzed.   

The television news business is a relatively small business, and my husband and I 

both worked in news.  According to Hoffman (1980), utilizing social ties substantially 

yields more informative and useful data.  In order to get reporters’ contact information, I 

sent Facebook and/or e-mail messages to current and/or former news colleagues (See 

Appendix B).  Within three days, I had contact information (mostly e-mail addresses) for 

almost every reporter I wanted to interview.  The majority of the network reporters who 

covered the story were located in Washington, DC.    

Gaining Access and Making Rapport 

 Before contacting the potential participants, Creswell (2007) recommended 

gaining Institutional Review Board (IRB) permission to conduct research.  I applied for 

exempt status on January 26, 2009 and received approval on February 24, 2009.  A copy 

of the IRB approval letter can be found in Appendix C. 

 I began making contact with the potential participants in early March.  I contacted 

all of them via e-mail.  The e-mail solicitation letter can be found in Appendix D.  

Initially, I did not have a particular sample size in mind.  Morse (2000) argued that if the 
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topic was clear, and the information gleaned from interviews was significant enough to 

answer the research questions, then a small sample size is adequate.  “The greater the 

amount of useable data obtained from each person (as number of interviews and so forth), 

the fewer the number of participants” (Morse, 2000, p. 4).   

I kept Morse’s (2000) proclamation in mind, and having referrals from 

acquaintances was productive and helped establish initial rapport with the participants 

(Hoffman, 1980); however, it was not as productive as I had expected.  After two weeks 

of e-mails and follow-up e-mails, I only had three participants who were willing to be 

interviewed in person and one participant who would be interviewed via telephone.  

Although Merriam (1995) argued that small sample sizes, even as small as one 

participant, are acceptable in qualitative research, I did not think a trip to Washington, 

DC could be justified with three to four participants. 

 However, I had three willing network reporters or producers that had covered the 

Salmonella outbreak in 2008, and I preferred to do the interviews in person.  For 

situations with a smaller- than- desired sample size, Creswell (2007) recommended 

discriminant sampling.  This type of sampling is utilized when researchers need 

additional information but the optimal participants are not available.  Therefore, 

individuals who are similar to the target population can be utilized as long as the theory 

being studied holds true for the additional participants.   

 I knew the assistant news director at a local television station in a large city near 

Washington, DC.  He agreed to an interview and recruited three more participants who 
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were similar to the target population for my study.  This brought my sample size to eight.  

In order to gain the thick description required by a case study, I still needed more 

participants, and including perspectives from reporters in large Texas markets would 

greatly contribute to the data set, especially since the contaminated peppers were 

imported into Texas.  Additionally, this research could be baseline information to create a 

food safety communications model, and Texas media would most likely be our primary 

target.  Again using discriminant sampling (Creswell, 2007), I contacted three reporters 

in a large Texas city; one was a former network reporter.  Two of the three participants 

reported on the 2008 Salmonella outbreak.   

Purposefully Sampling 

 A researcher chooses her sample purposefully because the individuals can provide 

an understanding of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2007).  Ideally, I wanted all the network 

reporters who covered the 2008 Salmonella outbreak to participate.  Unfortunately, only 

four network reporters and/or producers agreed.  Relying on the colleagues mentioned in 

the previous section, I asked them to help me recruit reporters or producers who either (1) 

covered the Salmonella outbreak in 2008; (2) covered similar stories in the past year (i.e. 

Salmonella in peanut butter); or (3) covered consumer on investigative stories.   

 With the four network reporters/producers, and the contacts from my former 

colleagues, my sample consisted of 12 network or large city reporters and/or producers.  

Stake (2006) stated that an adequate sample for a case study consists of four to 15 

participants.   
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Berg (2009) stated that interviews should be conducted at the participants’ place 

of business.  One participant was unavailable during my trip to Washington, so I 

interviewed her on the telephone.  Two participants wanted to do the interview outside 

their office.  I knew one participant well enough to interview him at his home.  I met the 

other participant while he was reporting a story.  I conducted the interview on a park 

bench in a quiet location with few distractions.    

Establishing Rapport with Participants 

I thought it was important to add this category to Creswell’s (2007) model.  

Lindlof and Taylor (2002) stress the importance of establishing rapport with the interview 

participants.  Rapport, according to Berg (2009), is defined as “the positive feelings that 

develop between the interviewer and the subject, it should not be understood as meaning 

there are no boundaries between the interviewer and the subject” (p. 130). 

To establish rapport, Berg (2009) suggested establishing some common ground 

between the researcher and the participants.  The common ground I established with the 

participants was the fact that I worked in news.  There is a unique common thread that 

binds news people, and it seems like each reporter faces the same issues and day- to- day 

tasks in every newsroom across the country.  Since the reporters and I had this common 

thread, I briefly discussed my experiences as a reporter with them.  I also let them know 

that my experience as a reporter led to the selection of my research topic.  Most of the 

reporters had photographs of their families in their offices.  I referred to the pictures and 
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asked the participants about their children to further establish rapport and help the 

participants feel more comfortable around me. 

In addition to establishing common ground, Berg (2009) states that research 

participants make judgments about the researcher based upon her appearance and 

demeanor.  First impressions of personal appearance, including hairstyle, clothing, race, 

gender, age. and general demeanor help the participant create expectations about the 

interview (Berg, 2009).  Although I could not do anything about my age, gender, or race, 

I wanted the participants to see me as a professional researcher.  I was very careful about 

my personal appearance—I wore a suit to each interview and carried a professional 

portfolio binder for my notebook and tape recorder.  One participant commented that it 

was nice to “put a face with the name.”  

Aside from one interview, I felt like I established a strong rapport with all the 

participants.  Everyone was very friendly and helpful, and at the end of the interviews, a 

few of the participants began asking me questions about my professional experience and 

my research topic.  At the interview where I did not feel a strong rapport, the interview 

went well, but I did not feel the friendliness as I did with the other journalists, and the 

conversation did not flow as freely.  Glesne (2006) stated that when the conversation and 

discussion easily flow and the participants speak smoothly, uninhibited, and on topic, the 

researcher can be somewhat assured the interviews went well. 



Texas Tech University, Erica Goss Irlbeck, August 2009 

56 

 

Data Collection 

Berg (2009) stated that an interview is a conversation between two people, and 

the conversation focuses on the participant’s perceptions of the phenomenon, while the 

researcher helps the participant focus his or her thoughts on the research topic.   Before I 

began the formal interview, I gave the participants the informed consent form located in 

Appendix E.   

Informed consent form 

 My topic was not controversial nor was it embarrassing for the participants to 

discuss.  However, according to The Belmont Report, a federal set of ethical research 

principles, all human research subjects must give their informed consent to participate in 

research (U.S. Department of Health, Education, & Welfare [USDHEW], 1979).  The 

Belmont Report (1979) states that (1) all subjects must be given a choice about 

participating in the research; (2) subjects must be given sufficient information about the 

research, including the purposes, procedures, risks, and benefits; (3) subjects must be 

presented information about the study in a manner that is comprehensible, organized, and 

allows the subject adequate time to make an informed decision about participation in the 

research; and (4) all subjects must participate on a voluntary basis and can withdraw at 

any time for any reason (USDHEW, 1979). 

 This university’s Office of Research Services adheres to the ethical principles set 

forth by the Belmont Report and so did my research.  Before I began recording the 

interview, I informed the participants about the purpose of my research.  I also informed 
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them that their participation was strictly voluntary, and they could withdraw at any time.  

The consent process was more of a dialogue between the participants and me; some of 

them thought it was funny to sign a consent form for a non-controversial topic, but I 

informed them that I wanted to remain compliant with the university.   

The IRB at this university clearly states that the consent form must be readable 

and understandable.  To make sure I covered all the required elements of a consent form, 

I used the sample forms from the IRB Web site and re-worded the form to accommodate 

my research. 

The IRB rules state the researcher may read the form to the participant; therefore, 

I paraphrased the consent form and asked the participant to sign it.  The IRB states that 

no witness is required for consent forms for my type of research.  I offered copies to the 

participants; no one took a copy.  

The IRB rules state that the investigator must keep consent forms for three years 

following the termination of IRB approval.  My consent form expires on January 31, 

2010.  The consent forms are in a non-descript folder in a locked drawer in my office.  

The forms will stay there until 2013 when I shred the documents. 

 It was important to me that the subjects understood that I would protect their 

confidentiality.  Berg (2009) argued that confidentiality and anonymity are two similar 

but different concepts.  He stated since the investigator knows the participants’ names 

and place of business, anonymity is “virtually non-existent” (p. 90).  However, the 

researcher can assure the participants that anything said will be kept confidential.  
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Although someone reading this document could possibly figure out who the participants 

are, they could not do so with any degree of certainty.  All three news networks have 

bureaus in Washington, DC that employ 50 or more people, and I gave each reporter a 

pseudonym; therefore, it would be somewhat difficult to guess which reporter was the 

participant. 

The interviews 

Lindlof and Taylor (2002) suggested using an interview guide.  I followed the 

semi-standardized interview format as suggested by Berg (2009).  In a semi-standardized 

interview, the questions are scripted, but the wording of the questions is flexible and the 

researcher can alter questions to be more suitable to the participant.  The interviewer can 

answer questions from the participant and make clarifications to questions if needed.  

Also, the interviewer can add or delete questions between interviews to improve the 

interview schedule.   

First, however, Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest an initial focus must be 

developed.  To me, this focus came from my research questions.  With each interview 

question I wrote, I checked to ensure it could answer one of the research questions.  My 

interview schedule was structured using Berg’s (2009) suggestions: develop sets of open-

ended questions relevant to the research objectives; the first few questions of the 

interview should not be sensitive or threatening (education level, experience in television, 

etc.); ask several important but non-sensitive questions; ask the sensitive questions; 

finally, follow up with validating questions to ensure the researcher understands the 
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participant.  I used the interview schedule in every interview.  A copy is attached in 

Appendix F.  

The interviews each lasted about 30 minutes.  The themes addressed in the 

interviews related to personal beliefs, experience with foodborne illness, corporate policy 

on reporting on food safety and/or agricultural issues, food safety information sources, 

and desired format and materials of a press kit on food safety.   

Recording Information 

All the interviews were audio taped.  Creswell (2007) recommended memorizing 

the questions to maintain eye contact during the entire interview.  Creswell also 

suggested writing down thoughts during the interview and making a sketch of the room.  

I jotted down a few notes, but I thought it would be best to maintain eye contact as much 

as possible.  Immediately following the interview, I wrote down my thoughts and drew 

sketches of the reporters’ offices.  My post-interview reflections can be found in 

Appendix G. 

Field Issues 

Creswell (2007) stated the researcher should write a section of any issues or 

challenges that occurred while collecting data.  One such challenge he mentioned was 

that of access to the organization.  Once the reporters returned my e-mails, gaining access 

was fairly easy.  My challenges came in getting the journalists to acknowledge my initial 

e-mail.  I sent follow-up e-mails, but after several attempts to contact the potential 

participants, I decided to proceed with the sample that I had. 
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I did not think I had any issues with the reporters being candid.  Creswell (2007) 

stated that inexperienced researchers typically had trouble conducting interviews.  

Although I have only conducted two other qualitative studies, my background as a 

reporter was very helpful for this research.  Interviews come easy for me, so I was not 

nervous.  Plus, my subject matter was not controversial, so my subjects were never 

uncomfortable with the questions I asked. 

Storing Data 

 Following Findley’s (2007) example, I locked the audio tapes in a drawer in my 

office.  In addition, I have two copies of each audio file stored on my computer and one 

copy stored on my external hard drive. 

 The interview transcripts are stored on my computer, my external hard drive, my 

home computer, and in NVivo.  NVivo 8.0 is a qualitative data management software.  I 

used it to store, manage, and code data.  This software was very helpful because of the 

lengthy interview transcripts.   

 It is also important to mention that the interview participants’ true names are in no 

way associated with their audio or transcript files.   I am the only person that knows their 

true names.  In the post-interview reflections and the interview transcripts, the 

participants are identified by the pseudonym I gave them. 

Data Analysis 

The interviews were transcribed as quickly as possible.  Lindlof and Taylor 

(2002) state the “researcher interacts with the data on the page or the computer screen 
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and tries to make conceptual sense of these layers upon layers of discourse and social 

action” (p. 209).  As interview transcripts were analyzed, data were reduced and put into 

categories.  This created concepts and themes to make meaning from the wealth of data I 

had (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002).   

Using NVivo 8.0, I analyzed each phrase of each interview.  The initial open 

coding process was to organize the data—it was a process of making sense of the wealth 

of information.  As I coded the data, I wrote self-reflexive memos to myself to enrich the 

analysis process.  After the first phase of coding, I had 19 categories.  I re-analyzed the 

information contained in each category, and after comparison between categories, I was 

able to organize the 19 categories into four broad categories or themes.  As I was sorting 

through the data, I continued asking myself, “will this category determine the ideologies 

and opinions of reporters?”  The four large categories of ideologies and/or opinions were 

determining news value, opinions about tomato farmers, opinions about the 

government/FDA, and opinions about the United States food supply. 

Following open coding, axial coding helped me sort the data into numerous sub-

categories.  The information on sub-categories is discussed in Chapter IV. 

Content Analysis 

 According to Krippendorff (2004), content analysis is “a research tecnhique for 

making replicable and valid inferences from texts (or other meaningful matter) to the 

contexts of their use” (p. 18).  Content analysis is an inductive process; categories emerge 

throughout the analyzing process (Merriam, 1998).  According to Berg (2009), qualitative 
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content analysis allows the researcher to examine the words in the text and gain a better 

understanding of the person who wrote the words. Neuendorf (2002) stated that content 

analysis is the fastest growing research method in mass communications. 

 To determine which interview sources were used by individual networks 

(Research Question 2) and to also determine how the 2008 Salmonella outbreak was 

framed by the national news networks (Research Question 3), a qualitative content 

analysis was the most appropriate method. 

 I utilized two guidebooks on content analysis:  Neuendorf (2002) and 

Krippendorff (2004).  Neuendorf’s text heavily favors quantitative content analyses. 

Krippendorff’s book offers suggestions for both qualitative and quantative analyses, yet 

the book leans toward quantitative.  Both books offered a model for content analysis, but 

again, they leaned toward a quantitative study.  Berg (2009) offered a model for a 

qualitative content analysis, but he did not explain the steps very well.  Krippendorff 

(2004) stated there “is no single ‘objective’ way of flowcharting research designs” (p. 

85).  Based upon Krippendorff’s proclamation and my own frustrations, I utilized all 

three texts to create my own model of a qualitative content analysis (See Figure 6) that fit 

my research style and would most effectively answer my research questions.  
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1
•Unitizing
•What is the unit of analysis?

2
•Sampling
•Limit the observations to a manageable sample.

3
•Reducing data
•Eliminate unneeded scripts from the sample.

4
•Coding schemes
•Create a plan for coding the data.

5
•Training
•Make sure all who will code data are adequately trained.

6
•Sort data/coding
•This is where the qualitative elements are important.  Can also be called open coding.

7
•Counting
•Even qualitative research uses a few numbers; these will mostly be descriptive statistics.

8
•Explain the findings

 

Figure 6.  The researcher-created step by step content analysis model used for this 
dissertation adapted from Krippendorff (2004), Neuendorf (2002), and Berg (2009). 

 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) instruct researchers to establish rules and procedures 

before the analysis begins.  Although qualitative research can contain several 

interpretations of the text, Krippendorff (2004) states that unitizing, selecting the sample, 

and deciding what is relevant to study applies to both quantitative and qualitative content 

analyses. 
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The first three steps in Figure 5 are what Krippendorff (2004) called data making.  

Data making is a process of “creating computable data from raw or unedited texts” (p. 

83).  In terms of this study, there were thousands of sources I could have analyzed—

Internet, newspaper, radio transcripts, local television scripts, press releases, etc.—but 

Krippendorff (2004) instructs researchers to narrow all possible data into a managable, 

researchable data set. 

Unitizing 

 The first step in the qualitative content analysis was to define the interest areas of 

research—the unit of analysis (Krippendorff, 2004).  “A ‘unit’ will vary depending on the 

nature of the media product, the kinds of questions being asked and the amount of content 

to be analyzed” (Fields, 1988, p. 184).  The unit could be images, voices, or anything that 

could be interesting to analyze.  The unit of analysis also depends on the sample the 

researcher selects (Krippendorff, 2004).  Specifically, Berg (2009) stated the researcher 

must decide upon the level of analysis:  words, phrases, sentences, paragraphs, or 

chapters.  Additionally Krippendorff (2004) advised the researcher to justify the units 

chosen, and “they must show that the information they need for their analyses is 

represented in the collection of units” (p. 83). 

The unit of analysis for this study was individual news transcripts for the 2008 

Salmonella outbreak.  News transcripts were analyzed from ABC, CBS, and NBC 

television news networks.  Since this recall encompassed numerous states, a national 

news source was appropriate.  Specifically, the level of analysis was phrases and 
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paragraphs.  I was looking for meaning derived from each script.  In some instances, the 

story was merely a status report of the Salmonella investigation.  In other stories, 

numerous frames and themes emerged. 

