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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

According to the theory of social responsibility, agencies of mass communication, 

such as the press, have obligations and responsibilities to their publics because of their 

influential ability. Because the United States is a democratic society, citizens are 

supposedly granted many freedoms and liberties such as freedom of speech. The press is 

allowed to express ideas that may run counter to popular prejudice or that may oppose the 

opinions of pressure groups. The press is presumed to be a "watchdog" over governmental 

entities to ensure proper representation of and for the people. Initially the press, more 

specifically newspapers, was given the freedom to report (right to publish) on events, 

especially events that concerned public welfare. 

Social responsibility of the press concerns the public's right to information and the 

requirement that publishers assume moral responsibilities in the relaying of that information 

to the public (Siebert, Peterson & Schramm, 1963). This theory represents a sort of press 

accountability to the public. These three authors wrote that social responsibility is 

supposed to promote democratic processes and aid in the enlightenment of the public. A 

concern for public welfare has linked this freedom to publish without governmental 

interference to professional and moral obligations in objectively reporting important news 

topics to the public. 

Much of what the public learns they learn from the media (Hanson, 1990; Pierce, Lee

Sammons & Lovrich, 1988; Ostman & Parker, 1986/87). For this reason, many people 

regard the media to be highly influential educators of the masses (Dennis, 1991; Gergen, 

1992; Hertsgaard, 1989; Meadows, 1990; Naj, 1990; Stover, 1990). The media have 

access to many events, places, sources and information that ordinary American citizens 

usually cannot obtain. Much of this priority accessed infonnation then needs to be 
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interpreted for the public. Because the public (and businesses) are contributing to the 

pollution that may harm them (Rush, 1992), the press has an obligation and responsibility 

to inform the public of irresponsible practices and should instruct them, if possible, of any 

remedies. 

Over the years, however, the free press has encountered some barriers. Because 

newspapers were not owned by the government (and hence were "free" from financial ties 

to it) newspapers began to rely more and more on advertising revenues to be able to publish 

their papers and compete with each other. Many reporters and editors were (and continue to 

be) vulnerable to the requests of powerful businesses to slant stories favorably to business 

perspectives (Bowman, 1978; Gottlieb, 1991; Karp, 1989; Meadows, 1990). However, 

whenever a situation arises that has the potential to harm public health and welfare, the 

public needs to be informed of such situations, even if reports on these situations (i.e., 

polluting businesses) upset the business executives attempting to conceal negative 

information about their companies. Objective (i.e., free from outside pressure) 

environmental coverage is one news topic in which reporters have moral obligations to the 

public (Atwater, Sal wen & Anderson, 1985; Bowman & Hanaford, 1977; Coughlin, 1990; 

Dennis, 1991; Gore, 1990; Hertsgaard, 1989). 

One problem many journalists face when covering environmental issues is that many 

environmental polluters in America are powerful businesses (Rush, 1992) which often 

attempt to exert influence on the amount or tenor of reporters' coverage via their revenues 

to the newspapers. Because advertising is often the primary source of income for the 

media, businesses sometimes threaten to remove these subsidies if reporters print stories 

which could make the businesses look unfavorable. In tum, this often causes reporters to 

suppress sensitive information (Gersh, 1992; Goeme, 1992; Herman & Chomsky, 1988). 

Peterson ( 1963) noted that the press "has been subservient to big business and at times has 

let advertisers control editorial policies and editorial content" (p. 78). These businesses, 
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ranging from oil refineries to paper mills to coal-burning utility companies, often help 

support newspapers with advertisements or even partial ownerships. A simple threat of 

revoking their much-needed funding sometimes causes unjust censorship creating a more 

pleasant though less truthful report for the public to read (Gersh, 1992; Goeme, 1992; 

Herman & Chomsky, 1988). Peterson wrote, "As advertising became increasingly 

important to newspapers, it was viewed as a sinister force which tainted the news columns 

and caused editors to suppress material unfavorable to big advertisers" (p. 79). He added, 

"Freedom of the press cannot mean the license to keep people from knowing" (p. 90). 

Such censorship by suppression is dangerous (Gersh, 1992; Goeme, 1992; Herman & 

Chomsky, 1988; Siebert et al., 1963). 

While some of these polluting businesses may attempt to purchase newspaper editors' 

favors (and the public's approval) by funding misleading advertisements or by pressuring 

editors to run stories which depict how beneficial to the economy their business practices 

are or how much money they have donated to an environmental cause (Beers & Capellaro, 

1991; Garfield, 1991; Slaba, 1990; Stammer, 1990; Swasy, 1991), it is maintained that 

newspaper reporters have professional and moral obligations to report statistics and hazards 

to the public, even if doing so may cost the newspaper revenue. 

This study will attempt to identify the amount and tenor of environmental newspaper 

stories in some of America's most air polluted cities. This study will concentrate on air 

pollution stories for a variety of reasons. Air pollution is a type of pollution that people can 

see, smell and taste. It is difficult to ignore or forget about. In fact, the Environmental 

Protection Agency argues that air pollution is one of the greatest health risks Americans 

face today. 

According to the EPA, there has been more research conducted on air pollution than 

any other type of environmental pollution (Rush, 1992). There are more government 

documents published on air pollution and numerous environmental organizations and 

3 



experts who have been studying the effects of air pollution for years now have a better 

understanding of the pollution-related factors which cause health hazards. These are the 

main reasons air pollution receives more press coverage than other types of environmental 

pollution (Rush, 1992). 

This study will examine the Los An~eles Times, the Chica~o Tribune, the Houston 

fQ.s1 and the New York Times' social responsibility in their environmental coverage of air 

pollution in their areas. Social responsibility will be measured by the presence of ten 

factors ranging from number of stories to tenor to length to completeness of stories. 

Many air polluting facilities are located in each of these four large cities. Chicago is 

home to Commonwealth Edison, which owns many coal burning power plants. Los 

Angeles and Houston are home to many oil refineries, more of which are based in Los 

Angeles. New York is home to numerous chemical companies. According to the EPA, all 

of these businesses pollute the air and harm the health and welfare of the American public, 

sometimes without penalty. (Note: While such facilities do contribute to the air pollution 

problem in these cities, the EPA notes that vehicle exhaust accounts for approximately half 

of all air pollution.) Air is not motionless; it travels. So hypothetically, air pollution in 

Chicago could blow over to Kansas and air pollution in Texas could blow over to Florida, 

winds permitting. Air pollution problems have the potential to affect millions of people, 

and merit concern because of this. 

The American press is supposed to reflect such concerns in its reports to the public if 

the social responsibility theory is accepted. Because America is governed by a democracy, 

any citizen who knows something concerning public welfare, such as information 

regarding pollution, has the constitutional right (and freedom) to express himself and to 

familiarize the public with this relevant information. Examining environmental poll results 

from Gallup, Harris or TREND EX polls, it is known that concerned citizens want to know 

what the state of their air quality is and also what is being done to control any harmful 
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emissions. Numerous studies have shown that public concern and awareness of 

environmental pollution is rising. The public wants to be informed about environmental 

issues (Bowman & Hanaford, 1977; Detjen, 1990; Foote, 1990; Gillroy & Shapiro, 1986; 

Grunig, 1983; Linden, 1990; McCauley, 1992; Miller & Keller, 1990; Rubin & Sachs, 

1973; Schoenfeld, 1990; Speth, 1989; Stephenson, 1989), and it is the press' social 

responsibility to inform them to the best of their ability (Commission on Freedom of the 

Press, 1947; Friedman, 1983; Harper & Stein, 1983; LaMay, 1991; Ryan, 1990). 

Environmental concerns are not a passing fancy. The EPA says there is scientific 

evidence of holes in the ozone layer, holes that have become enlarged by human 

carelessness. There have been toxic spills and illegal dumping of hazardous wastes. There 

have been explosions at power plants and "accidental" disconnections of pollution meters at 

worksites. Such environmental pollution hazards, and perhaps public demand, aided in 

President George Bush's decision to elevate the Environmental Protection Agency to 

federal cabinet status in January of 1990. 

While the EPA cannot be expected to keenly monitor every business' pollution control, 

it was created to ensure that companies are doing their best to keep their pollution at 

minimally acceptable levels. Fines were to be issued to offenders exceeding acceptable 

pollution standards. Some people worry that because the EPA was appointed by the 

government and government promotes business, there will be a bias favorable to 

businesses in the EPA's penalty reports to Washington (Rush, 1992). Dunlap (1989) 

argues that even well-funded agencies set up to solve these problems often fail at doing so 

because they are "captured" by the very interests they are supposed to regulate (p. 90). This 

is where the need for investigative reporting and social responsibility in environmental 

coverage faces one of its biggest barriers. A polluting business can make important 

information--especially incriminating findings--difficult for journalists to retrieve. 
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Because the state of the environment and pollution thereof are topics that much of the 

American public has expressed concern about, a "professional" and "moral" press will keep 

its concerned public updated by publishing stories on the changing status of the 

environment. An example of a socially responsible press may be one which employs 

reporters who write unbiased environmental stories filled with facts and quotes from 

credible sources for its fmal report to the public. Although it is known that the press tends 

to favor dramatic stories, in large cities such as New York, Los Angeles, Houston and 

Chicago that suffer from heavy pollution on a continous basis, environmental stories 

appearing in each cities' newspapers should not be published only when a disaster occurs. 

This research study will attempt to compare the amount of social responsibility in 

environmental pollution stories in each of the four cities' newspapers using ten factors 

regarded to exemplify socially responsible environmental reporting. Indeed, the ~ 

An~eles Times, the Chica~o Tribune and the New York Times are all considered by 

professionals to be among the best of all newspapers (Lacy, Fico & Simon, 1991). These 

prestigious newspapers represent three of the top six American newspapers. Theoretically, 

one would expect such prestigious newspapers to set an example in socially responsible 

environmental reporting for the smaller newspapers to follow. The Houston Chronicle is 

the major newspaper of Houston but was unavailable at the time of this research. 

Therefore the Houston Post, a smaller but competitive newspaper, will be used for coding 

purposes in this comparison study. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE NEED FOR SOCIAL RESPONSffiiLITY 

When Henry R. Luce of Time Inc. (and Encyclopedia Brittanica) asked Robert M. 

Hutchins to research the present state and future prospects of freedom of the press in 1942, 

Hutchins and his 16-member professional staff came up with recommendations regarding 

the importance of social responsibility. Hutchins, who was then Chancellor of the 

University of Chicago, and his committee interviewed 225 members of industry, 

government and private agencies that worked with the press, along with collecting elaborate 

testimonies from 58 men and women connected with the press. Although the 133-page 

report also examined motion pictures, magazines and books, the Commission focused on 

"the responsibilities of the owners and managers of the press to their consciences and the 

common good for the formation of public opinion" (p. vi) in news media such as 

newspapers and radio. 

They determined that freedom of the press was in danger for three reasons. First, it 

was determined that the proportion of people allowed to express their opinions and ideas 

had greatly decreased Second, the few allowed to use the press as a means of mass 

communication had not provided a service adequate to the needs of society. And third, 

those in charge of the press had engaged, periodically, in practices which society 

condemned (p. 12). 

The report recognized that the agencies of mass communication were only one of the 

influences contributing to American's public opinions, but also that the press was probably 

the single most powerful influence. In his foreword to the report, Hutchins noted that the 

relative power of the press carried with it relatively large obligations. He further noted that 

the "tremendous influence of the modern press makes it imperative that the great agencies 

of mass communication show hospitality to ideas which their owners do not share" 
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(p. viii). Many years later, Hertsgaard (1989) concurred with Hutchins regarding the 

press' enormous power to shape public opinion, and added that because of such influence, 

"the men and women who are in charge of the media have an immense responsibility in the 

struggle to avert ecological disaster" (p. 48). For example, if a reporter discovers negative 

pollution information--something that may harm a business' reputation--according to 

Hertsgaard's interpretation of the Hutchin's Commission conclusions, he should feel 

compelled as a moral professional to publish such material and inform the public, 

regardless of any obligations to the business. 

The Commission's text, A Free and ReSJ)onsible Press, argued that if freedom of the 

press was to be honored, government must set limits on its own capacity to interfere with, 

regulate or suppress the voices of the press or to manipulate the data on which public 

opinion is formed (p. 8). The Commission called this the government's moral right and 

duty. 

The Commission on Freedom of the Press concluded that what the public needed was 

a truthful, comprehensive and intelligent account of the day's events in a context which 

gave them meaning (p. 21). Important community stories needed to be written in ways 

which enlightened and educated the public. Sensationalism was to be avoided. The use of 

authoritative sources, a forum for the exchange of comment and/or criticism and a method 

of presenting and clarifying the goals and values of the society were also deemed necessary 

practices for a socially responsible press. The report's authors also wrote that "it is no 

longer enough to report the fact truthfully, but more so the truth about the fact" (p. 22). 

Later, Ryan (1990) also argued for journalists' continued need for telling the truth about 

what they discovered (p. 70). The Commission concluded that the agents of mass 

communication are powerful educational instruments--much like schools and churches--and 

that they must assume responsibility like that of the other influential educational instruments 

in stating and clarifying the ideals toward which the community should strive. The public is 
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influenced by the authoritative words of the press. Because so many people tum to the 

media to obtain information, media need to be careful to publish truthful and complete 

stories. Applying this to environmental issues, not only do reporters and editors have 

moral obligations in controversial reporting, but so do those who may wish to manipulate 

the environmental information to be published. 

During the discussion of the communications revolution, the authors questioned the 

possible monopoly of the press when many smaller news media had been replaced with the 

newer, more technologically advanced media outlets. The authors worried that a reduction 

in the variety of media outlets caused a development of common bias among editors--the 

bias of a large investor and big business. The example of such a bias was that the great 

consumer industries in 1945--tobacco, cosmetics, soap, confectionery, soft drinks and 

drugs--gave the news media three-quarters of their income. With such large monetary 

investments in the media, it was conceivable that the press favorably biased any stories 

regarding such consumer industries or would self-censor themselves from publishing any 

negative findings regarding these controlling industries (Gersh, 1992; Goeme, 1992). 

Another example of this problem was cited by Hertsgaard (1989) when he argued that 

part of the reason for the impediment in environmental reporting is that the solutions require 

challenging some of America's most powerful institutions and interest groups (p. 48), 

many of which hold large monetary assets. Even President Bush had mostly taken the side 

of business (Roberts et al., 1990) when it came to protecting the environment, creating 

another barrier for the reporter; and few professionals wished to oppose the Chief 

Executive (Jackson, 1991, p. 142). McCormick (1991) concluded that one of the bigger 

differences in covering the environment since 1970 is that now the environment is 

politicized (p. 138), meaning that when reporters challenge powerful businesses, they often 

struggle with the barrier of the government protecting the polluting business too. 
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The Commission further recognized that the public seldom wished to read that which 

did not please them. Bowman and Hanaford ( 1977) argued that while it is true that the 

media must depend upon popular support and attempts to provide the public with what they 

desire, the press may not be fulfilling its social responsibility by such self-censorship (p. 