 Although analyzing television news transcripts yielded a wealth of data, this study 

was somewhat limited because of the lack of video analysis.  Much is communicated 

through video, sometimes without words. By conducting the study in this manner, I could 

have missed some of the unspoken meanings that were communicated through the 

television; however, the bulk of the meanings were still analyzed, even without the video. 

Sampling 

 Krippendorff (2004) recommends limiting observations to a manageable subset of 

the population.  The time frame for the Lexis Nexis search was May 1, 2008 to October 

1, 2008.  Although the first FDA warning was issued in June, I wanted to pad my search 

dates to ensure all stories related to the tomato/jalapeno recall were collected.  The the 

keyword for the search was “Salmonella.” Rather than random sampling, I decided to 

conduct a census of the stories. The Lexis Nexis search yielded 53 stories, which was a 

manageable amount of data to analyze.  

Reducing data 

 Krippendorff’s (2004) recommendations for reducing data were applicable to 

situations where very large amounts of text are gathered.  I only had 53 transcripts; 

however, I did eliminate six stories from the data set.  NBC News aired the same stories 
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on the Nightly News and The Today Show on six different occasions, ultimately reducing 

the sample size to 47. 

Coding Schemes 

Before researchers can begin coding, they need to establish what to code or count.  

Berg (2009) suggested seven major elements that could be counted:  words, themes, 

characters, paragraphs, items, concepts, and semantics.  When text is coded by humans 

rather than computers, Neuendorf (2002) instructed researchers to develop a coding form.  

A coding form provides spaces for the researcher to record the codes for all the variables.    

I developed a coding form based loosely on the Ashlock et al. (2006) study of the 

mad cow crisis.  The initial frames on the form were network, total number of words in 

the story, air date, reporter, reporter type, story type, types of sources, overall theme(s) 

(farmer, tomatoes, jalapenos, supply chain, government, or general information) and tone 

of the overall theme (positive, negative, or neutral).  Other frames emerged throughout 

the coding process.  The details about emergent frames are included in a later section. 

Training 

Neuendorf (2002) stated that training all coders is imperative to ensure everyone 

is prepared.  She recommended repeating a practice coding session until all coders are 

comfortable with the form, with the understanding that revisions to the coding form can 

be made throughout the practice sessions.  Nuendorf’s (2002) training recommendations, 

however, were strongly geared toward quantitative studies. 



Texas Tech University, Erica Goss Irlbeck, August 2009 

67 

 

One other researcher and I coded the data; therefore, we trained together.  We 

each practiced coding using scripts from a similar but unrelated food recall.  We revised 

the coding form accordingly.  When both of us were comfortable, and we both 

understood the coding process, we proceeded with the data. 

Sort Data/Coding 

 Nuendorf (2002) recommended coding using hard copies of the transcripts so the 

coders can make notes and mark the pages.  Berg (2009) stated there is no optimal way to 

code data; it is up to the researcher to develop a system that works for each individual 

study.  However, Berg (2009) offers several suggestions based upon Strauss’ (1987) 

coding guidelines for a grounded theory study.  Although this was a case study, Strauss’ 

guidelines are applicable. 

 When coding for a qualitative content analysis, the researcher will want to first 

make a wide inquiry, also known as open coding (Strauss, 1987; Berg, 2009).  In this first 

step, possible answers to the research questions will seem to emerge, but those answers 

should be kept tentative.  Code all data first, and then analyze (Berg, 2009).  During open 

coding, Strauss (1987) stated the researcher should continue asking the data specific and 

consistent research questions.  This will prevent the researcher from getting side tracked 

by other themes that may not be related to the research question.   

 Next, analyze the data minutely.  Start with numerous categories; eventually the 

document will be saturated with repeated codes.  Combine and narrow the categories later 

(Strauss, 1987). 
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 Researchers should write notes about the research.  This echoed Neuendorf’s 

(2002) suggestion of writing notes on the printed text.  Strauss (1987) advised that 

comments in the text often trigger ideas that will be helpful in writing findings. 

 Finally, Strauss (1987) suggested to never assume that traditional variables are 

relevant.  By habit, researchers tend to look at typical variables such as age, gender, or 

social class, but the researcher needs to constantly ask themselves how those traditional 

variables relate to the study.  Often, they do not relate at all. 

 Once the open coding process is complete, the researcher can conduct axial 

coding, which is intensive coding around one category or open code (Berg, 2009).  

Berg’s (2009) explanation of open and axial coding was rather helpful:  open coding 

means to organize data, axial coding means to sort data.   

With each transcript printed, and Strauss’ (1987) and Berg’s (2009) qualitative 

instructions in mind, we individually completed the coding form for every script.  Both of 

us made notes on our scripts, and we kept track of the open codes or new themes that 

emerged from the data.  When we both completed our coding, we met to reach consensus 

on all stories.  In all, we agreed on 95% of the stories, and then we worked together to 

reach an agreement so that all findings were consistent. 

We also worked on the open codes that emerged from the data and then created 

the axial codes that fit within each category.  As we discussed open and axial coding, we 

realized the open codes represented frames, which helped us answer Research Question 

3.  The frames or open codes led to sub-frames, or axial codes. 
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Count 

 Although qualitative research does not contain many numbers, Berg (2009) 

recommended a section of descriptive statistics.  He stated that counting words and 

themes can allow the researcher to discover the different variations that people use to 

communicate.   

We counted the total number of news stories on the Salmonella outbreak as well 

as the number of stories aired on each network and number of words per story.  A 

complete write-up of descriptive statistics can be found in Chapter IV.   

Explain the Findings  

 The findings from the content analysis portion of this case study are explained in 

Chapter IV. 

 Trustworthiness 

  Trustworthiness, according to Lincoln and Guba (1985), simply means the 

researcher’s findings are worthy of attention, and the scholarly community can deem the 

research credible.  Research results are trustworthy “to the extent that there has been 

some accounting for their validity and reliability” (Merriam, 1998, p. 198). 

Trustworthiness is to qualitative as validity is to quantitative (Glesne, 2006).  

Ensuring trustworthiness involves an ethical investigation by providing enough detail to 

demonstrate the researcher’s conclusions make sense (Merriam, 1998).  Trustworthiness 

is established by with credibility, dependability, transferability, and confirmability of the 

researcher, methods, and findings (Findley, 2007; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).   
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Credibility 

 Credibility means the participants’ perceptions align with the researcher’s 

findings (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).  Credibility can be established through 

triangulation, using multiple data collection methods, data sources, or perspectives 

(Glesne, 2006).  Credibility is enhanced through the researcher establishing her bias and 

monitoring that bias throughout the research process (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).  

This research utilized several of Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) suggestions to 

produce credible findings.  In this study, triangulation was achieved through different 

sources and methods.  Different sources providing similar information can verify findings 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985), and in this research, comparing the interview transcripts 

amongst the various participants verified the findings.  In addition, triangulating the data 

obtained from the interviews to the analyzed texts added credibility to the study.  I 

established my bias as a researcher in an earlier section in this chapter. 

Transferability 

 In quantitative research, ensuring external validity is an important part of the 

research process.  In qualitative research, external validity cannot be specified, but the 

researcher can provide a thick description so someone could transfer the findings to their 

own situation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). Transferability, 

according to Merriam (2002), is being able to apply findings beyond the participants in 

the study.  “Transferability is not whether the study includes a representative sample.  

Rather, it is about how well the study has made it possible for the reader to decide 
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whether similar processes will be at work in their own settings” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 

2008, p. 78).   

Because qualitative researchers use small, non-random, purposive samples, it is 

statistically difficult to generalize beyond the sample.  Findings of a qualitative study can 

be applied in other situations; although two situations are rarely identical.  Nevertheless, 

findings from qualitative studies can be transferred and applied to other situations, just 

like in quantitative studies.   

Merriam (2002) stated that the researcher should not be the person to point out 

how the findings of their study transfer to other situations.  Instead, Merriam said the 

researcher should present the findings as he or she sees fit and leave the transferring or 

applications to other situations to the reader.  Nonetheless, the researcher can achieve 

transferability by providing a rich description of the findings (Bloomberg & Volpe, 

2008).  Rich descriptions of the findings are provided in the Chapter IV. 

Dependability 

 Reliability is to quantitative as dependability is to qualitative (Bloomberg & 

Volpe, 2008).  “There can be no validity without reliability (and thus no credibility 

without dependability)” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 316).  Dependability can be achieved 

with an audit trail which would include the raw data and interpretations of the data 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  An audit trail can be proof of the study’s dependability. 
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 The audit trail for this research included the recordings of the interviews, the 

transcriptions of the interviews, NVivo files of coding, the printed news transcripts, the 

Excel coding spreadsheet, and printouts of the data. 

 How the researcher protects the identities of the subjects is another form of 

dependability (Findley, 2007).  Following Findley’s (2007) example, the audio tapes are 

in a locked drawer in my office.  In transcripts, the participants were identified by a 

pseudonym.   

Confirmability 

 Confirmability can be compared to objectivity in a quantitative study.  Findings 

should be the result of the research, not the researcher (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008).  .  

Confirmability is similar to dependability—audit trails are kept so all data can be tracked 

to the original source (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Confirmability can also come in the form 

of a peer review—an external researcher gives input to improve your study.  

 The audit trail for this research included the recordings of the interviews, the 

transcriptions of the interviews, NVivo files of coding, the printed news transcripts, the 

Excel coding spreadsheet, and other printouts of the data.  According to Findley (2007), 

if anyone reviews the audit trail and can confirm that the research findings represent the 

realities of the participants, the confirmability will have been achieved. 

Conclusion 

 This chapter explained why a qualitative case study was the appropriate method 

due to the rich description needed to answer the research questions.  This case study 
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utilized interviews with reporters who covered the 2008 Salmonella outbreak and 

qualitative analysis of the news transcripts from the outbreak.   

 Following the format proposed by Creswell (2007) and Berg (2009), I interviewed 

12 network and/or large city reporters.  Interviews were tape recorded, transcribed, and 

then analyzed using NVivo 8.0. 

 All news transcripts that aired from ABC, CBS, and NBC between May 1, 2008 

to October 1, 2008 with a keyword of “Salmonella” were analyzed for news frames.  We 

analyzed 53 transcripts.  Following the guidance of Neuendorf (2002) and Krippendorff 

(2004), a co-researcher and I developed a coding form, practiced, coded and then 

analyzed scripts.  We first made a wide inquiry (open coding) then became more specific, 

looking for sub-frames (axial coding). 

 Once interview and news transcripts were analyzed, I compared both sets of 

findings to determine if inputs truly did influence the frames that were reported during 

the 2008 Salmonella outbreak.  Findings are discussed in Chapter IV. 
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Chapter IV 

Findings 

As I share the findings of this study, it is important to revisit the term 

constructivism.  “Human beings construct their perceptions of the world…no one 

perception is ‘right’ or more ‘real’ than another” (Glesne, 2006, p. 7).  I want to point out 

that each participant had his or her own perceptions of the truth, and I am assuming they 

were honest with me and shared what they believed to be true about covering the 

Salmonella story in 2008. 

It is important disclose the interviews were conducted in early April 2009.  The 

week I did the interviews, the FDA announced a pistachio recall, and a month earlier, the 

FDA was in the middle of the Peanut Corporation of America peanut butter recall.  Many 

of the interview responses were influenced by those two events. 

Participants  

In all, 12 media professionals participated in this study.  Each participant had their 

own realities about the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, yet many of their interview responses 

were similar.   

Charlie 

 Charlie is a network reporter based in Washington, DC.  He is a white male with a 

bachelor’s degree and more than 30 years of news experience.  He was a local reporter 

and anchor for about 30 years before joining the network.  He is the father of two 

children.  I interviewed him in a group setting with Lucy and Linus. 
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Christina 

 Christina is a white female that works at a television station in a large east coast 

city.  She has a bachelor’s degree and has been in the television business for 20 to 25 

years and is currently an investigative producer.  She does not have kids.  I interviewed 

her in a group setting with Richard and Meredith. 

Derrick 

 Derrick is a white male reporter at a large Texas television station.  He has two 

young children and holds a bachelor’s degree.  He has worked in television for 20 to 25 

years. 

George 

 A white male, George has worked in television for more than 30 years. At one 

time he was a network reporter, but now does specialized reporting at a large Texas 

television station.  George has a bachelor’s degree and does not have children. 

Izzy 

 Izzy is a white, female network reporter that specializes in consumer stories.  She 

is the only participant that holds a master’s degree.  She has one young child and has 

worked in television for 15 to 20 years.  I conducted Izzy’s interview via telephone. 

Linus 

 Linus is a white male that works as a producer in the Washington bureau of a 

national television network.  Prior to working in television, he worked in print 
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journalism.  He has been in the news business for 15 to 20 years.  Linus was interviewed 

in a group with Charlie and Lucy. 

Lucy 

 Lucy has worked in television for 25 to 30 years and is a network reporter based 

in Washington, DC.  She has a bachelor’s degree and has children.  I interviewed Lucy in 

a group setting with Charlie and Linus. 

Mark 

 Mark is a white male reporter in a large Texas city.  He has a bachelor’s degree 

and is the father of three young children.  He has worked in the news business for 20-25 

years. 

Meredith 

 A mother and grandmother, Meredith is an investigative producer for a large 

television station on the East Coast.  She has a bachelor’s degree and has worked in 

television news for 10 to 15 years.  Meredith was interviewed in a group with Richard 

and Christina. 

Richard 

 Richard has worked in television for 20 to 25 years in several different cities.  He 

is an African-American investigative reporter at a large East Coast television station.  He 

has a bachelor’s degree and three children.  Richard was interviewed in a group setting 

with Meredith and Christina. 
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Sally 

Sally is an African American female, network reporter based in Washington.  She 

has three children and a bachelor’s degree and has worked in television news for 15 to 20 

years. 

Tommy 

 Tommy has worked in television news for 10 to 15 years.  He is an assistant news 

director at a large East Coast television station.  He is white, has a bachelor’s degree and 

two young children. 

 “There is no standard format for reporting case study research” (Merriam, 1998, 

p. 193).  However, Creswell (2007) suggested that researchers provide a detailed 

description of the case, including history or chronology of events.  In analyzing the news 

transcripts, a timeline of news events emerged.  It was particularly interesting to take note 

of how certain pieces of the story were covered by the different networks.   The FDA 

released information about the Salmonella warning on June 3, 2008 and then again on 

June 5, but none of the networks reported the information until June 9.  On June 10, CBS 

reported the FDA ruled out tomatoes grown in Florida as a source of Salmonella; 

however, the FDA did not post that information.  Another inconsistency occurred on June 

17 when ABC reported that jalapenos and cilantro were being considered, yet the FDA 

did not release that information until July 1.  NBC reported that Mexican produce could 

be the culprit on June 21, yet the FDA did not announce the contaminated produce was 
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not grown in the United States until a month later.  No network aired reports when the 

CDC lifted the warning on all produce on August 28, 2008.  

An interesting factor was the shift in tone.  Around July 12, the news networks 

began focusing on how the FDA was still investigating tomatoes, yet there was no 

scientific evidence pointing to tomatoes.  At that time, stories also began to shift to 

suspicion of peppers, onions, and cilantro—foods that are typically served alongside 

tomatoes.  Interestingly, CBS aired an interview with the wife of someone who died due 

to Salmonella.  The story stated “the salsa made him sick”—this was well before 

jalapenos were blamed, so, it appeared that CBS was on to something without realizing it. 

Because this story combined many events, and each network reported the events 

differently, Figure 7 is a detailed timeline of events beginning in June to provide clarity, 

background, and context for this study.  Information released by the FDA is in bold font. 
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10- 
13- 
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18- 

 
21- 
22- 

 
25- 
26- 
30- 

 
 

31- 
 
Aug.28 

FDA issued first warning. 
FDA identified certain states that were not associated with the outbreak. 
First CBS report.  Identified produce from certain states and countries was safe.
CBS reported the FDA ruled out Florida. 
ABC reported that jalapenos and cilantro were also being considered. 
NBC suggested Mexican produce may have played a role in outbreak. 
FDA announced jalapenos and cilantro were suspicious. 
NBC reported that tomatoes were still suspected, but FDA was looking into 
foods served with tomatoes. 
CBS reported other produce was being tested. 
CBS reported that tomatoes and some varieties of peppers were still suspected. 
FDA lifted warning on tomatoes. 
ABC, CBS, and NBC reported that tomatoes were safe. 
CBS reported that inspectors were being sent to Mexico. 
ABC reported that peppers were not cleared but tomatoes were. 
Agricola Zaragoza voluntarily recalled jalapenos. 
NBC reported samonella was found on a jalapeno in McAllen, TX.  
ABC and CBS reported a pepper was the culprit. 
FDA declaired the contaminated peppers were not grown in the United 
States. 
NBC reported the pepper came from Mexico, tomatoes were clear. 
FDA announced Seranno peppers were added to the warning. 
ABC suggested avoiding peppers from Mexico and reported that Serrano 
peppers were the likely culprit from Mexico due to contaminated irrigation 
water. 
NBC reported the Salmonella came from irrigation water in Mexico, but the 
Mexican government was denying it. 
CDC lifted warning on all produce. 

Figure 7. Timeline of news and FDA events of the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 

Findings in Relation to Research Question 1 

Research Question 1 asked “What are the inputs (organizational pressures, 

individual attitudes, and ideologies) that influence the way television media report food 

safety information based upon the 2008 Salmonella outbreak in tomatoes and jalapenos?”  