164). For example, one proposition is that the public needs to be educated about possible 

health hazards such as air pollution, even if such a story may upset them. Ryan (1990) 

added that a responsibility of the media is to entice the public into learning about the 

environment--even stories which may be alarming--in manners that do not disengage the 

audience (p. 65). Therefore, if the press could publish these environmental stories without 

sensationalism, perhaps more people would pay attention and learn from them, resulting in 

a more socially responsible press than a press that refused to run such stories. 

The Commission on Freedom of the Press also stressed that regardless of the type of 

information being dispersed, members of the public need to know what goes on in their 

own locale, region and nation (p. 67). Potential health hazards, such as environmental 

pollution, are examples of topics meriting local coverage. While local businesses help the 

economy, if it is determined that they may be endangering public health, the public needs to 

be informed of such findings. But as early as the Commission's report in 1947, it was 

found that the press had been slanting reports so as to not publish unfavorable findings 

concerning respectable and powerful persons of the community. This often created pro

business biased reports by excluding such "respectable people" from negative press if it 

was discovered that they had been involved in something unfavorable. Any self

censorship, the Commission argued, that withheld information concerning public welfare, 

did not exemplify socially responsible reporting. Indeed, Chris Lamb (1991) wrote that 

every time a constitutional guarantee of free expression is compromised, it is weakened. In 

the long run, the greater good is served by an uninhibited exchange of opinions. A 
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democracy should rely not on censorship and prior restraint to work out its problems, but 

on the marketplace of ideas. 

By realizing that "the all-too-frequent distortions and suppression of news by large 

newspapers and press associations have made them less the aids to a truly free marketplace 

of ideas than they ought to be in a democratic society" (p. 7 5), the Commission noted that 

the most important public service--that of communications--was missing the element of 

professional and moral responsibility. Herman and Chomsky (1988) argued that the media 

are nothing more than a propaganda tool that is pro-business which causes media to 

"suppress a great deal of inconvenient facts," noting that much of this self-censorship 

occurs because advertising is the primary income for the mass media (p. 2). Herman and 

Chomsky refer to this pattern of manipulation of news as the cause of systematic bias. In 

cases where the economy and ecology collide, if the environment is endangered by 

economic practices, reporters should act responsibly by printing complete and truthful 

stories which inform the public of their findings. 

Herman and Chomsky continued by writing that the large bureaucracies of the 

powerful subsidize the mass media, and gain special access by their fmancial contributions 

(p. 22). And that because of their services, the powerful can use personal relationships, 

threats or rewards to further influence and coerce the media into printing stories favorable 

to their practices. Therefore, they wrote, the media may feel obligated to carry extremely 

dubious stories and mute criticism in order not to offend their sources and disturb their 

close relationship (see also Gersh, 1992; and Goeme, 1992). The only time these dominant 

sources' control over the media is weakened is when highly respectable unofficial sources 

give dissident views, which the dominant then often co-opt by putting those opposing 

experts on their payroll as consultants, or by funding their research, etc. For example, an 

engineer who has published numerous articles on the stress plastic production causes the 

earth to endure may be offered a high-paying, prestigious job with a plastics manufacturer 
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to create pamphlets on the benefits of plastic. If these business-opposing experts continue 

to give the businesses "flak," advertisers may withdraw their patronage from the media 

outlet that publishes the opposition's point of view (p. 26). Raboy and Bruck (1989) call 

this the dominating power of industrial capitalism and a formidable challenge for 

democratic communication. Raboy and Bruck continue by writing that a principle of 

journalistic ethics is for editors and reporters to serve the public's need to know (p. 170) by 

utilizing professional impartiality. If the media professionals taint their reports, how can 

the public form rational opinions about the news issues? 

Perhaps the public would act more as environmentalists if they knew how to do so. 

Winter (1990) wrote that "people are not stupid, they're just deprived of information, and 

once they get it, they respond intelligently" (p. 48). He continued by writing that the media 

have a VIP fixation and are very deferential, especially to people with loads of money (p. 

75), allowing themselves to become propaganda agents (as Herman & Chomsky noted). 

He further argued that the pro-business stand of the media makes them very resistant to 

being truly accountable to the general public, who turn to them to be informed, and which 

they supposedly serve first and foremost. McQuail and Siune (1986) refer to this as the 

commercial exploitation of the media (p.153). Such commercial exploitation, i.e., the 

reliance upon advertising/sponsorship with for-profit-only motives, they say, creates media 

executives who are void of moral or personal concern with the finished product. This type 

of media executive does not reflect the Commission's idea of democratic (and public) 

accountability by the press. 

While local problems merit coverage, national problems that have the potential to affect 

many people, should also be on the press' agendas. National environmental coverage is 

considered important, especially if there is a hazard that is not confined to a certain area 

(Detjen, 1990, p. 80), such as when toxic wastes produced in lllinois are transported 

across the Atlantic Ocean and pollute the drinking water of Africans. Another example of a 
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non-confined environmental concern is when acid rain kills fish from New England to the 

Netherlands (Carpenter, 1990, p. 60). McCormick (1990) noted that unlike American 

journalists, Europeans tend to be more global in their environmental outlooks (p. 141). The 

Global2000 Report (1980), the EPA's August 1988 Update, and Speth (1989) agreed that 

there is a need for global cooperation among nations and their media outlets to work 

together regarding such potential hazards. Air pollution especially has the potential to affect 

numerous people because of the ease of transport via wind currents (Borrell, Dorfman & 

Schoenthal, 1990), and merits media coverage because of this. McCormick reaffirmed 

De1jen's findings when he wrote that everyone has a responsibility for and a personal stake 

in the removal of such apparently distant environmental phenomena such as the destruction 

of the Brazilian rainforests or the famines in Ethiopia (p. 139) because the negative after

effects know no boundaries. When the press creates awareness regarding such issues it is 

practicing its public accountability and social responsibility. 

When the Commission on Freedom of the Press discovered that many of the reporters 

and editors they interviewed displayed frustration over not being allowed to do the kind of 

work their professional ideals demanded, the Commission offered suggestions. The press 

should be made accountable for their reports, and as a last resort, the press should be 

forced to be accountable by the power of the government. Active competition between 

media outlets should be encouraged, even if it means the creation of new units. 

But perhaps there are reasons other than advertiser pressure or fear of discussing 

unpleasant issues that keep the press from running more environmental issue stories. Karp 

(1989) noted many instances of reporters frustrated with their editors. In his discussion of 

who decides what is news, Karp found that very few newspaper stories were the result of 

reporters digging through files, poring over documents or interviewing experts, dissenters 

or ordinary people (p. 61). The overwhelming majority of stories, he wrote, were based 

on official sources, most of which were political insiders. Reporters were not only told 

13 



what to write about, but how to write. "So pervasive is the passivity of the press that when 

reporters look for news on their own, it's given a special name--investigative reporting" (p. 

62). More recently, Gergen (1992) noted that media critics have argued persuasively that 

since the spread of investigative and then advocacy journalism in the 1970s, the press has 

been more negative and anti-establishment (p. 54). It would appear, Gergen wrote, that 

more reporters are attempting to report facts, regardless of outside pressures. 

Some of the influential power of the press comes from its ability to call upon a variety 

of authoritative sources and experts. Therefore, the press contains much more knowledge, 

on a whole, than the majority of the public. Harper and Stein (1983) argued that the 

environmental professions have a moral and professional responsibility to educate the 

public with the knowledge they had learned. The authors realized personal morals 

sometimes required violations of professional responsibilities (p. 28). For example, if a 

reporter learns of a health hazard, he should investigate and report on it as soon as 

possible, arguably, even if others have warned him not to write any negative findings. In 

their discussion of environmental obligations of educators (such as the press), Harper and 

Stein distinguished that one of the more important of these obligations is to aid in the 

reduction of suffering and enhance the happiness of individual persons. If a professional 

judges the goals (or the means of attaining them) of a client or employer to be immoral, 

they wrote, he has an obligation as a human being to refuse to aid in the attainment of these 

negative goals. Accordingly, if a reporter discovers some alarming pollution statistics and 

is approached by the polluter to ignore such findings, he should refuse to do so because of 

his public accountability. Stocking and Leonard (1990) concurred that environmental 

stories are urgent and need careful, longer reporting and analyses (p. 5). 

Harper and Stein (1983) stated that the issue of environmentalism clearly fills the need 

for moral obligation in informing the public as completely as is possible. They proposed 

that the environmentalist's client is humanity, and that his role is not to save the 
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environment but to protect the rights of persons to their environment which will then allow 

the public to pursue their goals. For this reason, they suggested, the environmental 

educator has a professional responsibility not just to convey specialized knowledge, but to 

convey knowledge which is relevant to the moral goals of environmentalism, such as how 

to conserve energy, reduce refuse, etc. Guidelines and suggestions need to be offered, if 

any are known. Again, the issue of allowing democratic freedoms to be honored arises 

when the authors note that "any professional who seeks to exploit opportunities to 

implement his own political judgements is not only behaving unprofessionally, he is also 

subverting and destroying the democratic process" (Harper & Stein, 1983, p. 30). Almost 

any rational and responsible person recognizes the importance of the environment, as well 

as the need to have the public well-informed on the subject (Dennis, 1991, p. 63). 
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CHAPTER ill 

AIR POLLUTION PROBLEMS 

There are numerous sources documenting that the state of the environment is 

continuously damaged by man's lack of concern for and irresponsible destruction of the 

earth and its natural resources. However, the media tend to inform the public of such 

problems only when extremes have been reached. This is an example of one of the three 

problems the Commission on Freedom of the Press said plagued the press--namely, not 

providing the public with adequate information. For example, the severity of air pollution 

first reached the press in 1948 after 20 people had choked to death from smog and 14,000 

became ill in Donora, Pa. (Burnham, 1990; 1992 Environmental Almanac). 

Officials have known about certain environmental problems for a long time. For 

example, when President Carter directed the Council on Environmental Quality and the 

Department of State (along with nine other federal agencies, namely: the Department of 

Agriculture, Energy and the Interior; the Agency for International Development; the Central 

Intelligence Agency; the EPA; the Federal Emergency Management Agency; NASA; 

the National Science Foundation; the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and 

the Office of Science and Technology Policy) on May 23, 1977, to study the probable 

changes in the world's population, natural resources and environment through the end of 

the century to serve as the foundation for long-term planning, conclusions were 

"disturbing" (Global2000 Report, Executive Summary, 1980). The one-year study found 

the potential for global problems to be of "alarming proportions by the year 2000." The 

researchers feared a "strong and progressive degradation and impoverishment of the earth's 

natural resource base" (p. iii), and warned that although conservation efforts were being 

made, they fell short of what was needed. Perhaps for fear of alarming the public or for 

fear of repercussions for present practices, these research fmdings are no longer available. 
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The National Resources Defense Council wrote "Human activities are increasing the 

amount of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, altering the Earth's climate ... Unless we 

reduce emissions of these gases, the Earth may keep getting hotter and the stable climate on 

which civilization is based may disappear" (EarthWorks Group, 1991, p. 9). 

Environmental hazards have the potential to affect large numbers of people. Begley 

and Hages (1990) estimated that half of the United States' population breathes unhealthy 

air. The World Resource Institute found that almost 20 years after the Clean Air Act had 

been passed, tens of millions of Americans still breathe dirty air. According to the EPA, 

more than 76 million people live in areas where clean air standards are routinely exceeded 

(EarthWorks Group, 1991, p. 1 0). It was also determined that lung damage from ozone

polluted air is a risk faced by roughly three out of five Americans (National Air Quality and 

Emissions Trends Report, 1990; The Public Interest Research Group, Earth Works Group, 

1991, p. 10). The Worldwatch Institute warned that as ozone diminishes in the upper 

atmosphere, the earth receives more ultraviolet radiation, which promotes skin cancers and 

cataracts and depresses the human immune system (United Nations Environment 

Programme ENVIRONMENTAL DATA REPORT, 1989/1990; EarthWorks Group, 1991, 

p. 10; 1992 Environmental Almanac; Global2000 Report, 1980). The EPA's Update 

(1988) noted that ultraviolet rays from the sun can break apart important biological 

molecules, including DNA (p. 38). 

People contribute to much of this pollution, especially air pollution. Much of the public 

is unaware of sources contributing to this pollution (EarthWorks Group, 1991). A socially 

responsible press should attempt to educate the public with information pertaining to such a 

health hazard as a measure of public accountability. Health effects of regulated air 

pollutants can be seen in Table 1. 
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Criteria Pollutants 

Ozone 

Particulate Matter 

Carbon Monoxide 

Sulphur Dioxide 

Lead 

Table 1 
Health Effects of Regulated Air Pollutants 

Health Concerns 

Respiratory tract problems such as 

difficult breathing and reduced lung 

function. Asthma, eye irritation, 

nasal congestion, reduced resistance 

to infection, and possibly premature 

aging of lung tissue. 

Eye and throat irritation, bronchitis, 

lung damage, and impaired visibility. 

Ability of blood to carry oxygen 

impaired. Cardiovascular, nervous, 

and pulmonary systems affected. 

Respiratory tract problems; permanent 

harm to lung tissue. 

Retardation and brain damage, 

especially in children. 

Nitrogen Dioxide Respiratory illness and lung damage. 
*Source: Environmental Progress and Challenges: EPA's Update. Office of Policy 

Planning and Evaluation. August 1988. 
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One air pollution problem the public contributes to is the weakening of the ozone 

layer. The Clean Air Project described ozone as the primary component of smog, a gas that 

forms when nitrogen oxide and hydrocarbons combine in sunlight In the atmosphere 

ozone occurs naturally as a thin layer that protects living things from the sun's ultraviolet 

rays, but when it's formed at ground level, it presents a hazardous situation (Global2000 

Report, 1980, p. 37; National Air Quality and Emissions Trend Report, pp. 3-25, 1990; 

EarthWorks Group, 1991, p. 10). The EPA's Update (Environmental Progress and 

Challenges, 1988) noted that the ecosystem is being strained in a number of ways, and that 

among other dangers, CFCs are threatening the stratospheric ozone layer, and global 

emissions of carbon dioxide are contributing to the gradual warming of the earth's 

atmosphere (p. 8). 