In order to answer the research question, I interviewed 12 media professionals.  After 

analyzing the data in NVivo 8.0 through open and axial coding, I found four major 

79 

 



Texas Tech University, Erica Goss Irlbeck, August 2009 

80 

 

themes (through open coding), and then numerous sub-themes (through axial coding) 

around each.  The four major themes that could have been inputs in the way the media 

framed the 2008 Salmonella outbreak were determining news value, opinions about the 

farmers involved in this story, opinions about the government/FDA, and opinions about 

the United States food supply.   

Determining News Value 

I listed determining news value first, because after analyzing the interview 

transcripts I determined (1) the news organization’s and then (2) the reporter’s definition 

of news are the first steps in determining if a foodborne illness outbreak will be covered 

on the news.  Scheufele’s (1999) model of framing theory states that the news 

organization can be a contributing factor in frame building, as indicated in a conversation 

between Linus and Lucy: 

LUCY:  I think it totally depends on a number of things.  It depends on how 
popular the food is…peanut butter is a popular food.  It depends on what other 
news is going on that day.  I mean, we actually fought to get the peanut butter 
story on for a long time before they finally jumped on it….They (news 
management) were not really that interested until it gathered some steam. 
 
LINUS:  We would have done a story on pistachios even though there were really 
no confirmed illnesses, except that it was a very busy news day and there was just 
no room in our broadcast, so we ended up doing it for radio, and for our Web site, 
and we helped our affiliates out, who, all of our affiliates did the pistachio story, 
but for our evening broadcast, we just didn’t have time in the show. 
 
LUCY:  It was the G8 summit (the day of the pistachio story)....You know they 
started us out on the story that morning and by noon they said…we’re not going 
to have room for it.”  Some of it really is the press of news of that day as opposed 
to the inherent value of the story. 
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Not only do the news managers determine what is news, the reporters and 

producers also have to make judgments on what stories should be reported, and which 

angle to take on the story.  In coding for the overall “determining news values” theme, 

three sub-themes emerged:  general news determinants, understanding the audience, and 

warning the public without scaring them. 

General news determinants 

 News happens every day on a global scale; part of a reporter’s or producer’s job is 

determining what news is.  The local reporters had different perspectives from the 

national reporters in determining if a food recall should be covered. 

TOMMY:  It does have to be a local story for us to put local resources to it 
because we’ve got resources with (the network and) CNN that we pay for, so 
we’ve got reporters on a national level that are providing some of the information. 
 

All of the television stations in this study were affiliated with ABC, CBS, or 

NBC.  In addition, a local station can choose to purchase stories, video, and information 

from CNN; this is common for local television stations.  Tommy’s station uses resources 

from both CNN and the network.  At the same time, the network reporters must make 

judgments as to the news value of a national story and if the story would be of interest to 

their local affiliates. 

SALLY:  When it appears that it’s a larger story, we may assign a reporter and a 
producer… if there are large amounts of things being recalled.  If there have been 
reported illnesses and deaths, we almost certainly sort of bump it up into a larger 
story.  

 
IZZY:  We would be most likely to cover something if the FDA put something 
out.  And then…there are so many food recalls…that certainly the level of injuries 
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and/or level of deaths is a factor in whether we cover it or not.  Is it of national 
interest?  Because frankly, if you cover too many of these, it’s like the boy who 
cried wolf, people stop listening to you. 

Understanding the audience 

 Above, Izzy mentioned the “boy who cried wolf,” meaning that journalists need 

to be aware of the audience and ensure they do not report the same story repeatedly.  She 

made this point twice in our interview. 

IZZY:  There’s a weariness factor, too, it’s sort of like the Iraq war, you know, 
even though things continue to go on there, after a while, the news divisions get 
weary because the audience gets weary, and they have a hard time distinguishing, 
“gee, isn’t this more of the same?” kind of thing.  So we really do have to think 
hard and discipline ourselves to do the homework, to realize, “wait a minute, there 
has been a turning point, something important has changed, or has happened, we 
need to report on this again.” 
 

I teach my students that before they should write anything, they should ask 

themselves, “who is my audience?”  Every member of the media should have an 

understanding of their audience including demographics, economic drivers, and what the 

viewers prefer to see.  However, I picked up on some of the reporters making 

speculations and assumptions about the audience’s thinking during the tomato recall. 

TOMMY:  Suddenly locally grown produce took on this whole new life because 
everyone was like “oh if it was grown in (our state) there’s nothing wrong with 
it.” 
 
MARK:  I think for a local viewer they would want to know “is my Kroger 
tomato safe?”  
 
SALLY:   They (the FDA) start giving batch numbers, and quite frankly, the 
average person does not go into their cabinet, turn over their can or bag of spinach 
or whatever, or go online and make sure that the numbers match.  The average 
person says “there’s a problem with spinach, I’m not eating it.”  
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Warning the public without scaring them 

 An obligation of the media is to keep the public informed and safe.  The media 

members I spoke to were very conscientious of warning the public about a product that 

could impact a viewer’s health. 

TOMMY:  Say the local grocery store has the product that’s been recalled—we 
would obviously put that on the air right away and let people know what it is that 
they are supposed to do….When you first start with the story and it’s out there, 
you first focus in on the consumer and it’s—OK – “what do you have in your 
house that you probably shouldn’t be eating right now?”  You get that information 
out and then you move on to broaden the story.   

 

 However, the media become frustrated for the viewer when they do not have 

accurate or complete information to warn the public with. 

SALLY:  The initial advice that’s given out to consumers is almost always 
incomplete.  And it’s frustrating for us because we want to let people know “what 
do you do to keep yourself safe?”  It’s frustrating, quite frankly for the FDA 
because they want to do the same thing. 

 

 The media often gets accused of scaring the public.  However, based upon the 

information gathered in my interviews, the journalists wanted to be careful to not scare 

people. 

MEREDITH:   (Initially we might cover the story and say) “here’s what the state 
said, here’s what this strain is, and what you need to be aware of” kind of thing.  
Maybe.  And may not go that far, because it might alert people a little too much. 
 
SALLY:  Trying to balance -not frightening people about every leaf of spinach 
that’s out there- to getting more information out, but now you’ve already 
frightened people, so now that you have more specific information, the industry 
suffers because people just aren’t eating the product.   
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Opinions About the Farmers Involved in the Story 

 The second theme that emerged from the interviews was all of the participants 

were sympathetic to the farmers that were involved in the 2008 Salmonella outbreak.  No 

one said the Salmonella was the farmers’ fault, and all were fairly positive toward the 

agricultural industry as a whole. 

DERRICK:  I grew up on a farm, and I understand how things are raised, and 
from that part of it, the production end of it to selling things and market it…I 
know most people are doing it right…I don’t think anybody wants to make the 
public at large sick because of the food they eat. 
 

 In the “opinions about the farmers involved” theme, two sub-themes emerged:  

sympathy and traceability. 

Sympathy 

 Sally seemed to be the most sympathetic to the farmers involved in this story.  At 

three different points in the interview, she stated how the recall “devastated” or 

“decimated” the tomato industry. 

SALLY:  It just devastated the industry, and it ended up not even being tomatoes, 
it was jalapenos from another country.  And that’s one of the challenges in 
covering this and dealing with this, it just completely devastated the poor tomato 
farmers out there and it wasn’t even their fault. 
 
SALLY:  It’s devastating for the industry because, for example….They (FDA) 
sort of say up front “we don’t know what the culprit is, so just don’t eat any of it.”  
That’s devastating for the industry. 
 
SALLY:  The industry suffers because people just aren’t eating the product.  And 
then, quite frankly, the way that the wheels turn in terms of these investigations, it 
just takes a long time to get definitive answers and that just decimates the industry 
and that’s what we saw, there and in all of these recalls. 
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 Izzy echoed Sally’s concern, using the words “devastated,” “hurt so badly,” and 

“industry under attack.”   

IZZY:   I mean when you have an industry like the tomato industry just 
financially devastated by something like this… 
 
IZZY:  But I also do think that there has been a critical mass that has built where 
we’ve had a string of food safety scares that were highly publicized all in a row 
and where you had industry hurt so badly by it when it shouldn’t have been.  
 
IZZY;  Of course we have to reach out to industry…but particularly in the case of 
the tomatoes, they had a lot to say and they turned out to be right.   How ‘bout 
that?  You know, it’s easy to be skeptical of the industry that’s under attack, 
because they have money to lose, but there was an example where gee…they 
were right. 
 

 Izzy’s comments indicate that people are often skeptical of the industry that is 

being investigated, but I think she is suggesting the general public should give the 

investigated industry a chance to speak up and let them have the benefit of the doubt.  

Charlie’s comments are similar to Izzy’s, in that the industry had the right to be angry. 

CHARLIE:  Florida was really ticked ‘cause they had just started to harvest, and 
their fields had been checked….I mean they were really ticked that FDA hadn’t 
cleared them because there was no way.  Their tomatoes were already in the 
system, and people were getting sick back in April… I mean, there were people 
screaming at them from Florida, because their crops are sitting in the warehouse, 
and if they don’t get them moving, that’s a whole season of work that’s lost.  
 

Traceability 

 A recurring theme that many participants spoke about was the need for a better 

food tracking system.  The sentiment I detected was that better traceability would help 

the farmers in a situation similar to the one in 2008.  Lucy voiced her frustrations about 

the amount of time it took to determine the cause of the Salmonella. 
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LUCY:  There were a lot of people that were in the business that were saying, “It 
cannot be tomatoes, because people are still getting sick.  The crop, whatever crop 
was infected was gone, it cannot be tomatoes.”  And you know, it’s a perishable 
product, and so…everyone kept hounding the FDA about, “Are you sure it’s 
tomatoes? Are you sure it’s tomatoes?  Are you sure it’s tomatoes?”  Because it 
seemed to me that, it seemed to people who are experts in this that it couldn’t be 
tomatoes.  So, that was kind of where the story was moving, just like “why 
couldn’t they figure this out?” “Why couldn’t they stop people from getting sick.”  
Turned out it was the wrong product, obviously.  
 
Many participants felt that better ways to track contaminated produce would 

ultimately benefit the farmers.  Some even suggested a producer-initiated tracking 

system. 

CHARLIE:  The industry knows it….A lot of these industries have come up with 
their own proposals, their own safety, because they know that one guy messes up 
the entire industry.  And the spinach thing, I think was a turning point.  It just 
takes time to get there, but they’re going to do it themselves….And also, 
practices.  In the spinach case…very specific ways that you will handle spinach, 
what you will do in your field, how far you have to be away from a creek, from 
livestock, some of that’s already…that was my sense from the spinach grower, 
that they were done, they’re not letting this happen to them again. 
 
IZZY:  Suddenly it’s in their (the food industry’s) best interest, whereas in the 
past, the food industry maybe didn’t like tracking things to the T, because it 
showed who the culprit was.  But in this case, where there’s not a tracking system 
and therefore they’re (tomato growers) falsely accused, I think that actually shows 
them that actually knowing the truth is the best, always. 

 

 Charlie continued to state that some industries have more strict regulations than 

what is required by the government, but as he thought back to the spinach recall, he 

indicated that self-regulation and policing may be more effective than government 

regulations. 
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 Based upon the information gathered for this research, the participants I 

interviewed did not have negative attitudes toward agricultural producers, they were very 

sympathetic to the farmers affected by the Salmonella recall, and it seemed as if the 

reporters sided with the farmers.  

Opinions about the Government/FDA 

 Many of the reporters commented on how the FDA handled communications for 

the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, others had opinions about the way the FDA handled food 

recall situations in general.  In asking the participants about their opinions about the 

FDA, four sub-themes emerged:  FDA’s communications strategies, FDA operations, the 

story recurs frequently, and projected changes with the new administration. 

FDA’s communications strategies 

Two reporters stated that the FDA “gets a bad rap.”  However, Sally pointed out 

that the FDA is generally helpful in posting the information they have. 

SALLY:  I think the FDA gets a bad rap on a lot of things.  I think they probably 
should get decent points for communication.  They, in terms of putting 
information on their Web site, trying to get it out through the media, through us, 
trying to get it out to consumers, they put a wealth of information out there.  It’s 
just that they don’t always have a lot of information to give. 
 
Sally’s statement is accurate in my experience.  FDA has usually been good about 

posting the information that they know to be true at the time.  Additionally, reporters 

acknowledged the FDA has a difficult job to do. 

IZZY:  I recognize that the FDA’s job, this sort of treasure hunt slash episode of 
CSI that they have to do when these food outbreaks happen is really difficult and 
(they are) relying on the faulty memory of human beings to do a lot of that 
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tracking.  So on that, I don’t really fault them on that part, because I think that 
given the systems that are in place now, they do as well as they can. 
 
LUCY:  I always think the FDA is damned if they do and damned if they don’t. I 
mean if they don’t act, they get criticized, and if they do act, they get criticized if 
it’s wrong. 
 
LUCY:  I keep going back to the fact that wasn’t really their fault.  That 
information comes to them (from other agencies).  They don’t determine that it’s 
tomatoes, that’s not their job.  So they kind of get pilloried for something that 
really wasn’t their fault to some extent. 
 
However, several reporters argued that the FDA’s communications efforts during 

the 2008 Salmonella outbreak needed improvement. 

IZZY:  How they communicate, though, to the media and to the public, is flawed.  
And there was a very odd thing that they were doing where they were trying to 
make it clear that some tomatoes were fine and others were not in order to not 
decimate the entire industry.  They realize that they did sort of a bumbling job of 
it and so it wasn’t effective, and it decimated the industry regardless. 
 
MEREDITH:  I remember hearing people in the supermarket or hear them on t.v. 
saying “vine tomatoes are okay, but other tomatoes aren’t” and you’d hear people 
in the supermarket debating it. 
 
RICHARD:  It was safer not to buy any.  It was a lot of confusion, lot of 
confusion.  Other thing, you just did not want to get sick…other people didn’t 
want to get sick either, so they were just kind of avoiding tomatoes, and then 
when they found out it may not be tomatoes, then they started avoiding other 
things.  And so…there was a big question as to what caused the outbreak or what 
vegetable it came on but the big issue was…you’ve got all these people running 
around and they don’t know what to do. 
 
LUCY:  So, I think the one thing that they did do, it was kind of like Dan Rather 
in the Bush case, they stuck to their guns a little too long… .To the very end, they 
insisted there was a rotten tomato somewhere, and I think that they lost some 
credibility in that regard. 
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 Charlie and Lucy had a conversation about incorrect information that was 

released early in the investigation.  They laughed at the certainty of the information that 

the FDA released. 

CHARLIE:  I look at this story that we didn’t air. 
LUCY:  I know, I was laughing at “they know it’s tomatoes.” Right?  Is that the 
one that did not air? 
CHARLIE:  Yeah. (Reading the script) “Tonight health officials who issued the 
nationwide warning on tomatoes are stumped.” 

 

 As it turns out, the information the FDA released was incorrect; however, the 

networks’ stories were based on the information the FDA thought was true at the time.  

Many media members began questioning the conclusion that tomatoes carried the 

Salmonella; they also questioned how the FDA was, for a while, unwavering on their 

conclusion about tomatoes. 

LUCY:  The epidemiology, the interviews, seemed to point to the tomatoes, and 
so then the FDA’s job then is to go figure out, “ok, where’s it coming from?”  
Well as they kept doing testing and testing and testing and they couldn’t come up 
with a tainted tomato… and couldn’t really pin it on anything, then the questions 
really started coming….“Ok, where is this really coming from?” “Is it really the 
tomatoes?”  
 
CHARLIE:  These guys (FDA) are pretty good at not getting locked into 
something.  But when they first said tomatoes, and I mean they went full out 
testing tomatoes; one actually took the media into a lab in Irvine, which is highly 
unusual, to show that they were in front of it.  You know, they say you start going 
down a road and they don’t get tunnel vision, that they look at everything else, I 
don’t know whether there was tunnel vision here or not. 
 
Lucy’s and Charlie’s statements indicate the reporters were aggrivated with the 

manner in which the FDA handled the communication for this investigation. 
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FDA operations 

A few reporters noted the FDA does as well as they can with the system that is 

currently in place.  Sally’s comments were particularly insightful. 

SALLY:  The two issues here seem to be that they (FDA) don’t really have 
enough teeth to enforce what they can do….FDA doesn’t recall a lot of stuff.  
They are voluntary, industry recalls, then the FDA then goes in and investigates, 
and in some cases, they don’t have the power to force a recall.  They rely on 
industry recalls…that’s been a real source of contention here in DC and there are 
a lot of lawmakers here who really want to give the FDA more teeth to be able to 
do things.   
Secondly, in addition to enforcing things, they (lawmakers) also think that 
covering food and drugs in one agency is way too much to deal with….You have 
an agency that’s under-funded, that needs more people and more inspectors and 
that doesn’t really have the teeth to enforce the laws that are already on the books.   
Then you’re giving them, in addition to food safety, prescription drugs to deal 
with, which, quite frankly, takes a lot more resources than the food safety issues. 
Then are you handicapping them and making it difficult for them to do an 
effective job?    

 

Sally also acknowledged with the amount of food produced and imported into the 

United States, it is unlikely that most products would ever be inspected.  However, most 

of the reporters argued that the FDA needs a new system to investigate foodborne 

illnesses. 