There are areas and periods of progress. The EPA's Update (Environmental Progress 

and Challenges, 1988) argued that while more than 60 urban areas do not meet federal air 

quality standards for ozone--such as cities in Southern California, Texas, the Northeast 

Corridor and the Midwest--ozone levels overall have decreased 13 percent The Update 

also documented, however, that "no major urban area in the country, with the exception of 

Minneapolis, is in attainment with the national health-based standards for ozone" (p. 18). 

The EPA's Update argued that ozone levels decreased between 1979 and 1986 while 

Carpenter (1990, p. 64) and Friedrich, (1990, p. 21) agreed that while carbon monoxide 

and sulfur oxide emissions have decreased, the chemical concentrations which deplete 

ozone have increased by 2 percent in the last decade. The EPA Journal (Jan./Feb. 1991) 

noted that six out of ten people live in areas which fail to meet air quality standards set to 

protect human health (p. 24). Los Angeles, for instance, often has ozone levels three times 

the level permitted by the EPA for an average of 160 days per year in ozone non-attainment 

status (1992 Environmental Almanac). 
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Electric utilities are also responsible for approximately 65 percent of the sulfur dioxide 

emissions, which cause acid rain (American Council for Energy-Efficient Economy, 

EarthWorks, 1991, p. 13). And the Global2000 Report (1980) estimated that carbon 

dioxide emissions, which contribute to the potential warming of the earth, have increased 

15 percent in the last century and are expected to be a third higher than preindustrial levels 

by the year 2000 (p. 36). Speth ( 1989) cited similar findings. According to the EPA and 

the World Watch Institute, these high levels have already been reached. If the public is 

contributing to the pollution of their own environment (and potential destruction of habitat), 

a socially responsible press should create public awareness by publishing educational 

information on these environmental issues. 

Even with such professional and scientific evidence for a concern with the 

environment, there are those who disagree and argue that the environmental scare is 

nothing more than anti-business hype. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE MEDIA AS POWERFUL EDUCATORS WITH A 

DUTY 

In 1970 Congress determined that "the deterioration of the quality of the Nation's 

environment and of its ecological balance is in part due to poor understanding of the 

Nation's environment and the need for ecological balance ... that presently there do not exist 

adequate resources for educating and informing citizens in these areas, and that concerted 

efforts in educating citizens about environmental quality and ecological balance are 

therefore necessary" (Lewis, 1988, p. 31). Lewis, a media researcher, noted that "only 

education can enlighten our people--education, and its accompanying interpretation ... " (p. 

30). Because of the media's ability to reach large audiences and its ability to influence 

public opinion, the Commission on Freedom of the Press argued that media needed to use 

this powerful educational opportunity to teach the public how to strive for community 

ideals. Applying this statement to the environmental arena, newspapers need to inform the 

public how to be more environmentally conscious by informing them of practices which 

harm the environment and of any remedies which may help the state of the environment If 

the public perceives the media to rate environmental issues as trivial, they are more likely to 

do so also. 

Novic and Sandman (1974) argued that a common criticism of the mass media as a 

social institution is that the media substitute vicarious experience for genuine participation 

and thus encourage passivity and uninvolvement in their audience (p. 448). Novic and 

Sandman conducted a survey of 158 students at the University of Michigan by giving the 

students a list of eight environmental issues and a list of 15 possible information sources. 

For each of the eight issues, respondents were asked to list three sources from which they 
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had learned the most about the issues, rate how well informed they felt they were about the 

issues, and rate how serious they felt each issue was. 

Ironically, heavier media users were found to consider themselves less informed on 

environmental issues, viewed the issues as less serious and preferred less personal 

solutions to them (p. 450). Novic and Sandman proposed that a sense of well-informed 

futility is encouraged by the media's stress on institutions such as big business rather than 

individuals as the principal actors in society--responsible for both social problems and their 

solutions. 

Environmental issues are gaining more and more attention from different publics. 

Environmentalism can be detected by the increased number of "pro-environmental" 

advertisements, recycling information printed on consumer products, and by local 

bookstores stocking more pro-environment texts. Does the media, one of the more 

powerful influences on public life, aid in creating an increase in environmental awareness? 

Harper and Stein (1983) argued that the media need to outline environmental goals for the 

public. 

Regarding environmental education, Lester Brown of the World Watch Institute, said, 

"The communications industry is the only instrument that has the capacity to educate on the 

scale needed and in the time available" (Hertsgaard, 1989, p. 48). Meadows (1990) noted 

that systems theory taught her that if she wanted to reach all of the people seeking 

information regarding environmental pollution, the media was the place to accomplish it (p. 

49). Indeed, the first Earth Day, April 22, 1970, offered to the public a saturation of 

media coverage which emphasized environmental idealism and enthusiasm of learning to be 

resourceful. Bowman and Hanaford ( 1977) called this an "information explosion within the 

mass media" which accompanied the spectacular rise in public concern about the 

environment (p. 160). H such a saturation of environmental coverage by the media created 

a rise in environmental awareness and concern among the public in 1970, a saturation of 
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media coverage on environmental issues today might create an even larger environmental 

awareness among the public. 

Sometimes, however, editors determine certain priority issues are more important than 

others. For example, although environmentalism became an ideal in the early seventies, 

the public's priorities changed with the first energy crisis of 1973 causing a temporary 

damper to be placed on the progressive environmental movement thought to be so 

beneficial (Carpenter, 1990; McCormick, 1991). The media chose the more important 

issue of the economy to focus on in its reports to the public, and arguably, this shift in 

focus on news topics caused many public environmentalists to abandon their new-found 

interest in preserving the earth. If something is immediately pending--such as a recession-

the press will give the more timely story that affects many people priority and more 

coverage than a news topic that is not immediately pending, (and few people can feel at one 

time) such as destruction of the environment. Perhaps these environmentalists, or their 

environmental educators (i.e., the media), worried that learning new ways to conserve 

would be more costly at a time when the economy was already suffering. But conservation 

measures do not have to be drastic. The Earthworks (1991, p. 18) noted that only 15 years 

after that energy crisis Americans had learned to use 44 percent less energy than they were 

used to, and did so without harsh measures. Arguably, then, if the press had offered 

further information to the public on how they could continue to be environmentally 

conscious during that energy crisis, even greater conservation levels could have been 

reached, and environmentalism might have never suffered such a decrease in the number of 

followers. 

Lewis (1988) pointed out that the EPA's Office of Public Affairs did their share of 

raising environmental awareness by creating pamphlets and filmstrips suitable for educating 

the public during the late 1970s. And in January of 1990, President Bush decided to make 

the Environmental Protection Agency a cabinet-level federal entity (Thompson, 1991, 
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p. 65). The EPA was (and is) regarded by most to represent the premier environmental 

experts. They have the knowledge and information plus a $6.2 billion budget as of 1992 

(EPA Journal, Jan./Feb., 1991) and embarked on educating the public on environmental 

issues. The press, which also has an abundance of sources and information at its disposal, 

should show social responsibility to the public by doing the same. Even the EPA 

recognized the influence and reach of the press. The EPA distributed numerous materials 

to the print and electronic media because they were considered to be America's mass 

educators par excellence (Lewis, 1988, p. 31). Dennis (1991) concluded that "any 

deficiency in public understanding of the current state and probable future of the 

environment could be solved by continuous and massive press coverage" (p. 55). 

Paulk and Hodges (1988) agreed that educating the public continues to be a valid way 

to respond to rapid change and future risk (p. 36), such as with environmental pollution 

issues. Although the energy crisis of 1973 contributed to a decrease in public concern with 

environmental issues, these authors argue that such issues need not be pitted against one 

another. Regarding the economy versus ecology issue, the authors advised that at the heart 

of most environmental issues were elements that favored the interests of both the corporate 

sector and the environmentalists. They proposed that the common ground of sustainability 

must be recognized by the competing interests and must be accommodated. Paulk and 

Hodges optimistically wrote that proper environmental education would teach everyone that 

the energies of both natural and man-made systems could be honored in harmony. Once 

the public realized that they would not have to make large sacrifices to have a cleaner 

environment, public environmental awareness and concern may no longer suffer periods of 

decreases. Expansion in environmental education is necessary to accomplish such 

harmony but would not be difficult to achieve with the aid of the media (p. 36). 

Ostman and Parker (1986/87) and Hanson (1990) discovered that much of the 

environmental infonnation Americans learn they obtain from the mass media, especially 
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newspapers. In their 1984 telephone survey with 336 Ithaca, New York, residents 

regarding the subjects' environmental information sources, Ostman and Parker found that 

many of the respondents perceived the press to report on environmental issues in an 

unbalanced, pro-business biased, sensationalised (too dramatic) and overly general 

manner. Although the majority of the respondents said that they relied on newspapers for 

most of their environmental information, many of these respondents did not rate 

newspapers as the most believable source of environmental information (p. 15). Perhaps 

the sample chose to disbelieve that environmental pollution was as serious as they were told 

because the unpleasant news upset them (as suggested by the Commission on Freedom of 

the Press). Ostman, Parker and Hanson cautioned that negative public perceptions could 

lead to an apathetic environmentalist public, something that must be avoided if conservation 

goals were ever to be reached. Presumably, if the press would have published 

environmental stories in an optimistic manner (i.e., as if something could be done to 

remedy environmental problems), Ostman and Parker's sample would have believed what 

they had read. 

Standards To Be Set By Prestige Press 

The Commission on Freedom of the Press has listed public education as a professional 

and moral responsibility journalists need to fulfill. Some of the larger television networks 

and respected newspapers are considered by many to set examples for many of the other 

public education facilities. Presumably, such prestigious media outlets should be more 

likely to publish socially responsible environmental stories than smaller, less-respected 

newspapers because of their reputation as being among the nation's finest newspapers. 

Perhaps news editors at such prestigious media outlets realize their ability to influence their 

large publics, and because of such celebrity status, try harder to meet public expectations to 
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publish flawless--or nearly flawless--reports. Prestige newspaper editors may realize that 

newspaper executives, the public and advertisers expect such flawless reports from them. 

In their comparison of the prestigious and other high circulation newspapers' 

coverage of community controversies, Lacy, Fico and Simon (1991) discovered that the 

prestigious newspapers were more likely to show social responsibility by showing both 

sides of local controversies than the other high-circulation newspapers. "Prestigious" 

newspapers were defined as those newspapers widely recognized as the best in American 

journalism. High circulation newspapers were other newspapers that did not gain as much 

professional attention as the elite prestigious newspapers even though they may have had 

large, perhaps comparable, circulation numbers. Lacy et al. noted that as applied to the 

press, social responsibility meant that journalists would have to voluntarily limit their 

censoring to make sure that all voices were indeed represented in public debates (p. 364). 

In other words, reporters needed to cover the pros and the cons of a story so as to allow the 

readers to make up their own minds about the situation. Doing so was considered to 

represent complete and fair coverage. Fairness was defined as whether a story listed 

responses from both sides of the controversy and if it did not, the story stated that a contact 

with the other side was attempted with reasons listed why there was not a printed response 

from them. Balance in the 343 stories was defined as the number of words given in 

support or contrast to the controversial local government, business or education stories 

being coded, with the lowest difference in numbers from both sides depicting a better 

balanced story. A controversial story that was too negative or too positive was not 

considered balanced. A balanced story was considered to be one that allowed readers to 

decide which side of the controversy they wished to support. However, balanced stories 

may not always be accurate. Stover (1990) reaffirmed that the media are the main 

encouragers of public opinion and thus the primary motivators of public action. In 

addition, he wrote, the media have an obligation to educate the public about such issues as 
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the environment (pp. 110-111 ), convincing them of its importance. In other words, social 

responsibility in environmental reporting may sometimes take the side of pro

environmentalism (for example, in educating the public about how to reduce polluting 

practices) even though the press is supposed to remain objective and unbiased. 

To measure fairness, Lacy et al. (1991) compared the Atlanta Constitution, the 

Baltimore Sun, the Chicago Tribune, the Los Angeles Times, the Louisville Courier

JournaL the Milwaukee Journal, the New York Times, the St. Louis Post-Di&Patch and the 

Washin~on Post with the following high circulation newspapers: the New York Daily 

News, the New York Post, the Detroit News, the Chicago Sun-Times, the Detroit Free 

Press, Newsday, the San Francisco Chronicle, the Philadelphia Ingyirer, the Boston 

Globe, the Cleveland Plain Dealer, the Houston Chronicle and the Minneapolis Star & 

Tribune. In the comparison, the Los Angeles Times, the Louisville Courier-Journal and 

the Minneapolis Star & Tribune represented both sides in all their controversial stories and 

hence were coded as more fair than those newspapers who published more slanted 

controversial stories. 

In Lacy et al.'s one-week sample study, the newspaper that performed worst in 

fairness (list both sides of the controversy) was found to be the New York Daily News, 

where five of its 11 stories did not list both sides of the controversy depicted. The Chicago 

Sun Times followed the New York Daily News with 36 percent of 25 stories not having 

both sides represented, then the Philadelphia Inguirer, which had 34.5 percent of 29 stories 

without both sides of the controversy represented. Therefore, the prestige newspapers did 

list both sides of a controversy more often than high circulation newspapers as the authors 

hypothesized. 

The prestige newspapers were also found to present more balanced (smallest percent 

of words given to one side of the controversy than the other) stories than the high 

circulation newspapers in the Lacy et al. study. The New York Times fared best in their 
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balance measure with only 20.7 percent more words given to one side than the other in 

controversial stories. The St. Louis Post-Dispatch and the Washin~n Post followed the 

New York Times with 20.8 percent of the words given to one side more often than the 

other. The worst performance for balance was found in the New York Daily News, which 

averaged 43.3 percent more words in a story given to one side rather than the other. The 

Detroit News followed the New York Daily News with 37.3 percent difference, followed 

by the New York Post with a 36.9 percent difference in the number of positive versus 

negative words. 

Problems With Environmental Reporting 

Along with the task of educating the public on environmental issues comes numerous 

problems for media professionals. One of the earliest problems environmental reporting 

faced was that after the rise of the environmental movement in the late 1960s through the 

early 1970s, environmental concerns became institutionalized as part of the nation's 

"business as usual." Even though the significant subject matter of protecting the 

environment did not fade, as public attention drifted from the topic, that of many 

newspaper editors did. Environmental beats began to disappear or become absorbed into 

general news reporting. However, certain prestigious newspapers, such as the New York 

Times and the Philadelphia Inquirer have identified environmental reporters and continue to 

run environmental stories (Friedman, 1983). 