LUCY:  The system isn’t set up to make this easy.  That’s part of the problem. I 
mean they’re going through paper records, and they’re trying to trace this stuff 
and…some guy’s got a paper record of one guy giving him the tomato, and it’s 
going to that guy, and tomatoes get co-mingled, and the Mexican gets mixed with 
the Florida one because they gotta have a pretty box of a dozen tomatoes or 
whatever.  It was a very complicated outbreak. 
 
Several reporters discussed the need for an improved system to inspect imported 

food. 
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RICHARD:  I honestly think that looking at the food supply and having the 
inspectors…the inspectors really do need to be doing a much better job of 
checking the food, especially with food from other countries…more 
inspectors…there’s gotta be a better job of doing that. 
 
SALLY:  The one that really stands out…started as a pet food recall…because it 
was just so enormous…you know it really started sparked the whole “we’re afraid 
of what’s coming from China” syndrome….Really I think the size and the scope 
of (that investigation) and the fact that it started that whole scrutiny, and quite 
frankly, got the government looking much more closely into what are we doing 
about these products. 
 

 Other reporters specifically mentioned the recent peanut butter recall.  I conducted 

the interviews shortly after the recall, and it was fresh in the participants’ minds, so they 

used that recall to make a point about the FDA. 

LUCY:  Food comes from so many places, and it comes from all over, and you 
don’t buy from your local farmer who you know down the street.  When you get 
even a small peanut plant in Georgia, which was not a very big plant and was a bit 
player in this business, there’s over 4,000 products recalled.  So you know, they 
have huge reach, even very small players.  They (FDA) gotta get a handle on it. 
 
DERRICK:  Errors do pop up like in this peanut plant in Georgia…where clearly 
there’s problems there.  There’s problems with management, there’s problems 
with employees, there’s problems with cleanliness, there’s also problems with 
state inspectors or county inspectors not going in and inspecting it.  There’s 
problems throughout the whole system. 
 

In short, the consensus of the participants was that the FDA does what they can 

with the system in place, but a new system is needed. 

SALLY:  I think that there are definitely holes in the system that need to be 
plugged.  And it’s arguable as to whether the resources are there to plug all those 
holes.  They’re plugging some of them, but it’s the quintessential example of a big 
plastic swimming pool that’s got 10 holes in it, and it’s leaking water, and they’ve 
got enough resources to cover three of them.  That helps, but the pool is still going 
to drain.  You’ve got seven holes that you’ve gotta plug.  And I think that’s the 
challenge that the FDA is dealing with. 
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The story recurs frequently 

 Some of the reporters were concerned that major food recalls seem to occur every 

year.  After analyzing the interview transcripts, I found that reporters mentioned pet food, 

spinach, tomatoes, peanut butter, pistachios, and the Jack In The Box recalls. 

RICHARD:  Same thing with the dog food, remember? Same thing.  It was the 
same exact thing. People were talking about their dogs dying, they weren’t sure 
which dog food to buy, and all those things. 
 
LUCY: It’s the same story year, after year, after year, with a little bit of a 
difference, but they just can’t seem to get it right and fix the problem.  And I felt 
that way with the pistachios, I’m like “come on people, this is getting ridiculous!”  
I guess, given all the food that is produced, there isn’t more foodborne illness, 
perhaps. But, you know, they gotta get it right, especially now, because food 
comes from so many places 
 
CHARLIE:  I don’t think the story is going away anytime soon… .We’ll always 
have this (bacteria) in some of our food.  It’s just a question of how much and 
how bad it is.  I think we learn a little bit, I think Jack In the Box, in my 
knowledge that’s the first time I learned E-coli can be on the meat, but once you 
grind it, it’s in the entire hamburger, versus a steak, if it had E-coli on it, you grill 
it, you kill it.  So we learned something then, and it generally changed the way 
hamburgers are cooked in this country.  So there are these marks where we learn, 
and we do things differently, but I don’t think that it’s ever going away. 

Projected changes with the new administration 

Most of the participants stated that changes to the FDA’s communications and 

operations are needed, and some of them seem hopeful that improvements will occur with 

the new administration.  The reporters based in Washington provided the most insightful 

comments on this topic. 

SALLY:  There have been numerous bills on The Hill.  The consensus in 
Washington seems to be that the FDA really doesn’t have enough teeth to enforce 
what they can do.  (The FDA) relies on industry recalls…that’s been a real source 
of contention here in DC and there are a lot of lawmakers here who really want to 
give the FDA more teeth to be able to do things.  And secondly, in addition to 
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enforcing things, they also think that covering food and drugs in one agency is 
way too much to deal with….Do I think things will get better?  I certainly think 
the desire is there, and the effort is there to make things better. 

 
 IZZY:  Certainly Democratic administrations have a history of being pro 
regulation, so that’s more along the lines of their philosophy….I think the stars 
might align for something new and different to happen because of the Democratic 
administration and because some pressure has built up.   
 
LUCY:   Right now, the problem is that the economy is so bad…are the 
companies going to be able to put in the money necessary to take these steps?  I 
think definitely you’re going to see improved food safety under this 
administration, I think you even started to see it under the last administration 
because they put so much money into the FDA because there was so much of an 
outcry.  I think the key thing is the FDA needs much more authority, clearly.  And 
companies need to be required to have testing and better plans and….I think 
they’ve shown in the meat and poultry industry, to some extent, that if you put in 
these food safety plans that it can make a difference, and none of that exists in the 
fruit and vegetable industry, so they have to start doing that.  

 

 The reporters acknowledged the FDA has a huge responsibility, and restructuring 

the food inspection and tracking systems is necessary.  However, I noticed strong feelings 

from many participants that the FDA needs major improvements. 

Opinions About the U.S. Food Supply   

 For the final theme, the participants stated the United States food supply was safe.  

However, nearly every participant had experience with a foodborne illness.  For this 

theme, I give general opinions about the nation’s food supply, and then discuss the sub-

themes that emerged:  opinions about food imports, emotions about the food supply, and 

experience with foodborne illness. 

TOMMY:  Personally I think we probably have the safest food supply in the 
world.   
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ERICA:  Do you think the U.S. food supply is safe? 
LUCY:  I do, for the most part. 
CHARLIE:  Absolutely. 
 
DERRICK:  Think of all the things we eat on a regular basis, the eggs, the milk 
the cheese, beef, chicken, poultry…so much stuff…bread…all this stuff that we 
eat on a daily basis, that never, ever, ever seems to have any kinds of problems, 
and when it does, it’ s usually very limited….There’s problems throughout the 
whole system, but those are few and far between, so I don’t look at my food and 
say “Hey is this going to kill me?” I don’t live that way.  I think our food supply 
is generally safe. 
 

 However, several participants were not convinced the food they eat was safe.   

ERICA:  Do you think the U.S. food supply is safe? 
MEREDITH:  No, honestly.  I don’t….I just don’t really think it is because I think 
it’s a huge industry, they can’t check everything.  Nine-11 happened and we 
didn’t’ think that was going to happen.  I just think that the water supply, the food 
supply…no, I don’t think it’s safe.  Am I still gonna eat?  Yes. 
 
RICHARD:  I think it’s safer here than in other places, many other countries, but I 
still think it’s vulnerable. It’s vulnerable to all kinds of things, and the food 
supply, the water supply both are very vulnerable….You just don’t know and 
basically each day you take it in your own hands to eat. 

 
CHRISTINA:  You think that if they’re selling it in the store, it’s gotta be safe, no 
matter what you hear.  But then again, are people paying attention to the law?  
And they can’t all be inspected, so it’s like this circle. 
 
SALLY:   Maybe one percent of what we eat is ever inspected.  Now you’re never 
going to be able to inspect the majority of what we eat.  The FDA’s argument is 
that we do risk-based assessment, “Where we think there’s the most risk, that’s 
where we put our resources.”  I should say yes, I think the food supply is 
generally safe or you would see a lot more people getting sick.  

 

 Derrick and Tommy both made interesting points in that a foodborne illness 

outbreak is somewhat like a plane crash. They do not happen very often, so when they 

do, they receive much more media attention. 
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TOMMY:  I do believe that 99% of our food that we eat on a daily basis is safe 
which is probably why we make a bigger deal when something isn’t safe, because 
I think everybody is so calm and so used to having their food supply safe, so that 
is why it’s so out of the ordinary for us when something like this happens.   
 
DERRICK:  Mostly because these outbreaks, while they can be large when they 
happen…they just don’t happen that often.  They do make the news, and people 
do get the feeling that things are unsafe, and they stop eating peanut butter or 
tomatoes or jalapenos or whatever it is.  

Opinions about food imports 

 Many of the opinions about food safety in the United States was influenced by the 

amount of imported food; others had concern about the countries of origin. 

LUCY:  Food comes from so many places, and it comes from all over, and you 
don’t buy from your local farmer who you know down the street.  
  
RICHARD:  The inspectors really do need to be doing a much better job of 
checking the food, especially with food from other countries. 
 
SALLY:  I have become, because of my coverage in the last two years, 
specifically a lot more careful about looking at labels as to where things, and of 
course one of the other stories I just did the other day, the country of origin labels 
are being required…a lot more careful about choosing local when I can, 
particularly with seafood.  I’m a little afraid of seafood that I don’t have a sense 
of where it came from. 
 

 Country of origin labeling, or simple traceability of food interested Charlie.  

When the FDA announced the tomato recall in 2008, he was the first reporter assigned to 

the story, and wanted to approach the story from the frame of traceability. 

CHARLIE:  Oh because I was interested in the traceability and actually that’s 
what I pitched that day was the fact that you couldn’t trace…I mean how do we 
know…whether the tomato in my grocery store could be part of a recall 
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 Many of the media members interviewed for this study were leery of food from 

China and other Asian countries.   

MEREDITH:  Go look in a dollar store, dollar store has canned goods and I think 
it’s from Thailand or something…look at where it comes from, and people are 
buying the stuff …but I don’t know what the standards are (of food products from 
other countries).  

 
SALLY:  The pet food recall…it was just so enormous…it really started sparked 
the whole “we’re afraid of what’s coming from China” syndrome….Really I think 
the size and the scope of it and the fact that it started that whole scrutiny and quite 
frankly got the government looking much more closely into what are we doing 
about these products. 
 

 While reporting on a story in China, Charlie had a conversation with locals that 

indicated the Chinese are aware of Americans leeriness toward food products from Asian 

nations. 

CHARLIE:  Funny story…I went to China on the lead in toys, and I went to a 
Chinese lab and (U.S. officials) were testing pistachios at that time…and their 
(Chinese locals) big thing was “well you guys have problems too, it’s not just us.”  
It was just fascinating to watch them kind of try to put a face on it. 

Emotions about the food supply 

 Food can be a very emotional subject, especially when the story is about food 

making other people sick, possibly causing deaths.  Some of the reporters expressed 

emotions about food safety; however, it was in relation to the peanut butter recall rather 

than the tomato recall. 

CHARLIE: You know, the one that makes me mad…these (agricultural) 
producers try, they really try.  It’s…like the peanut one—that makes me angry. 
Because this guy (the Georgia peanut butter plant owner) knew that he had 
problems with his plant…those are the ones that really, if there’s any emotion, it’s 
the fact that…you know, I do my job and it’s important that I get it right.  If 
you’re producing food for somebody, it’s important that you get it right, and 
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anybody that just knows that they’re not doing it right, that makes me angry. 
 
TOMMY:  Our kids eat peanut butter on a daily basis, so you do worry about the 
kind of food you are giving you kids and yourself too.  Look, nobody wants to be 
sick, nobody wants to eat anything that would make them sick, but is it something 
that I focus on. 

 

 On the other hand, other reporters try to remove themselves from the situation and 

disconnect themselves from the emotions surrounding a food recall story. 

IZZY:  I think it’s important, because food is what we all rely on to survive…it’s 
one of the pillars of survival for creatures, including humans.  But it doesn’t really 
have an emotional impact for me.  I do think it does for some people, it’s just that 
sometimes as a journalist, you are a little bit more jaded, and you almost look at 
something as if you’re from the outside, even though it affects you too.  But I do 
think the general public does get emotional about food. 

 
DERRICK:  Well, I definitely feel for the people who have problems…people die 
from this stuff, so yeah, I definitely worry if you think about that, but I’m not 
overly emotional to it.  I’m a news reporter, I’ve been a news reporter for a long 
time, I’ve seen a lot of stuff, so I generally don’t get too emotional about some of 
the stories, but I understand those who do.  There are a lot of people in the public 
who…their kids got sick because they ate peanut butter, I feel very bad for them 
and I understand where they’re coming from if they’re angry or want to blame 
somebody, I understand why. 
 

Experience with foodborne illness 

Nearly all the participants had experienced a foodborne illness of some sort.  

Some could tell me exactly what made them sick, others said “I’m sure I’ve had it, but 

don’t know what caused it.” 

SALLY:  It was a take-out restaurant.  I don’t think it was something that I 
made…it’s a horrible feeling…really bad feeling. 
 
TOMMY:   It was dip that had been left out for a long time at a friend’s house and 
we ate the dip and it still tasted great – it was French onion dip – and man that 
was an awful night.  
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DERRICK:  My friend and I bought imitation crab, this was many years ago… 
We were just absolutely tore up—it was bad!  And I swore I would never eat 
imitation crab. 
 

Two of the participants stated they received a foodborne illness from food eaten 

in Mexico.  George, a former network reporter, frequently traveled internationally.  He 

said that he had eaten foods that were probably not safe, some of them in rural Mexico, 

and never became ill.  However, he stated that he became violently ill after eating at a 

five-star hotel in Mexico City. 

Charlie explained his experience with foodborne illness to Lucy. 

CHARLIE:  Mexico. 
LUCY:  Mexico?  Well that’s a little different, that’s different.  Have you had 
food poisoning in the US? 
CHARLIE:  Yeah, but mild compared to what I had in Mexico. 
ERICA:  Do you know what you ate in Mexico? 
CHARLIE:  I believe it was lettuce; it was probably the water on the lettuce.  And 
I’ve had food poisoning in Iraq as well.  That one, not as bad as the Mexico 
one…it was bad. 
 

Those participants with and without experience with foodborne illness avoided 

certain foods to prevent becoming sick.  One participant said she avoids sprouts, dates, 

and figs, but the rest of the participants were careful with certain types of seafood. 

RICHARD:  Certain things like raw seafood, I don’t, just because I just don’t 
want to take a chance on, I know like oysters are very popular here, but I just 
don’t want to take a chance.  And sushi too. 
 
LUCY:  I won’t eat swordfish, but it’s mainly because of mercury issues.  
 
SALLY:  But I have become…specifically a lot more careful about looking at 
labels as to where things, and of course one of the other stories I just did the other 
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day, the country of origin labels are being required…a lot more careful about 
choosing local when I can, particularly with seafood.  I’m a little afraid of seafood 
that I don’t have a sense of where it came from. 
 

 Although Sally is careful with seafood, she said she does not specifically avoid 

any other foods.  Other reporters shared Sally’s opinion and were not worried about 

anything in the United States. 

DERRICK:  Nothing that pops up in my mind, but you know, I wouldn’t go to a 
grocery store, necessarily, to get sushi.  Not that they’re doing it wrong, but I’d 
rather go to a sushi place to eat sushi, and that’s something that’s kind of on the 
edge anyway 
 
ERICA:  Are there any foods that you avoid? 
CHARLIE:  Here in the U.S.? Yeah, there’s nothing I won’t eat. 

 

 In conclusion of the findings related to Research Question 1, I found that covering 

a foodborne illness outbreak depends on a number of factors before inputs that influence 

a frame are ever considered.  Popularity of the food being recalled, news of the day, 

management’s definitions of news, frequency of reporting the story, and audience 

opinions are all considered before a story is covered.  However, when FDA or USDA 

issue a recall, most of the news organizations said they would ask themselves if they need 

to warn the public. 

 I found a common ideology of support for the American farmer—at least the 

tomato farmers that were affected by the recall in 2008.  Not one reporter thought the 

recall was due to the farmers, and most of the reporters felt sympathy toward the farmers 

affected. 
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 A common opinion of the media members interviewed for this study was that the 

FDA needed change.  Some of the reporters acknowledged that the FDA does what it can 

with the resources available.  However, the consensus was that FDA needed to improve 

its communication strategy and operational structure, including but not limited to more 

funding and more inspectors. 

 Finally, the reporters interviewed for this study mostly felt the U.S. food supply 

was safe.  There were apprehensive feelings toward food imported from Asia, particularly 

China.  The majority felt safe eating nearly all foods in the U.S., but many of the 

participants try to avoid foods that might make them sick. 

Findings in Relation to Research Question 2 

 Research Question 2 asked “What interview sources were used by individual 

networks and how did those sources play into the framing of the issue?”  To answer this 

question, I used content analysis and interviews. 

Findings from Content Analysis 

The FDA was the most frequently used television news source (n = 16) for the 

2008 Salmonella outbreak. David Acheson, commissioner of the FDA, was interviewed 

the most from the agency. Consumers and tomato farmers were interviewed second and 

third most often, respectively. The Center for Food Safety (CFS), a non-profit, public 

interest and environmental advocacy organization was interviewed frequently, and a CFS 

policy analyst, Jaydee Hanson, was the second most popular interviewee.  It was 

interesting to see how certain networks used the same sources a number of times while 
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other networks had a wide variety of interview subjects. A complete list of sources and 

networks can be found in Table 1.  