Stocking and Leonard (1990) criticized the press's hypocrisy in their attention to the 

environment surrounding Earth Day 1990. The authors found that on all three networks, in 

news magazines and the top five prestige newspapers, the percentage of space devoted to 

the environment jumped from 5.5 percent to almost 10 percent in the two weeks preceding 

Earth Day, dipping to just 4 percent a few weeks after Earth Day (p. 4). Burnham (1990) 

noted that a Newsweek poll suggested that the majority of Americans considered Earth Day 
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1990 to be mostly media hype (p. 26). McGeachy (1988/89) argued the necessity of 

continuing to monitor environmental reporting. In her content analysis of nine mass

circulation magazines, two outdoor magazines, two environmental magazines and some 

New Jersey newspapers, McGeachy found that although stories in environmental 

magazines decreased in number slower as compared to the other periodicals, they did 

decrease significantly (in number and length) after 1976 when the environmental movement 

had ebbed. 

While some researchers argue that the media need to be more global in their 

environmental coverage (EPA Update, 1988; McCormick, 1991; Speth, 1989), local 

environmental issues, arguably, merit coverage too. National environmental coverage 

dominates at most newspapers and sometimes may be the only side readers see about 

environmental issues. This tendency may create a problem by allowing readers to believe 

the issues covered are far away, do not affect them personally, and thus can be ignored. 

Local environmental issues need to be covered by the press too, especially if there is reason 

to be concerned about environmental conditions that pose health threats. To illustrate the 

consequences of such censorship, Murch (1971) discovered that members of the public 

were less likely to acknowledge pollution was a serious threat in their own community (p. 

100) because the media did not present local issues. Murch explained that the media clearly 

dominated as sources of information about environmental pollution, but that local 

newspapers tended to concentrate on national, rather than local environmental problems. 

Wiebe (1973) concurred with this conclusion and added that unless the public perceives 

environmental pollution to be happening in their own locale, they will not experience it as 

real (p. 428), which could have many negative effects. For example, if the public do not 

consider themselves to have an impact on their environment, and therefore do not bother to 

modify their lifestyles to help curb pollution, everyone may suffer the consequences. 
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Another reason thought to make the public feel uninvolved with environmental issues 

is the press' overdramatization of issues. In his comparison of the anti-Communist crusade 

and the ecology movement, Chase (1 CJ72) determined both relied on a crisis to jolt their 

listeners. More specifically, Chase noted that "journalists have been content to report the 

crisis by attributing them--to a study, a report, or the judgement of a prominent scientist or 

government spokesman--with no serious attempt to verify the conclusions or locate flaws 

in the findings. Most of these findings are of the 'doomsday' variety and have scared the 

daylights out of readers" (p. 20). For example, Chase found in a February 9, 1972, article 

in the New York Times a 17-paragraph environmental story which reported that New York 

City air was 7 percent dirtier than the year before and listed the many health hazards of such 

pollution. However, it was not until the end of the story that readers realized that the 

federal air pollution standards had still not been exceeded (Chase, 1972). Gottlieb (1990, 

p. 40) and Detjen (1990, p. 74) also found evidence similar to Chase's findings of such 

social irresponsibility by running doomsday or crisis-oriented environmental stories. 

Applying these findings to the Commission on Freedom of the Press' findings, such 

dramatic stories may be considered to be a media practice the public condemns. 

It has been noted that some media outlets have missed major national environmental 

stories altogether (Bowman & Hanaford, 1977; Detjen, 1990; Gottleib, 1991; Hochberg, 

1980; Howenstine, 1987). Others argue that the media self-censor themselves from 

running local environmental pollution stories. When comparing all 20 of Oregon's daily 

newspapers for environmental coverage for one week in 1970, Hungerford and Lemert 

(1973) found that many of the stories did not discuss environmental problems in their own 

cities (p. 480); and of those that did, few offered solutions or suggestions for the public. 

More importantly, Hungerford and Lemert also discovered that all the newspapers in the 

counties with the highest and third highest air contaminants and most serious health threats 

paid little attention to air pollution items and ran few stories regarding such pollution during 
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their study. Arguably, a heavily air-polluted city should publish more air pollution stories 

than less air-polluted cities if editors practiced social responsibility in environmental 

reporting. Not offering the public such pertinent information exemplifies the Commission 

on Freedom of the Press' findings that the media sometimes partake in practices 

condemned by the public and also that they do not provide an adequate service to society. 

Rubin and Sachs (1973) and Glynn (1979) found that many requirements frustrated 

environmental reporters. "Environmental reporters are well qualified for transmitting 

information to science readers, and it may be editors who cause a good deal of the science 

communication problems" (Glynn, p. 67). Glynn's study found that of 130 mailed back 

responses from various editors and reporters from 90 newspapers with circulations of 

30,000 or more, more editors than reporters considered sensationalism to be a positive 

asset for environmental stories, something the Commission on Freedom of the Press found 

to be detrimental to social responsibility. 

Witt (1974) found that many environmental reporters had limited science backgrounds 

which made their assignments more difficult to complete. Utilizing the August 8, 1970, 

issue of Editor and Publisher's list of environmental reporters, Witt mailed out 95 

questionnaires to determine qualities of environmental reporters working on U.S. dailies. 

He found that degrees were overwhelmingly in the arts and humanities and not in science. 

This may be one reason some environmental stories may not represent socially responsible 

reporting. For example, the scientific causes of pollution may not be understood by the 

environmental reporter thus causing the story to be written in an incomplete and unclear 

manner. Most of Witt's respondents had duties in addition to the environmental beat; in 

fact, less than half were strictly environmental reporters (p. 698). Almost twenty years 

after Witt's findings, Friedman (1990) discovered that many reporters assigned to 

environmental writing were not full time science/environmental reporters and spent as little 

as 5 percent of their time covering environmental issues. However, 83 percent of Witt's 
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respondents admitted to relying upon press releases and brochures for the majority of their 

information. Many of the respondents admitted this was "lazy reporting" but that they were 

often denied the opportunity to get out and dig up leads (p. 701). Forty-four of the 52 who 

responded to Witt admitted that they felt the environment was inadequately covered. More 

recently, Shrestha (1991) concluded that too many environmental reporters still rely only 

on official handouts for much of their environmental research (p. 158). 

Such restricted use of sources may create slanted stories by not representing both sides 

of controversies, as suggested by Lacy et al. (1991), whereas utilizing specialty groups 

might have offered helpful expertise. LaMay (1991) suggested that "in environmental 

coverage, the best sources of information are specialized media--newsletters, trade 

publications, electronic bulletin boards and other services--that do not serve a mass 

audience" (p. 109). Perhaps this limited use of varied sources is related to the time 

restraints journalists face. Detjen (1990) argued the need for editors to allow their reporters 

more time to develop long term environmental stories (p. 79). Without ample time to 

conduct research, he argued, it was impossible for an environmental journalist to write a 

thorough story, or consult enough experts. In one of her surveys, Friedman (1990) found 

that only one of 60 Pennsylvania reporters was aware of the Media Resource Institute, run 

by the Scientists' Institute for Public Information, which has a computerized list of more 

than 20,000 technical experts willing to answer reporters' questions on scientific and 

technical subjects such as the environment (p. 18). Shrestha (1991) pointed out that on 

global environmental issues--particulary the greenhouse effect, ozone depletion and the acid 

rain phenomenon--the West (i.e., the United States) has an absolute monopoly on 

information (p. 155), much of which they do not utilize or perhaps are not aware of. With 

so much certifiable evidence of the severity of environmental decay available for citation in 

America, one might argue that environmental journalists need to start using such 

infonnation (if they are not doing so already) as a display of socially responsible reporting. 
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Bowman (1978) discovered that often editors are not the ones to blame for limited 

publicity of environmental issues. He noted that "given the strategic role of the nation's .. 
media in developing awareness, the environmental attitudes and actions of American 

newspaper editors are especially important" (p. 2). But editors' opinions and their leeway 

to publish stories reflecting their opinions do not always coincide. In his study of the 138 

largest newspapers in America, Bowman coded 90 questionnaire responses which gauged 

editors' opinions about environmental issues. Nearly nine out of every ten respondents 

said they were either deeply concerned or somewhat concerned about environmental issues. 