Comparison of interview subjects by network  

 On each network, the FDA’s David Acheson was the most frequently used source, 

as demonstrated in Table 1.  This makes sense because FDA was the agency responsible 

for the recall.  In his interviews, Acheson explained the process of tracking a tomato back 

to its source and how the supply chain was very complex and hard to trace.  He also 

stated that the FDA was as frustrated as the consumers. 
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Table 1 

Number of sources utilized by network 

 ABC CBS NBC Total 

FDA 4 6 6 16 

Consumer 2 4 3 9 

Farmer/Grower 3 2 3 8 

Center for Food 
Safety 2 2 2 6 

Supply chain 0 3 3 6 

Other 3 1 1 5 

Center for Science in 
the Public Interest 3 1 0 4 

Food safety expert 0 0 2 2 

Medical 
doctor/professional 1 1 0 2 

Victim 1 1 0 2 

Attorney 1 0 0 1 

CDC 0 0 1 1 

Government, other 1 0 0 1 

Health Department 1 0 0 1 

Politician 1 0 0 1 
 

 Of all the networks, ABC repeated the use of their sources most often; however, 

they were good about getting perspective from the tomato/produce industry.  ABC 
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interviewed representatives from the Center for Science in the Public Interest (CSPI) 

three times—they interviewed Caroline Smith DeWaal twice and Sarah Klein once.  

ABC interviewed Tom Deardorff, a tomato farmer, three times. Amy Philpot of United 

Fresh Produce Association was also interviewed three times.  Jaydee Hanson of CFS was 

interviewed twice. ABC used other sources, just not as frequently as those listed above. 

 The CSPI is an education and advocacy group with a mission of promoting 

science into food and nutrition regulations.  The organization’s Web site states the group 

is working to promote a healthier America.  Some of its projects include increasing 

healthy foods for children, reducing trans-fat in the American diet, adding nutrition 

information on restaurant menus, and improving food safety.  Other points of interest are 

to provide information on agricultural biotechnology and encourage a plant-based diet 

(2009).  In other food-related stories, it seemed the group was working against certain 

agricultural groups; however, in the interviews given to ABC, the group was an advocate 

for tomato farmers and a better food tracking system. 

KLEIN:  The FDA is basically acting like a traffic reporter who’s naming all of 
the streets where there aren’t accidents.  That’s not very helpful for consumers. 
 
DEWAAL:  There is a cost to a good traceability system, but there is a cost to not 
having one. 
 
DEWALL:  In a warehouse, the distributors can sometimes take one box that is 
partially full and add produce items from a completely different state, maybe even 
a different country to that box.  Now, those tomatoes have really lost their 
identity. 

 

 

http://www.cspinet.org/biotech
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 Tom Deardorff is a California tomato grower; ABC interviewed him three times.   

DEARDORFF:  They (FDA) need to rely on more sound science.  And they need 
to realize they made a huge mistake in this situation, and they need to pay for that 
mistake in the form of additional marketing dollars that can help out, restore that 
consumer confidence. 
 
DEARDORFF:  (The recall) is going to result in a total bloodbath.  There’s going 
to be tomatoes in the field that go overripe, that go un-harvested. 
 
DEARDORFF :  Really angry, really frustrated.  Obviously we just wish that the 
FDA, CDC, would get together and get this problem over with. 
 

 According to the United Fresh Produce Association’s Web site, the group is a 

trade association that promotes produce companies (2009).  Amy Philpott, the group’s 

former vice president of communications, was interviewed several times by ABC news. 

PHILPOTT:  Quite frankly, if it isn’t tomatoes, then this is an issue of public 
health.  For the last five weeks, there’s been little to nothing done to protect 
public health. 
 
PHILPOTT:  We have to get better at identifying outbreaks sooner, preventing 
them in the first place, and then if a problem does occur, we have to get better at 
responding more quickly. 

 

 According to the Center for Food Safety Web site, the purpose is “to accomplish 

its goals of curtailing industrial agricultural production methods that harm human health 

and the environment, and promoting sustainable alternatives” (2009). Both ABC and 

CBS interviewed Jaydee Hanson two times. 

HANSON:  We think that one of the reasons it’s taking so long is that the Food 
and Drug Administration’s safety net has just been shredded over the last 20 
years.  They’re doing fewer inspections, 80% fewer inspections than they did in 
1972.  So not having inspections, having voluntary, not mandatory standards 
makes it much more likely that your food is going to be infected with something. 
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 CBS used consumers, business owners, and produce suppliers in its reporting.  

The network reported on the farmers’ struggles throughout the summer, twice using Rob 

Meade of East Coast Brokers and Packers, a group of tomato growers and processors.   

MEADE:  Once you put a scare out there and you have companies like 
McDonald’s and Wendy’s and Burger King and retailers pulling tomatoes from 
the shelves—nobody’s going to want to buy tomatoes. 

  
MEADE:  It’s in the millions (dollars in losses), I mean, it’s in the millions for us 
alone. 

 

 NBC also interviewed Meade, who again, spoke of the financial impact the recall 

had caused his company.  Of all three networks, NBC probably utilized the widest variety 

of sources for interviews.  Like the other networks, NBC interviewed the FDA, farmers, 

supply chain representatives, and consumers. David Acheson was interviewed six times 

on NBC.  The only other repeat interviewees were Jaydee Hanson and Michael 

Osterholm, an epidemiologist—both were interviewed twice. However, Osterholm’s 

message was not about Salmonella, instead he discussed issues with the FDA.   

OSTERHOLM:  This outbreak investigation has been a failure in many regards. 

OSTERHOLM:  I think at the state and federal levels, there’s been big 
breakdowns in coordination and overall authority as to what to do. 

 

 Consumers were frequently interviewed for stories on each network.  For the most 

part, the consumers portrayed a mood of fear or confusion. 

CONSUMER:  Well, it’s just one more in a long line of terrible things happening 
to our food supply. 
 
CONSUMER:  They’re (tomatoes) so beautiful, but I want them, but I’m afraid. 
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 Looking at the messages communicated by the consistent interviewees or 

agencies throughout the summer of 2008, four themes emerged from the sources:  the 

FDA was trying to locate the source of the contamination, and the agency was frustrated 

with the process; farmers were losing money due to the confusion; consumer fear or 

confusion; and consumer groups criticized the FDA and argued that a large improvement 

to the current food tracking system was needed. 

Findings from Interviews 

 The FDA was the most used source, yet when I asked the participants where they 

would search for information during a food recall, Sally, Izzy, and Lucy specifically 

mentioned the FDA, the other participants talked about other sources. 

IZZY:  I guess the first thing would be just to get the nuts and bolts of what the 
recall is and that would be the FDA Web site and then from there, we try to look 
at some of the groups that are critical of FDA to get the back story. 

  

 The groups that were interviewed the most and were critical of the FDA were 

CFS and CSPI. Although CFS representatives were interviewed more than CSPI during 

the 2008 Salmonella outbreak, Sally was the only participant that specifically talked 

about CFS.  Most of the participants talked about using CSPI. 

LUCY:   The Center for Science in the Public Interest, they’re knowledgeable, 
they’re quick, they’re down the street, they’ll come here, and ….I would say CSPI 
is probably our first call, usually on these stories. 
 
SALLY:  We interview them (CSPI) fairly often.  Sometimes I’m a little selective 
about either the topics on which we interview them or the information we get.  
Their name in DC is the ‘food police’….I don’t think they’re inaccurate at all, I 
don’t want to give that impression…but they have a reputation for sort of pushing 
their agenda maybe more so than some mainstream groups.  They’re always 
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really happy to run over and be on camera.  So sometimes we use them, 
sometimes we don’t.  But they are helpful, I mean they can give you a lot of 
information, but they do bring to the forefront consumer issues that need to be 
dealt with. 
 
IZZY:  The only caveat is again, Center for Science in the Public interest is just 
an easy resource because we know all the people there, we deal with them all the 
time, and they’re always on top of these issues, so they’re somebody we often 
interview, but we try actually not to interview the same players for every story 
because that’s not great reporting. 

 

 Tomato industry representatives, such as the United Fresh Produce Association 

and the East Coast Brokers and Packers were used often during the Salmonella outbreak.   

SALLY:  A lot of times, people say, “the industry,” like they’re kind of like the 
bad guy, but they can actually be very helpful, and particularly because the 
government relies so heavily on the industry to police itself.  If you go to (certain 
industry’s Web sites) you can find out ‘where are the growers, where are the 
processors’….So those Web sites, and those organizations, I actually find to be 
very helpful. 
 
IZZY:  But of course we have to reach out to industry, the food industry on these 
stories too, but particularly in the case of the tomatoes, they had a lot to say and 
they turned out to be right.   How ‘bout that?  You know, it’s easy to be skeptical 
of the industry that’s under attack, because they have money to lose, but there was 
an example where…gee, they were right. 

 

 For the 2008 tomato story, academics were not heavily used, but the network 

reporters spoke highly of using university experts as sources. 

SALLY:  We definitely use academics.  Because the thinking is “they don’t have 
a dog in the fight.  These are people who do research, who are independent.” 
Now, we also realize that some of that research is funded by industry, and we 
certainly try to disclose that so that people can evaluate that themselves. 
 
IZZY:  I prefer academics, you know, if the government isn’t doing a great 
job…we try to start with the government because they’re the ones issuing the 
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recall, and then I prefer for context from academic types, because I think they’re 
just in it for knowledge and truth. 

  

 Out of the 47 stories that aired, the CDC was interviewed one time.  Meredith’s 

experience may explain why the agency was not interviewed more during the recall. 

MEREDITH:  If you try calling the CDC, and I have several times, they’re not 
really fast about getting back to you, so we check their Web site and try to get 
some information off that. 
 

 When I combined the data from the news transcripts with the interview 

transcripts, the sources used for the 2008 Salmonella appeared to be diverse.  In looking 

at the agencies used as interview sources, other than FDA, there does not appear to be 

one certain agency that gets the majority of the air time.  However, I detected preference 

for a few organizations.  Several network reporters stated that they like to use CSPI 

because they provide good information, they are easy to work with, and they are always 

willing to do an interview.  The reporters also preferred to get information from industry 

Web sites and representatives.  A few reporters spoke highly of using academics as an 

interview source because academics are typically unbiased, yet only one university 

official was used for the Salmonella stories.  To conclude this section, I really liked 

Izzy’s comment: 

IZZY:  We try actually not to interview the same players for every story because 
that’s not great reporting. 
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Findings in Relation to Research Question 3 

 Research Question 3 asked “How was the 2008 Salmonella outbreak framed by 

ABC News, CBS News, and NBC News?”  This research question was answered by 

qualitatively analyzing news transcripts. 

 My fellow researcher and I analyzed 47 news transcripts with air dates between 

June 1 and July 31, 2009; 24 were packages; one was a package followed by a live 

interview; five were live interviews; 14 were readers (no interview or cover video); and 

six were a voice over video, one was accompanied by a sound bite.  ABC News aired 17 

stories with a mean word count of 264.39, SD = 215.84; CBS News aired 16 stories with 

a mean word count of 292.00, SD = 254.00; and NBC News aired 14 stories with a mean 

word count of 263.33, SD = 161.33.   

During data analysis, four frames emerged:  health, financial impact, 

FDA/government, and farmers.  Not every category had sub-frames.  For example, the 

health frame did not contain a sub-frame; however, it did contain tones:  informative, 

warning, or re-assurance.  The financial frame contained sub-frames, but each sub-frame 

was presented neutrally.  The FDA/government frame contained both sub-frames and 

tones, while the farmers frame had tones but no sub-fames.  More detail is provided in the 

individual frames’ sub-sections.  The number of stories and frames aired by each network 

is included in Table 2; some stories contain more than one frame. 
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Table 2 

Number of frames aired by each network. 

Network Health Financial impact
FDA/ 

Government Farmers 

ABC 9 8 7 4 

CBS 9 7 5 7 

NBC 10 8 3 1 

Total 28 23 15 12 

Health 

 Because Salmonella can be a threat to human health, the health frame was the 

most common frame on each network.  We divided the frame into three tones:  warning, 

informational, or re-assurance (See Figure 8). 

 

14
12

2

Informational
Warning
Reassurance

Figure 8.  Number of health stories divided by tone. 

 The informative stories were typically short scripts with the goal of informing the 

audience of a potential health threat.   
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CBS:  Tomatoes are suspected in a Salmonella outbreak in nine states.  Raw 
tomatoes are linked to about 70 illnesses.  The cases have been reported in Texas, 
New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, Colorado, Kansas, Idaho, Illinois, and Indiana.  

 

Warning stories were mostly found in the early or late weeks of the recall.  In the 

early weeks, the warning was on certain types of tomatoes, and in the late weeks, the 

warning was about jalapeno and Serrano peppers.   

NBC:  And now to this health warning that was in the news today about certain 
types of raw tomatoes and the risk of Salmonella. 
 
ABC:  Officials say you should continue to avoid eating raw Serrano and jalapeno 
peppers from Mexico. 

 

The reassurance stories were simple scripts to let the audience know that tomatoes 

were safe to eat. 

ABC:  In medical news, tomatoes are now safe to eat again.  The government has 
lifted its Salmonella warning following that nationwide outbreak. 

Financial Impact Frame 

 The financial impact frame was common across all networks.  This recall 

impacted farmers, restaurants, and grocers, and all three networks reported on how the 

recall would affect those industries, and thus those three industries emerged into sub-

frames (See Table 3). 
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Table 3 

Number of  financial impact sub-frames by network. 

Network Farmers Restaurants Grocers 

ABC 5 3 3 

CBS 4 5 2 

NBC 5 3 4 

Total 14 11 9 
 

The early focus of the story was on grocers and restaurants.   

NBC:  Several fast food restaurants, including McDonald’s, have posted signs 
that they are pulling raw tomatoes from their sandwiches and salads.  Grocery 
stores spent today removing tomatoes from their produce aisles. 
 
CBS:  McDonald’s, Burger King, and Taco Bell stopped serving sliced tomatoes 
today.  Wal-Mart and Winn-Dixie took most tomatoes off store shelves. 
 
CBS:  At the Tomato Café in Havana, Florida, owner Cheryl Moore has been 
trying to reassure customers about her key ingredient for weeks. 

 

Although restaurants and grocers were seriously impacted by pulling tomatoes 

from store shelves and menus, the tomato industry claimed losses around $250 million.  

The news networks were sympathetic to the farmers’ losses. 

ABC:  From farms across the country, to tomatoes rotting on the vine today, this 
industry is reeling. 
 
CBS:  The estimate is $40 million ready to be picked, packed or shipped in this 
state.  
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FDA/Government Frame 

 In all, 15 stories contained an FDA or government frame, although most stories 

centered around the FDA, since it was the agency responsible for the recall.  The majority 

of the stories were negative toward the FDA; although some stories early in the 

investigation stated the FDA was doing its job and was trying to pinpoint the source of 

contamination.   

NBC:  It’s a complicated problem, but the FDA is understaffed, overburdened—I 
really think you’re looking at government agencies that have too big a mandate 
and too little money. 
 
ABC:  Stung by accusations that it bankrupted the spinach industry during the 
2006 E.coli outbreak, the FDA has gone out of its way to say which states grow 
safe tomatoes while still unable to answer where the tainted tomatoes came from. 
 
Most of the later reports were negative toward the FDA.  The transcript excerpts 

below are general criticisms of the FDA and its handling of the tomato recall. 

NBC:  The investigation caused enormous disruption and cost to the tomato 
industry and left many consumers thoroughly bewildered. 
 
CBS:  If there’s one thing that Democrats and Republicans agree on on Capitol 
Hill, it’s that the FDA is broken.  The question is, will that money be enough? 

 

Beneath the general FDA frame, two sub-frames emerged:  tracking/food 

labeling/food regulations and trust in government. 

Tracking/food labeling/food regulations 

 Throughout the recall, many of the stories were critical of the FDA and were 

reported through the frame of a need for better food tracking, food labeling, and 

regulations.  
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ABC:  In the produce business, many records are kept on paper.  It can be nearly 
impossible to follow the trail. 
 
NBC:  (An FDA scientist) says that someplace out there, there’s a shed or 
warehouse where Salmonella is getting into the food, and he swears he’s going to 
find it.  But of course, they haven’t done a very good job yet. 
 
CBS:  At this one distribution center in Miami, you see how difficult it is to track 
fruits and vegetables.  You have tomatoes and peppers from Georgia, cilantro 
from California, papaya and pineapple from Latin America.  And the only way to 
know the source for most of this is through the vendor’s good word. 
 
ABC:  Why can’t the FDA find the origin of the outbreak?  And why doesn’t it 
track fresh produce as it does other products. 

Trust in government 

 Although not as prominent as the need for food tracking, the lack of trust in the 

government sub-frame was present in a few stories.  The sub-frame is one that essentially 

blames the government for not being able to solve the problem and for costing the tomato 

industry millions of dollars.  

ABC:  The bottom line, people are still getting sick, and the government doesn’t 
know why. 
 
CBS:  Tomato growers are furious with the federal government.  They say the 
warnings have cost them $100 million and counting. 

 

 Figure 9 is a chart of the positive, negative, and neutral stories that were reported 

through the frame of the FDA/ government.  As demonstrated below, the majority of the 

stories were negative toward the FDA. 
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Figure 9.  Representation of positive, negative and neutral stories toward the FDA during 
the 2008 Salmonella outbreak. 
 

Farmers 

 Aside from NBC calling tomatoes the “forbidden fruit” early in the investigation, 

the stories within the farmer frame were positive and supportive of the farmers affected 

by the recall. 

ABC:  Hundreds of acres of perfectly healthy tomatoes crushed into the dirt, 
because (grower) says, of government warnings that may, in the end, turn out to 
be flat wrong. 
 
CBS:  The estimate is $40 million ready to be picked, packed or shipped in this 
state.  The fruit is fine.  It’s the tomato’s image that’s bruised.  It’s the start of 
tomato season, but people like New Yorker Monica Katz aren’t buying. 
 
ABC:  Farmers are demanding a congressional investigation into the government 
warning that may end up costing them hundreds of millions of dollars. 
 
CBS:  It’s a lot more than a drop in the bucket for these growers.  Ninety percent 
of nation’s fresh tomatoes come from Florida fields this time of year, a $1 billion 
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industry dying on the vine, even though not a single tainted tomato has been tied 
to this state’s crop. 
 
ABC:  Tomato grower (name) says the government killed his crop.  And today, he 
buried his plants. 
 
After analyzing the data, we realized that certain themes emerged from the data 

that could not be considered a true frame.  Informational stories were very common.  

Each network frequently presented information notifying the public of a Salmonella 

warning from the FDA,  informing viewers of Salmonella symptoms, explaining how to 

prepare foods to potentially avoid the bacteria, listing the types of tomatoes to avoid, 

listing the states that grew safe tomatoes, and listing the number of people with 

Salmonella.  All of the informational stories had a neutural tone. 

The “mystery of not knowing the true source of the Salmonella” was a common 

theme, but not necessarily a frame, on all three networks.   In 33 of the 47 combined 

stories, the unknown source of the Salmonella was a part of the story.  

In conclusion of this section, many of the stories were informational in nature 

where the purpose of the story was to let the public know that there was a potential health 

threat in tomatoes.  As the investigation continued, the focus shifted to those affected 

financially, the plight of the tomato growers, and the frustrations with the FDA. Finally, 

we did not detect much difference in the way the stories were reported by the different 

news networks. 
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Findings in Relation to Research Question 4 

 Research Question 4 asked “How do the coded interview transcripts compare in 

determining if reporters’ inputs truly influenced or built the frames that were presented in 

the 2008 Salmonella outbreak?”  To answer this question, I utilized Sheufele’s 1999 (See 

Figure 10) model of frame building.  Personal inputs combined with inputs from 

interview sources result in the frames presented by the media.  This study focused on the 

top half of the model.   

 

Figure 10.  Model of framing effects (Scheufele, 1999). 

 For this study, the first input, organizational pressure, was the network or station’s 

feelings toward the newsworthiness of the Salmonella story. Management must first see 

the importance of covering the story, and then consider the popularity of the food being 

recalled, magnitude of the recall, news of the day, management’s definitions of news, 

frequency of reporting the story, and audience opinions.   
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 As stated earlier in this chapter, the ideologies and attitudes that influenced this 

story were support for the American farmer, needed changes within the FDA, and 

confidence in the United States food supply.   

 What Scheufele (1999) calls “others” or “other elites,” were the interviewees:  

FDA, consumers, farmers, consumer advocacy groups, and food suppliers.  The 

consensus of the sources’ opinions was a desire for improvement at the FDA, a call for 

improved food traceability, and sympathy for the farmers impacted by the recall.  

 Figure 11 demonstrates how inputs combined with the information provided by 

other elites built the frames presented by ABC, CBS, and NBC in the 2008 Salmonella 

outbreak.  This figure is not exactly like Scheufele’s model, but I think it more visually 

explains how the frame building process works.  The bold font represents the inputs that 

carried through the elites and into the frames that aired on television. 

Inputs
• Supportive of 

farmers
• Needed changes 

within FDA
• Confidence in the 

U.S. food supply.

Others/Elites
• Improve FDA
• Improve 

traceability
• Sympathy for 

farmers

Frames
• Potential health 

risk
• Financial impact
• Devastation of 

tomato grower
• Frustration with 

FDA

 

Figure 11.  The framing model developed for this study.  Adapted from the top half of 
Scheufele’s model for framing research (1999). 
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 The frames presented by the news networks were a potential health risk, financial 

impact, devastation of the tomato growers, and frustration with the FDA.   To identify 

specific inputs and frames, see Figure 12, Figure 13, and Figure 14—researcher-created 

models similar to Scheufele’s 1999 model to demonstrate how inputs built frames.  The 

models are demonstrative of how inputs and elites can influence frames. 

Reporter's opinion
"They're going 
through paper 
records, and they’re 
trying to trace this 
stuff and …some 
guy’s got a paper 
record of one guy 
giving him the 
tomato, and it’s going 
to that guy, and 
tomatoes get co-
mingled, and the 
Mexican (tomato) 
gets mixed with the 
Florida one because 
they gotta have a 
pretty box of a dozen 
tomatoes or 
whatever.  It was a 
very complicated 
outbreak."

Information from 
interview source

"In a warehouse, the 
distributors can 
sometimes take one 
box that is partially 
full and add produce 
items from a 
completely different 
state, maybe even a 
different country to 
that box.  Now, 
those tomatoes have 
really lost their 
identity."

Excerpt from news 
transcript

"In the produce 
business, many 
records are kept on 
paper.  It can be 
nearly impossible 
to follow the trail."

 

Figure 12.  A model of how opinions about the plight of tomato growers plus sources’ 
opinions influenced the script. 
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Reporter's opinion
"Everyone kept 
hounding the FDA 
about, “Are you 
sure it’s tomatoes?”  
Because it seemed 
to me, it seemed to 
people who are 
experts in this, that 
it couldn’t be 
tomatoes.  So, that 
was kind of where 
the story was 
moving, just like 
'why couldn’t they 
figure this out?' 
'Why couldn’t they 
stop people from 
getting sick?' 

Information from 
interview source

"Really angry.  
Really frustrated.  
Obviously, we just 
wish that the FDA, 
CDC would get 
together and get this 
problem over with."

Excerpt from news 
transcript

"But to this day, the 
FDA hasn't been 
able to find the 
source, even as 
illnesses continue... 
The bottom line, 
people are still 
getting sick.  And 
the government 
doesn't know why."

 

Figure 13.  A model of how a frustrated attitude plus a frustrated interview source 
resulted in a frame that showed frustration with the FDA.  
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Reporter's opinion
"How they 
communicate, 
though, to the media 
and to the public, is 
flawed.  And there 
was a very odd thing 
that they were doing 
where they were 
trying to make it clear 
that some tomatoes 
were fine and others 
were not in order to 
not decimate the 
entire industry.  They 
realize that they did 
sort of a bumbling job 
of it and so it wasn’t 
effective, and it 
decimated the 
industry regardless."

Information from 
interview source

"The FDA is 
basically acting like 
a traffic reporter 
who's naming all of 
the streets where 
there aren't 
accidents.  That's 
not very helpful for 
consumers."

Excerpt from news 
transcript

"There's been a lot 
of confusion about 
tomato-based 
foods.  So, I want 
to tell you, fresh 
foods like fresh  
salsa that are raw 
could be a problem.  
But anything 
cooked, tomato 
juice, pasta sauce, 
ketchup, pizza, that 
is all fine."

 

Figure 14.  A model of how a confused reporter combined with a confused interview 
source resulted in a frame that described how confusing the story was.  

Conclusion  

 To conclude this chapter, the over-arching themes gleaned from the interviews 

were that reporters thought the tomato growers involved in the 2008 Salmonella outbreak 

were wronged, the FDA needed improvement in communications and operations, and the 

U.S. food supply was safe.   

 The FDA was the most frequently used source for the news networks.  They also 

utilized consumers, tomato farmers, and consumer groups.  Other than the FDA, there 

was not one single person or organization that received a large amount of air time, and 
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the participants seemed open to alternative sources that would provide factual, interesting 

information. 

 In analyzing the news transcripts, four frames emerged:  health, financial impact, 

FDA, and farmers.  The health frames contained warning, informational or reassurance 

tones.  Financial impact stories were framed around farmers, restaurants, and/or grocers.  

The majority of the FDA stories were negative, and the stories about the farmers were 

supportive of the tomato industry. 

 Combining the attitudes and ideologies with sources’ information shows us that in 

some instances inputs do influence frames.  Specifically, this research shows that the 

frustration with the FDA and farmer-supportive frames were influenced by the reporters’ 

own inputs.  However, other attitudes, such as safety of the U.S. food supply and 

apprehension toward foods imported from Asia, were not apparent in the reporting.    
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Chapter V 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

The purpose of this study was to examine coverage of one food recall, the 

Salmonella outbreak in 2008, using case study methodology and framing theory 

(Scheufele, 1999).  The goal of the research was to contribute to framing theory by 

understanding how journalists’ personal ideologies, attitudes, organizational pressures, 

and sources built the frames that were presented in national television news during the 

2008 Salmonella outbreak.   

Through a case study, this research answered the following research questions: 

1.  What were the inputs (organizational pressures, individual attitudes, and 

ideologies) that influenced the way television media reported food safety 

information based upon the 2008 Salmonella outbreak in tomatoes and jalapenos? 

2.  What interview sources were used by individual networks and how did those 

sources play into the framing of the issue? 

3. How was the 2008 Salmonella outbreak framed by ABC News, CBS News, and 

NBC News? 

4. How did the coded interview transcripts compare in determining if reporters’ 

inputs truly influenced or built the frames that were presented in the 2008 

Salmonella outbreak? 
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 According to Scheufele (1999), inputs combined with sources build the frames 

that are presented in the news.  Through interviews and content analysis, I determined if 

Scheufele’s model held true for the way the 2008 Salmonella outbreak was framed. 

 To begin this chapter, I want to note that I fully expected the coverage of the 

outbreak to be negative toward agriculture, after all, Ruth et al. (2005), Ashlock et al. 

(2006), and King et al. (2006) all found negative news frames toward agriculture in their 

research.  I also expected the journalists that I interviewed to lack understanding of 

agriculture and to project a very blasé attitude toward the American farmer.  On the 

contrary, the journalists all seemed to be familiar with agriculture.  One participant stated 

that he grew up on a farm, and the others seemed to understand the business and 

expressed interest in it.  The news transcripts showed fair reporting toward the tomato 

growers, and I even detected support for the growers in several transcripts.   

Conclusions in Relation to Research Question 1 

In analyzing if inputs influenced the way reporters told the 2008 Salmonella story, 

four themes emerged:  determining news value, opinions about farmers, opinions about 

the FDA/government, and opinions about the safety of the U.S. food supply. 

Determining news value 

According to Scheufele’s (1999) model, organizational pressures can influence 

the frame of the story, but it can also influence the news that gets covered each day.  The 

news organization’s management and opinions about the audience and the situation can 

lead a writer to give a story a certain spin  (Neuman et al., 1992).  However, according to 
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Lucy, corporate pressures or plans do not usually decide which stories get covered and 

which do not. 

LUCY:  I think it totally depends on a number of things.  It depends on how 
popular the food is…peanut butter is a popular food.  It depends on what other 
news is going on that day.  I mean, we actually fought to get the peanut butter 
story on for a long time before they finally jumped on it. …They (news 
management) were not really that interested until it gathered some steam. 
 

 Organizational pressure did not appear to have an influence on the decision to 

cover the 2008 Salmonella outbreak which somewhat discredits that portion of 

Scheufele’s model. 

Opinions about farmers 

The participants in this study did not appear to have negative attitudes toward 

agricultural producers.  At times, it seemed as if the reporters were siding with the 

producers. 

SALLY:  It just devastated the industry and it ended up not even being tomatoes, 
it was jalapenos from another country.  And that’s one of the challenges in 
covering this and dealing with this, it just completely devastated the poor tomato 
farmers out there and it wasn’t even their fault. 

 

These findings contradict previous literature about the media being negative 

toward agriculture. Previous studies (Ruth et al., 2005; Ashlock et al., 2007; King et al., 

2007) found strong negative tones toward the beef industry during the mad cow crisis, 

but the tones in the Salmonella story toward agriculture were all positive. 
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Opinions about FDA/government 

 Although there is some opposition to food tracking, the reporters I interviewed 

supported a tracking system.  Their attitude was that traceability would ultimately help 

farmers. 

IZZY:  Suddenly it’s in their (the food industry’s) best interest, whereas in the 
past, the food industry maybe didn’t like tracking things to the T, because it 
showed who the culprit was.  But in this case, where there’s not a tracking system 
and therefore they’re (tomato growers) falsely accused, I think that actually shows 
them that actually knowing the truth is the best, always. 

 

This opinion about a tracking system was common with many of the participants.  

It surfaced in the reporting and became a prominent frame in the news transcripts. 

Some of the participants acknowledged the FDA has a lofty task of regulating 

both prescription drugs and food products; evenso, the participants did not approve of the 

way the FDA communicated messages about the 2008 Salmonella outbreak.   

SALLY:  They (FDA) start giving batch numbers, and quite frankly, the average 
person does not go into their cabinet, turn over their can or bag of spinach or 
whatever, or go online and make sure that the numbers match.  The average 
person says “there’s a problem with spinach, I’m not eating it”.…Now you’ve 
already frightened people, so now that you have more specific information, the 
industry suffers because people just aren’t eating the product.  
 
IZZY:  And there was a very odd thing that they (FDA) were doing where they 
were trying to make it clear that some tomatoes were fine and others were not in 
order to not decimate the entire industry.  They realize that they did sort of a 
bumbling job of it and so it wasn’t effective, and it decimated the industry 
regardless. 
 

 A study from the Food Policy Institute at Rutgers University (2009) confirmed 

Sally’s and Izzy’s claims.  The study found that a small percentage of consumers checked 
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their pantry products to determine if they had been recalled, and many consumers were 

confused about which products to throw away.  Lucy stated that the communications 

strategy and overall operations of the recall led to credibility issues for the FDA. 

LUCY:  To the very end, they insisted there was a rotten tomato somewhere, and 
I think that they lost some credibility in that regard. 

 

 In a press release, a CDC official stated the CDC and FDA were both making 

efforts to improve outbreak detection and increase food safety from the farm to the table 

(CDC, 2009, April 9).   

Opinions about the U.S. food supply/food imports 

 Irlbeck and Akers (2009) found that CNN openly questioned the quality and 

safety of food coming from Mexico during a Salmonella outbreak.  This finding made me 

wonder if the CNN hosts had a negative attitude about Mexican imports due to an illness 

contracted there.  I asked each participant if they ever had food poisoning. George and 

Charlie both said they had become ill after eating food in Mexico, but it did not appear to 

influence their reporting.  None of the major networks reported against Mexican food 

imports, so this bad experience with food in Mexico did not influence frames.  However, 

the consensus from the participants in this study was a general leeriness of food from 

China or other Asian nations, yet this personal opinion was not apparent in the reporting. 

 Although Charlie had personal experience with foodborne illness, and he has 

covered numerous food safety stories, he was very insightful about the U.S. food supply. 

CHARLIE:  I don’t think the story is going away anytime soon. ...We’ll always 
have this (bacteria) in some of our food.  It’s just a question of how much and 
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how bad it is.  I think we learn a little bit, I think Jack In the Box, in my 
knowledge that’s the first time I learned e-coli can be on the meat, but once you 
grind it, it’s in the entire hamburger, versus a steak, if it had e-coli on it, you grill 
it, you kill it.  So we learned something then, and it generally changed the way 
hamburgers are cooked in this country.  So there are these marks where we learn, 
and we do things differently, but I don’t think that it’s ever going away.  
 

Conclusions in Relation to Research Question 2 

 Four themes emerged from the networks’ interview sources during the outbreak:  

the FDA was trying to locate the source of the contamination and the agency was 

frustrated with the process; farmers were losing money due to the confusion; consumer 

fear or confusion; and consumer groups criticized the FDA and argued that a large 

improvement to the current food tracking system is needed.  The most commonly used 

sources were FDA (n = 16), consumers (n = 9), farmers (n = 8), Center for Food Safety (n 

= 6), and representatives throughout the supply chain (n = 6). 

Research Question 2 sought to analyze the sources used by individual networks 

and how those sources played into the framing of the issue.  Baran and Davis (2009) 

stated that interest groups are experts at getting their frames presented.  Anderson (2000) 

argued that many reporters do not have science training, and few scientists have training 

in communicating with the media.  Therefore, finding sources that provide information in 

a manner that is easy for reporters and the viewers to understand can be difficult.  

Sources often provide valuable information, but sometimes the information might 

not be accurate.  For example, research found that Caroline Smith DeWaal of the Center 

for Science in the Public Interest, a frequent interviewee during the 2008 Salmonella 
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crisis, presented completely inaccurate information during the Wendy’s crisis when a 

human finger was allegedly found in a bowl of chili (Irlbeck, S.A. & Oshel, 2008).   

During this Salmonella crisis,  DeWaal appeared to be negatively biased in her 

views about the safety of the United States’ food supply; however, her information was 

accurate.  The researchers did not find any inaccuracies based upon information from 

other interview sources, and the farmers that were interviewed were generally articulate 

and provided good information.  However, using sources that have provided poor 

information in previous stories can reduce the credibility of the news organization.   

Anderson (2000) found that health activists were quoted in the media five times 

as often as food scientists.  This dissertation re-affirms Anderson’s finding; 10 consumer 

group representatives were interviewed compared to five food safety or medical experts 

during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak.  Using activist groups as sources can give the 

group momentum to “develop strategies to gain the media limelight around food safety 

issues for the purpose of gaining public support for their continued existence” (Eyck, 

2000, p. 45).  Although activist groups were used twice as often as scientists, it is 

important to note that networks like to use interview sources that are predictable, reliable, 

and are good on camera (Cooper & Stoley, 1990).  Lucy commented that she prefers to 

use one particular organization for that reason. 

LUCY:  The Center for Science in the Public Interest, they’re knowledgeable, 
they’re quick, they’re down the street, they’ll come here, and....I would say CSPI 
is probably our first call, usually on these stories. 
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 In my experience, Lucy is right.  As a reporter, I often had trouble getting 

articulate, qualified sources to agree to an on-camera interview.  I will admit, I got lazy, 

and if there was a knowledgeable, dependable source that would almost always agree to 

an interview, I would usually call that person first.   

IZZY:  We try actually not to interview the same players for every story because 
that’s not great reporting. 
 

 Izzy is correct in that it is not great reporting to consistently rely on the same 

sources, but I completely understand Lucy, and when you have a tight deadline, it 

becomes easy to call the people that you know will do the interview.  Shoemaker (1984) 

argued that interest groups are crafty at gaining media attention in order to promote their 

stand on an issue.  Izzy and Sally both stated that they like to use a variety of sources for 

interviews, and when possible, they prefer university experts because they are usually an 

independent, unbiased source.  Steele’s (1990) research found that academics are used 

frequently as interview sources. 

As indicated above, Lucy and some of the other participants stated they like to 

interview the Center for Science in the Public Interest.  However, Sally said she is 

cautious about the information they provide.  

SALLY:  Sometimes I’m a little selective about either the topics on which we 
interview them or the information we get.  Their name in DC is the ‘food police.’  
And they have a reputation for…I don’t think they’re inaccurate at all, I don’t 
want to give that impression…but they have a reputation for sort of pushing their 
agenda maybe more so than some mainstream groups.  They’re always really 
happy to run over and be on camera.  So sometimes we use them, sometimes we 
don’t.   
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 In previous news stories, it seemed as if CSPI has worked against certain 

agricultural groups; however, in the interviews for the Salmonella story, the group was an 

advocate for tomato farmers and a better food tracking system. 

 In Chapter 4, I reported that Center for Food Safety appeared in six network 

intervieiws, and the same tomato growers were used on several networks.  It is important 

to point out this story stretched over a period of two months, and although one individual 

may have been interviewed six times, the viewers probably did not notice the frequency 

of the person being interviewed because of the lenghthy time span of the story, and 

viewers typically watch one network. 

Conclusions in Relation to Research Question 3 

Research Question 3 asked how the 2008 Salmonella outbreak was framed by 

ABC News, CBS News, and NBC News.  Many of the stories were informational, some 

focused on the mystery of the source of the bacteria. As the investigation continued, the 

focus shifted to the financial impact, the plight of the tomato growers, and the frustrations 

with the FDA. All three networks were similar in their approach to reporting the story. 

 Although food safety stories are never good for the commodity at the center of the 

investigation, after analyzing the data, I found the reporting of the Salmonella case in the 

summer of 2008 to be responsible and based upon the information that was true at the 

time.  This was contradictory to the findings of the Irlbeck and Akers (2009) study that 

found CNN to speculate and report information that had not been confirmed by the FDA. 
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 The reporting during the 2008 Salmonella outbreak was fair and accurate toward 

farmers and agriculture in general.  The tomato industry lost $250 million dollars due to 

the incident, but poor or biased reporting did not cause the losses.  It was true that the 

FDA was investigating tomatoes, and tomatoes were the supposed source of the 

Salmonella until July 1.  With the exceptions of speculation about the tainted produce 

originating in Mexico, broadcast media reported the information that was based on fact at 

the time.  It was the FDA that was incorrect, not the media, during this story. 

Conclusions in Relation to Research Question 4 

Research Question 4 sought to determine how the coded interview transcripts 

compared in determining if reporters’ inputs truly influenced or built the frames that were 

presented in the 2008 Salmonella outbreak.  Essentially, this research question asked if 

reporters’ ideologies and attitudes influenced their reporting; according to this research, 

sometimes.  However, that is not necessarily a bad thing.  Some of the participants felt 

that a better food tracking system is needed—based on the information they provided in 

their news transcripts, they had information to substantiate that claim.  An FDA 

spokesperson even stated that he was frustrated with the process. 

 The ideologies and attitudes that influenced this story were support for the 

American farmer, needed changes within the FDA, and confidence in the United States 

food supply.  The consensus of opinions from the networks’ interview sources—FDA, 

consumers, farmers, consumer advocacy groups, and food suppliers—was a desire for 
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improvement at the FDA, a call for improved food traceability, and sympathy for the 

farmers impacted by the recall. 

 In Chapter IV, I plugged the findings of this study into Scheufele’s model (See 

Figure 15).  It is an illustration of how reporters’ ideologies and attitudes combined with 

information from interview sources built the frames presented by ABC, CBS, and NBC 

in the 2008 Salmonella outbreak.  I think this figure represents a conclusion that, in some 

instances, inputs do build frames.  In other instances, they do not.  The bullets in Figure 

15 in bold font are the frames that were influenced by inputs/elites/others.

 

Inputs
• Supportive of 

farmers
• Needed changes 

within FDA
• Confidence in the 

U.S. food supply.

Others/Elites
• Improve FDA
• Improve 

traceability
• Sympathy for 

farmers

Frames
• Potential health 

risk
• Financial impact
• Devastation of 

tomato grower
• Frustration with 

FDA

Figure 15.  The framing model developed for this study.  Adapted from the top half of 
Scheufele’s model for framing research (1999).  Repeated from Chapter IV. 

 

Contribution to Theory 

 This research was conducted through the scope of framing theory.  I wanted to 

determine if framing theory was applicable to news that contained an agricultural topic.  

Figure 15 shows us how inputs and elites built frames in the Salmonella story.  However, 

other attitudes of reporters, such as confidence of the U.S. food supply and apprehension 
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toward foods imported from Asia, were not apparent in the reporting. Although many 

interview sources spoke about a need for improvements in food traceability, it was not a 

prominent frame that emerged from the news transcripts.   

 In essence, this study somewhat gives merit to framing theory, but there are a few 

factors that do not allow me to support or refute the theory.  While I was building rapport 

with one of the participants, I explained my research and framing theory, and she told me 

that reporters do not have time to try to influence the audience or inject their opinions 

into the reports.  She told me that reporters have such strict deadlines that they only have 

time to present the information they know; reporters do not purposely frame stories.  

Simply stated, reporters make their judgment and write the story based on their audience. 

 Although this research contributed to framing theory, it leaves room for further 

development. 

Discussion 

 Reporters are human, they are consumers, and some are parents.  Reporters have 

opinions and feelings toward issues just like every other American (Face-off, 1987).  

There is an obligation to remain objective in reporting and report both sides of the story, 

yet sometimes reporters’ personal opinions and ideologies are injected into a news script 

and they may not realize it. 

 In my brief time as a researcher, I have noticed other researchers speak of framing 

as if it is a bad thing.  Framing is not a bad thing—a news frame is the angle a reporter 

chooses to take with the story.  A frame is how a reporter tells the story.  News frames 
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are acceptable and expected—as long as they are fair and objective.  I found the frames to 

be responsibly reported, fair, and objective. 

Scheufele’s model (1999) stated that organizational pressures can influence news 

frames; however, organizational pressures had very little to do with covering the 

Salmonella story.  On the other hand, in my experience as a television reporter, I covered 

several stories that were aired only because management mandated coverage.  In one 

instance, the general manager was a board member for a local charity, and he required 

that we report a story on the charity, even though the other reporters and news director 

did not see the news value.  In other instances, I covered stories as a favor to the sales 

department to satisfy one of the station’s advertisers.  Therefore, organizational pressures 

can sometimes influence frames, but in the 2008 Salmonella story, they did not. 

A finding of this study I continue to wonder about is how supportive the media 

would have been to the farmers if the Salmonella would have been their fault.  

Salmonella and other foodborne pathogens occur naturally, and some of the reporters 

demonstrated knowledge of that.  During the recent peanut butter recall, the media did 

not blame farmers, but that issue was also not the farmers’ fault. 

Recommendations 

For practitioners 

 I recommend a proactive approach to food safety communications.  Eyck (2000) 

found that women-targeted magazines were the most common mediums for food safety 

messages outside of a recall.  He suggested that food safety experts make contacts with 



Texas Tech University, Erica Goss Irlbeck, August 2009 

136 

 

journalists to pitch food safety story ideas.  If scientists fail to make contact with the 

media, Eyck (2000) warned that agricultural and food industry professionals and 

communicators could expect “storms of negative press coverage and challenging negative 

images” (p. 45).  In a sense, Eyck was correct when he made that statement in 2000.  

Since then, we have seen mad cow in the United States and several major meat, produce, 

and other food product recalls.  In order to be proactive with preventative food safety 

messages, it is important for communicators to be diligent and make contacts with media.  

Sally provided an example. 

SALLY:  It would be very helpful…if someone contacted me and said “Hi, I’m 
the media relations person for the agricultural department at Texas Tech, we’ve 
got these experts” or e-mail me “we’ve got these experts who are available on 
stories that are often in the news.  We’ve got a studio here…we can get them in 
front of a camera and do interviews with you by satellite.”  Extremely helpful.  
Because we’re based in DC, and all news does not happen in DC, particularly 
when it comes to food safety. 

 

 A suggestion based upon the synthesis of the interviews—begin making contact 

with media now.  If a food recall does occur, start calling the media contacts you made 

earlier and offer to provide information or experts to interview.  If the media are familiar 

with an organization outside of a food safety crisis, they will be more likely to call the 

organization for information when there is a crisis. 

Although I stated the Center for Science in the Public Interest provided incorrect 

information several years ago, I give them credit for getting their message out.  Several 

participants stated they are partial to CSPI because the organization provides great 

information and is usually available for interviews.  Agricultural communicators can 
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learn from this example.  I often hear people who work in agriculture wonder why the 

media never contacts them.  My suggestion is to follow CSPI’s lead and be proactive 

with the media.  Provide information, even when there is not crisis; ensure the reporters 

and news managers know about you and your organization; and if there is a crisis, contact 

the reporters and offer information or interview subjects. 

For future research 

This study was baseline research for future studies on food recall communications 

strategies.  By understanding what television reporters think of food safety stories and 

how/where they obtain their information, agricultural communicators will be able to more 

effectively craft messages and promote accurate food safety information. 

 The question still remains—how would agriculture or the tomato farmers been 

framed if the Salmonella would have come from a field in the United States?  I am 

currently working on a content analysis of the television stories reported during the 2009 

peanut butter recall.  The methodology will be very similar to the content analysis portion 

of this dissertation.  Additionally, the peanut butter recall study will build nicely upon 

this dissertation because the peanut butter recall was fresh in my participants’ minds, and 

many of them frequently referenced that recall. 

I would like to do a similar study on beef or pork.  In my past experience, it seems 

as if the meat industries have received much more bad publicity than the tomato growers 

received in this instance.  Research by Ruth et al. (2005), Ashlock et al. (2006), and King 

et al. (2006) found that agriculture received negative frames during the mad cow crisis.  
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So, I am curious to repeat this study several times to see how frames shift depending 

upon the unique nature of each individual recall. 

This case study will provide excellent background for another case study on risk 

and crisis communications.  I intend to interview the public relations professionals who 

work for the tomato growers, FDA, and Agricola Zaragoza (the company that imported 

the contaminated jalapenos) to learn how they handled the crisis.  I would also like to 

interview public relations professionals and other peanut industry representatives to learn 

how they dealt with the Peanut Corporation of America recall.  I think by compiling 

knowledge from each industry that recently dealt with a recall, we can develop a model 

for food safety crisis communications. 
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Appendices  

Appendix A 

Glossary of Terms 

1. Constructivism—what is truth to one person may not necessarily be truth to 

another person.  Every person constructs their reality in their mind; therefore, 

each person has a different view of the world around them.  No one perception 

is more right or more truthful than the other.  Most qualitative researchers 

adhere to the constructivist paradigm. 

2.  E. coli—Escherichia coli is the scientific name, but it is commonly called E. 

coli—a bacteria that lives in the digestive tracts of all mammals.  It can cause 

bloody diarrhea and/or severe abdominal cramps.  Although usually found in 

meat, it can also be present on fruits or vegetables, especially those grown on 

the ground. 

3.  Foodborne illness—for the purposes of this research, a foodborne illness is 

any type of bacteria or other pathogen that is present in food that can make a 

human ill. 

4.  Food recall—food recalls can occur for found pathogens or something as 

simple as a misprint on a product label.  For the purposes of this study, a food 

recall will be defined as any voluntary recall of a food product due to a found 

or suspected food pathogen. 
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5. Frame/Media frame—“a central organizing idea or story line that provides 

meaning to an unfolding strip of events” (Gamson & Modigliani, 1987, p. 

143). 

6. Inputs—organizational pressure (or corporate attitudes/policies), personal 

ideologies and attitudes, and/or other elites that may influence a journalist to 

frame a story in a certain way (Scheufele, 1999). 

7.  Listeria—Listeria monocytogenes is the scientific name. It is found in soil 

and water, and animals can carry the bacteria. In certain processed foods, such 

as hot dogs or deli meats, Listeria contamination can occur after the meat is 

cooked but before it is packaged. Listeria affects pregnant women, newborns, 

or people with weak immune systems (CDC, 2005); however, Listeria can be 

killed through cooking or pasteurization.     

8.  Salmonella—usually found in meat, poultry, raw milk, eggs, and fresh 

produce (Medeiros et al., 2001, PFSE, 2006).  Similar to E. coli, Salmonella is 

present in the digestive tracts of all animals; however, unlike E. coli, 

Salmonella is present in birds (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

[CDC], 2005).  Salmonella is a group of bacteria that pass from the fecal 

matter of humans or animals to other humans or animals.  Symptoms of 

Salmonella poisoning include diarrhea, abdominal cramps, and fever. 

9. Sound bite—a portion of a television or radio interview that was edited into 

the broadcast or news story.  
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10. Summer of 2008/2008 Salmonella outbreak—the outbreak that occurred from 

May until August of 2008.  The FDA originally thought Salmonella was 

present in tomatoes; however, after a month of investigation, the FDA 

determined the Salmonella came from peppers grown in Mexico. 

11.  Television networks/networks—although there are several television 

networks, this study will only utilize information from ABC, CBS, and NBC.  

These three networks’ news transcripts are available through Lexis-Nexis in 

the university’s library and therefore will be the only news networks used. 
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Appendix B 

Facebook Message/E-mail Request for Contact Information 

To everyone I’ve ever worked with in t.v./communications: 

I am working on my dissertation, and part of my research requires me to interview 

network television reporters.  Specifically, I am focusing on the network reporters who 

covered the Salmonella outbreak that happened last summer in tomatoes, then eventually 

jalapenos.  We are trying to learn about reporters’ experiences with food recalls, 

corporate policy on covering recalls (if any), and needed information.  Ultimately, we 

want to use this information to be good little agricultural communicators and more 

effectively help the media cover food recall stories. 

So, do any of you know, or do you know someone who may know the following 

reporters:   

At ABC, Deborah Roberts, Lisa Stark, and Elisabeth Leamey. 

At CBS, Kelly Cobiella and Rus Mitchell. 

At CNN, Louise Schiavone, Lou Dobbs, Elizabeth Cohen, and Kitty Pilgrim. 

At NBC, Nancy Sniderman and Natalie Morales. 

If so, would you mind sending me any contact information you may have?  If you 

do not have a connection with any of these reporters, do you know of any way I can get 

my foot in the door at the network newsroom?   

I really appreciate any help you can offer in this.  This will make my research 

much easier. 
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Thanks so much! 

Erica 
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IRB Approval Letter 
 

 

 

February 24, 2009 
 
Cindy Akers 
Ag Ed & Communications 
 
Mail Stop: 2131 
 
Regarding: 501708 A Frame-Building Analysis of the Summer of Salmonella 
 
Dr. Cindy Akers: 
 
The Texas Tech University Protection of Human Subjects Committee has 
approved your proposal referenced above. The approval is effective from 
February 20, 2009 through January 31, 2010. This expiration date must appear 
on all of your consent documents. 
 
You will be reminded of the pending expiration approximately eight weeks prior to 
January 31, 2010 and asked to give updated information about the project.  
 
If you request an extension, the proposal on file and the information you provide 
will be routed for continuing review. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
 
 

Rosemary Cogan, Ph.D., ABPP 
Protection of Human Subjects Committee 
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Appendix D 

E-mail Solicitation Letter 

Dear ___________________, 

I am a doctoral student at Texas Tech University and am working on my 

dissertation.  Specifically, I am focusing on the Salmonella outbreak from last summer 

that occurred in jalapenos.  After looking through news transcripts, I see that you covered 

the story several times. 

Texas Tech conducts a vast amount of food safety research through the 

International Center for Food Industry Excellence.  However, the center does not do 

much media outreach, and we are trying to determine the most effective ways to help 

reporters cover any food safety stories that will occur in the future.  Since you covered 

the story, would you allow me to interview you for my research?   

The questions I will ask will pertain to your experience in covering food safety, 

what (if any) policy your network has in covering these types of stories, and where you 

look for information for these types of stories. 

Please e-mail me back so we can further discuss the interview.  I appreciate any 

input you can offer.   

Sincerely, 

Erica Irlbeck 

Instructor 

Department of Agricultural Education and Communications 
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Texas Tech University 

(806) 281-8606—direct 

(806) 742-2816—main office 

This project was approved by the Institutional Review Board at Texas Tech University. 
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Appendix E 

Informed Consent Form 

Thank you for participating in this research study.  The interview will take 

approximately 30 minutes.  The information you provide will help us create better 

information for the media during food recalls or other food safety crises.  

You will be asked a series of questions to help us understand your level of food 

safety knowledge, where you get your information during a food safety crisis and 

what additional information would be helpful to you to more effectively or easily 

report your story.  The interview will be tape-recorded.  The tapes will remain locked 

in a safe and will be destroyed after one year. 

The responses you provide will remain confidential. You will be given a 

pseudonym or “fake name” so that no one will be able to identify your responses. 

Transcripts of your interview will be kept on one researcher’s computer, but your 

name will not be associated with your transcript. 

Participation in this study is voluntary and you have the right to withdraw at any 

time. No risk to physical, psychological or economic well-being of participants is 

foreseen.  No benefits to participants are foreseen.   

For questions about your rights as a subject or about injuries caused by this 

research, contact the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the 

Protection of Human Subjects, Office of Research Services, Texas Tech University, 

Lubbock, Texas 79409, or you can call (806) 742-3884. 
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Dr. Cindy Akers or Erica Irlbeck will answer any further questions you may have 

about this study.  They can be reached via e-mail at cindy.akers@ttu.edu or 

Erica.irlbeck@ttu.edu, or call (806) 742-2816.  

 

_______________________________________________  ________________ 

Signature of Subject       Date 

This consent form expires after January 31, 2010. 

 

  

mailto:cindy.akers@ttu.edu
mailto:Erica.irlbeck@ttu.edu
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Appendix F 

Interview Schedule 

1. How long have you been reporting?  What is your level of education?  Do you 

have kids? 

2. How many food safety or food recall stories have you reported?  Are there any 

that really jump out in your mind? 

3. If there is a food safety incident, how does your news organization handle 

reporting it?  In other words, do you report the story any time FDA or USDA 

announces a recall, or do you wait to see how big the recall becomes?  For the 

Salmonella story last summer, what types of resources were devoted (staff, time 

travel, etc.) 

4. If there is a food recall, is there one certain person at your network that would 

typically cover the story? 

5. Last summer, this story seemed to never end.  Talk about the roller coaster of 

covering that story. 

6. Overall, what did you think about the story—the FDA’s handling of it, the impact 

it had on consumers, the impact it had on farmers. 

7. Do you think food safety will improve with the new administration? 

8. Do you think the U.S. food supply is safe 

a. Do you think it is getting more or less safe? 
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9. Have you ever had food poisoning?  If so, what did you eat, where were 

you/where did the food come from? 

10. Is there anything you won’t eat due to safety reasons? 

11. How important is this topic to you?  Does it strike you emotionally in any way? 

12. If you had to cover a food safety incident or a food recall, where would you get 

your general/background information? 

13. To whom would you turn to for a source for your interviews? 

a.  If so, who?  Why do you choose that person? 

14. Is there a source or sources that you prefer to use when there is a food recall? 

a. Is there a source you won’t use? 

15. Do you ever use USDA as a source?  Why or why not? 

16. What’s the chain of command/process for covering a national story like this?  

(News director tells the producer, producer gathers information, etc). 

17. What is the process for getting video for stories like this (there aren’t any tomato 

fields in the city)?  Do you use affiliates? 

18. If we provided video to you, would you use it?  How would you prefer to have it 

delivered to you?  Would you use high quality video off the Internet? 

19. If we put together an online media resource guide, to whom should we promote 

it? 
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Appendix G 

Post-Interview Reflections 

Reporter #1—Sally 

This person was an affiliates reporter…meaning she submitted reports to be used 

by the network’s news affiliates.  So, the viewer may see her on television in numerous 

different cities.  She is a black female with three kids. 

Sally was extremely friendly and very professional.  I instantly liked her and 

respected her as a journalist.  Her newsroom was very typical, although she had a private 

office, which is not typical for a reporter…at least a local reporter.  Her office had a glass 

front and her windows had a view of neighboring buildings.  Her office was very clean, 

her desk was completely empty aside from a couple of tapes.  On the back wall, she had 

numerous pictures of her kids, and one picture of a man that I’m assuming is her 

husband. 

She answered my questions professionally and I really respected her journalistic 

integrity and responsibility.  She was aware of lots of different food safety sources and 

strongly respects and likes to use sources from universities. 

After I turned the tape recorder off, she started asking me questions…I think she 

was curious about my research, my education, why I would come to DC to do interviews.  

I also think she was impressed that I would come all the way to DC for research. 

She did bring up an interesting bit of information.  I read her the IRB consent 

form and she was interested in that…she thought it was nice that we make a practice of 
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informing our subjects of their rights.  She also said…well, that’s probably why you 

wanted to do the interviews in person, so that you could look at me and see that I am who 

I say I am.  I had never thought of that, but thought it was a good and interesting 

observation.  She also thought that it was funny that I was protecting her privacy…she 

said she’s always trying to get an interview subject to go on the record, yet I was keeping 

her quiet.  She also said she wanted her name to be Sally. 

Reporter 2 & 3, Producer 1— 

Lucy, Charlie, Linus 

Lucy is a network reporter working out of the Washington, DC bureau.  She is a 

white female with several kids…I forgot to ask how many.  Lucy invited her producer 

and another reporter to join the interview for almost a focus group type setting.  So, we’ll 

call them Linus and Charlie.   

Linus is a white male who does many tasks and follows several stories at one 

time.  Lucy said he “does all the work.”  Linus was very tall and sat across from me.  He 

was completely disengaged the entire time—constantly checking or typing on his 

Blackberry.  He got a call shortly into the interview, left the room and never came back. 

Charlie is a white male that is a general assignments reporter for the network.  For 

some reason, I liked him the best.  He just seemed like a warm person that would be very 

easy to work with, yet he was very professional.  He was a bit older, maybe in his mid-

50s.  He wore his reading glasses on top of his head.  He stepped out once to take a phone 

call, but returned shortly after.   
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Both reporters seemed like responsible journalists, and though they weren’t as 

warm as Sally, I respected their journalistic integrity.  They struck me as very responsible 

and careful with what they reported.   

We met in Lucy’s office.  It’s not decorated much, and it was somewhat small.  

The office had windows on one wall, but the view was of neighboring 

buildings…nothing impressive.  The desk was in the middle of the room and had a small 

green sofa on one wall next to the desk.  She had one chair plus the couch for visitor 

seating.  On the wall with the door, she had a desk with two televisions.  One was on 

color bars, the other was on the network.  At one point in the interview, she switched the 

t.v. to a different station.  I immediately noticed the Emmy on her bookcase along with 

the Peabody award hanging on the wall.  The office had several pictures of her husband 

and kids.  She also had several toy space shuttles and some NASA paraphernalia…she 

covers the FAA, and possibly covers NASA as well. 

Lucy had printed the stories that she and Charlie had reported on the summer 

Salmonella scare and gave them to me.  Before we started recording, she stated that the 

FDA had gotten the bad rap on this story, and the CDC that pointed the finger at 

tomatoes—FDA simply investigated what the CDC told them to investigate. 

Toward the end of the interview, I could tell Lucy was ready to wrap it up, so I 

didn’t ask all the questions on the second page of the interview sheet.  Her phone rang 

several times and she took all her calls, whereas Sally ignored her calls.  Linus had 

mentioned something about perchlorate in baby formula, so I think they were anxious to 
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get to that story.  Overall, it went very well.  I came away feeling very pleased about the 

experience and the data I collected. 

Producers 2 & 3, Reporter 4— 

Meredith, Christina, Richard 

The third set of interviews were at a local television station in a large market near 

Washington.  I met with the investigative team at the station.  All of the journalists had 

been in the business around 20 years.  They conducted themselves very professionally.  

The producers both said they did lots of research and investigation on the stories that 

were reported.  Both producers, Meredith and Christina, were white females in their late 

40s or early 50s.  The reporter was a black male in his 40s.   

None of the participants in this group had specifically covered the Salmonella 

story from last summer; however, if something were to happen in this market, the 

investigative team would be the group of journalists that would cover the story. 

We met in what appeared to be an extra room for editing and writing.  There were 

four desks with computers in the room.  There was some editing equipment available, but 

there was nothing to personalize the space.  I didn’t think this was someone’s office, but 

it was very quiet and we were not interrupted. 

This station had outstanding facilities.  They said the newsroom was newly 

remodeled.  I’ve been in lots of television stations in my career, and this one was by far 

the nicest.   
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The interview went well…I neither liked nor disliked these participants.  They 

were helpful, but not exceptionally warm. 

Producer 4—Tommy 

Tommy worked with Meredith, Christina, and Richard.  He is a good friend of my 

husband and he arranged for the previous interviews.  Since we are friends with Tommy, 

he invited us to his house for dinner, and I conducted his interview in his living room.   

Tommy is a white male in his early 30s.  He has been in the news business for 

more than 10 years.  He has been a producer for most of his career, but most recently has 

been promoted to assistant news director. 

This interview went very well.  He was very candid with his responses and I 

didn’t feel rushed by him.  The only distraction to this interview was his daughter yelling 

at him constantly.  She doesn’t like to go to sleep, and she was fighting having to go to 

bed. 

Reporter 5—Derrick 

I met Derrick at his station in a large Texas city.  He is a white male, probably in 

his mid 30s.  He is the consumer reporter and covered the Salmonella story several times.   

Derrick’s office was a MESS.  The special projects team shares an office.  There 

were four to five other reporters in this small area of the station.  His desk was a mess, 

and so were his co-worker’s desks.  He had a few pictures of his kids, but mostly non-

descript clutter. 
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I immediately liked Derrick.  He was very personable and helpful, and he has 

covered a large number of consumer stories.  However, when we first sat down, he 

immediately began talking about some of the things I told him I would ask in our pre-

interview e-mails.  So, when I sat down, he says, “so you needed to know where we get 

our information, well…….” And then he started talking for about three minutes.  He 

discussed that they get a lot of their sources when viewers call or e-mail.  He said that 

early in the Salmonella recalls, several viewers sent e-mails stating they had become sick 

from tomatoes.  After doing some fact checking with the CDC and FDA, he said they 

were able to do some Salmonella stories with local sources. 

He did make a good point, and a very important one—if you ever ask stations to 

share video, don’t assume a CBS station will share video with another CBS station.  

Station ownership takes precedent over network affiliate.  In other words, a Belo station 

will share video with another Belo station, but they will not share video with a Hurst 

station, even though they may be the same network affiliate. 

Reporter 6—Mark 

Mark got called away on a story when we were supposed to do his interview, so I 

met him at a local baseball stadium and did his interview outside on the park benches.  

He considers himself more than a general assignments reporter, but not quite an 

investigative reporter.  He is a white male in his late 30s or early 40s.  He was a really 

nice guy and after listening to his answers, I could tell he’s very thorough with his 

reporting. 
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He did not report on the Salmonella story, so I kept the questions general…if you 

had to report on this story, what would you think about…. 

Reporter 7—George 

I met George at his television station.  This station was much nicer than the other.  

George was a local reporter in a large Texas city.  Previously he worked as a network 

correspondent, but returned to his station in Texas to do in-depth reports.   

George does not have a beat, per se.  His stories take extra time to investigate and 

gather information.  He does not consider himself an investigative reporter, rather he 

considers himself a reporter that does longer-format reports that require two or three days 

to several weeks worth of research. 

I really liked George.  He was a nice guy and was very helpful.  I interviewed him 

in his cubicle.  His cubicle was situated in the middle of the newsroom just underneath a 

large station identification sign.  Another reporter’s cubicle was situated just to the left of 

his desk, so I sat in her chair.   

I did the interview at 6:30 p.m., so that I would not interfere with the 6 p.m. news.  

The newsroom was fairly empty, so we were able to converse freely.  George shared his 

experiences with me, and even printed scripts of some of the Salmonella stories his 

station had reported. 

The visit ended with a quick tour to the station’s brand new HD studio. It was 

awesome!  The studio was covered in HD flat screen monitors.  George suggested that I 
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tell my students that careers in television graphic design and Web design/writing are very 

available right now. 

Reporter 8—Izzy 

I interviewed Izzy over the telephone.  I purchased a devise that would allow me 

to record telephone interviews onto my tape recorder.  Izzy was called away to New York 

the day I did my interviews in Washington. Izzy covered the Salmonella story in June of 

2008.  She said although the story was still a hot topic in July, she had to do other stories.  

Her typical beat is consumer issues. 

Izzy was very nice and helpful.  She had a very friendly tone to her voice.  She 

was jovial and I really felt that she gave truthful answers in the interview.  There isn’t 

much to say about this interview, other than it went very well and I am happy with the 

results, although I would have much rather interviewed her in person. 

  

 


	Acknowledgments
	Abstract
	List of Tables
	List of Figures
	Chapter I
	Introduction
	Purpose of the Study
	Problem Statement
	Research Questions
	Theoretical Framework
	Figure 2. Illustration of how framing theory was used for this research (adapted from Scheufele, 1999).

	Assumptions
	Definitions of Terms
	Delimitations
	Limitations
	Significance of the Study 
	The National Research Agenda

	Conclusion

	Chapter II
	Review of Literature
	Food Safety/Foodborne Illness
	Consumers Perceptions of Food Safety
	Food Safety/Agriculture in the Media
	Food Recalls and Impact on the Affected Food’s Demand
	Inputs that Influence Reporters
	Sources and Framing
	Media Framing of Agricultural Stories
	Television News Framing
	Conclusion

	Chapter III
	Methodology
	Qualitative Research
	Strengths and Weaknesses of Qualitative Research
	Strengths 
	Weaknesses


	Case Studies
	Strengths and Weaknesses of Case Studies
	Strengths
	Weaknesses


	Restatement of the Problem and Research Questions
	Delimitation and Selection of the Case
	Rationale
	Researcher Bias
	Interviews
	Locating Site and Individuals
	Gaining Access and Making Rapport
	Purposefully Sampling
	Establishing Rapport with Participants
	Data Collection
	Informed consent form
	The interviews

	Recording Information
	Field Issues
	Storing Data
	Data Analysis

	Content Analysis
	Unitizing
	Sampling
	Reducing data
	Coding Schemes
	Training
	Sort Data/Coding
	Count
	Explain the Findings 

	 Trustworthiness
	Credibility
	Transferability
	Dependability
	Confirmability

	Conclusion

	Chapter IV
	Findings
	Participants 
	Charlie
	Christina
	Derrick
	George
	Izzy
	Linus
	Lucy
	Mark
	Meredith
	Richard
	Sally
	Tommy

	Findings in Relation to Research Question 1
	Determining News Value
	General news determinants
	Understanding the audience
	Warning the public without scaring them

	Opinions About the Farmers Involved in the Story
	Sympathy
	Traceability

	Opinions about the Government/FDA
	FDA’s communications strategies
	FDA operations
	The story recurs frequently
	Projected changes with the new administration

	Opinions About the U.S. Food Supply  
	Opinions about food imports
	Emotions about the food supply
	Experience with foodborne illness


	Findings in Relation to Research Question 2
	Findings from Content Analysis
	Comparison of interview subjects by network 

	Findings from Interviews

	Findings in Relation to Research Question 3
	Health
	Financial Impact Frame
	FDA/Government Frame
	Tracking/food labeling/food regulations
	Trust in government

	Farmers

	Findings in Relation to Research Question 4
	Conclusion 

	Chapter V
	Conclusions in Relation to Research Question 1
	Determining news value
	Opinions about farmers
	Opinions about FDA/government
	Opinions about the U.S. food supply/food imports

	Conclusions in Relation to Research Question 2
	Conclusions in Relation to Research Question 3
	Conclusions in Relation to Research Question 4
	Contribution to Theory
	Discussion
	Recommendations
	For practitioners
	For future research


	Appendices 
	Appendix AGlossary of Terms
	Appendix BFacebook Message/E-mail Request for Contact Information
	Appendix C
	IRB Approval Letter
	Appendix D
	E-mail Solicitation Letter
	Appendix EInformed Consent Form
	Appendix FInterview Schedule
	Appendix G
	Post-Interview Reflections
	Reporter #1—Sally
	Reporter 2 & 3, Producer 1—
	Lucy, Charlie, Linus
	Producers 2 & 3, Reporter 4—Meredith, Christina, Richard
	Producer 4—Tommy
	Reporter 5—Derrick
	Reporter 6—Mark
	Reporter 7—George
	Reporter 8—Izzy