Fifty-seven of the 90 editors said they regularly published local pollution data, and nearly 

90 percent of the respondents disputed the idea that concern about ecology was just a 

passing fad. 

Other requirements plague environmental reporting. Friedman (1983) noted that 

charges of distortion, sensationalism and over-simplification also plague the media in 

environmental reporting. However, she argued, it must be realized that some of the 

problems reporters have in covering environmental issues are caused by the subject matter 

itself. For example, scientists may not know a particular pollutant's source or how 

dangerous it is to human health, creating an aura of uncertainty for the public. Experts 

themselves may also disagree about many things, such as what causes acid rain or what is 

the most efficient way to clean up toxic wastes (Friedman, 1983, p. 24; LaMay, 1991, p. 

112). Nonetheless, a concerned citizen may argue that this fact does not excuse socially 

irresponsible environmental reporting. Arguably, an attempt should be made to explain the 

environmental topic as thoroughly as is possible, showing both sides of the controversy in 

detail. Perhaps longer, more in-depth environmental stories, as Stocking and Leonard 

(1990) noted, are what is needed. But another drawback is that crisis reporting (such as 

environmental pollution health hazards) works against writing stories that need long 

gestation times for investigation (Friedman, 1983; Brookes, 1991). 
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Some argue that the issue of money is the reason more aggressive environmental 

coverage is not seen. Friedman (1983) proposed that the overriding consideration of 

money invested to clean things up or to save endangered lands or species involves more 

than simply raising the funds. The money that companies pay out to install anti-pollution 

equipment, or that some changes will cost in lost jobs or taxes for the community is a 

complicated facet to environmental stories. Bowman and Hanaford ( 1977) suggested that 

the reason many environmental stories are ignored is because they often deal with 

unpleasant issues. Perhaps the public is uncomfortable with the dilemmas involved in 

progressive environmentalism, or do not wish to sacrifice certain luxuries to obtain a better 

environment. 

Linden (1990) concurred that since polls show Americans want environmental 

protection regardless of costs, the problem is not so much awakening the nation to 

ecological threats as it is getting people to face the difficult choices entailed in dealing with 

those threats (p. 86). Although Paulk and Hodges (1988) argued that the ecology versus 

the economy controversy could reach harmony, others argue that the issue of money is one 

of the most formidable barriers to educating the public to be more pro-environmental. 

Melloan (1992) noted that the U.S. Congress has determined that if stricter pollution 

policies do go into effect (i.e., reduction of carbon dioxide emissions by 20 percent over 

the next 10 years), the Department of Energy estimated the price of electricity would have 

to double to help fund the $95 billion changes. This fear of an increase in public spending 

is one of the biggest reasons, Melloan complained, that environmental educators, such as 

the press, will always have to struggle to interest the public in taking action about the 

destruction of their environment 

Gottlieb (1990) found similar economic barriers to pro-environmentalism where many 

felt the controversial ecology movement was connected to an anti-economy movement and 

to job loss. An article in US News and World Report (March 12, 1990), noted that if such 
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standards were to be met, thousands of laborers such as West Virginia coal miners and 

Detroit auto manufacturers would be laid off. Clift (1990) noted that putting saving the 

planet versus saving jobs on the public's agenda may cause East Ohioans to lose their 

steelmaking jobs, which already suffer from foreign competition (p. 22). The automobile 

industry is also threatened by pro-environmentalism. The EPA's Update (Environmental 

Progress and Challenges, 1988) documented that more than half of the nation's air 

pollution comes from mobile sources' exhaust (p. 14). Thomas and Schwartz (1990), 

Carpenter (1990) and Begley and Hadges (1990) noted that automak:ers repeatedly argue 

that the best of today's cars are already 96 percent cleaner (regarding lead and hydrocarbon 

emissions) than those of 20 years ago, noting that angry automak:ers suggest encouraging 

Americans to junk their old clunkers, instead of asking them to invest money in creating 

more environmentally safe vehicles. Burnham (1990) suggested that the reason science 

writers resist blaming technology for environmental pollution (like so many of the 

environmental activists) is because they have been accustomed to praising applied science 

(p. 30). 

There are also problems with marketing the environmental story. Schoenfeld (1990) 

used a 1970 listing from Editor and Publisher of environmental reporters and surveyed 69 

reporters asking for their perspective on the state of the art of environmental journalism 

today. Schoenfeld found that many reporters complained that environmental stories do not 

fit into one beat and hence are difficult to fit into a news peg (p. 458). Many also 

complained of the lack of "zip" with environmental stories and the problems associated 

with attempting to create a routine beat out of the environment. One reporter in 

Schoenfeld's study commented that "since the environmental movement does not receive 

consistent coverage, it attracts fewer and less diligent workers (i.e., reporters)" (p. 461). 

Perhaps the fact that few reporters want to cover the environment (as suggested by 

Schoenfeld) may be the reason readers are not receiving more environmental news. Dennis 
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(1991) suggested that another reason few reporters may want to cover the environment may 

be because other beats, such as politics, are considered to be higher status with many of 

their better assignments appearing on page one or at the top of the newscast (p. 58). 

H man-made pollution of the environment is to be curbed, the public needs to be 

informed of such issues nonetheless. Meadows (1990) argued that "You can't solve a 

problem that you don't know about, or that you find out about too late, or that you have 

exaggerated or underestimated" (p. 51). Hence, if reporters cover environmental issues 

regarding the pollution created from the auto industry, coal mining or steel milling, failing 

to report the severity of health hazards and their contributing factors is a measure of 

socially irresponsible environmental reporting ignoring the reporter's obligation to public 

welfare. Applying the Commission on Freedom of the Press' findings to this statement, 

such censoring of information from the public would exemplify the second problem 

freedom of the press encountered, that of not providing the public adequate services (i.e., 

information). When journalists allow themselves to be persuaded not to write negative 

findings about such polluting industries they may save jobs in the short term but contribute 

to problems for future generations. 

Dramatic stories merit more attention than the average story. An example of the 

media's need for drama can be seen when one realizes that much of today's environmental 

coverage is about pollution rather than conservation because such stories fit more readily 

into the requirements of "news" (LaMay & Dennis, 1991). Rubin and Sachs (1973) and 

Friedman (1983) suggested that one problem with the hard news peg is that it emphasizes 

drama, such as fast-breaking disasters. Friedman summarized five important barriers in 

environmental reporting to be: the media's need for a hard news peg, short deadlines, 

editorial and advertiser pressures, lack of sources and the crisis orientation of the media. 

Meadows (1990) found similar deficiencies in the media's coverage of environmental 

issues (see p. 57). Therefore, stories concerned with oil spills earn space in the 
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newspapers while global wanning stories do not. Oil spills are visual and can be portrayed 

as horrific; global wanning is a more gradual environmental problem and more theoretical. 

Friedman (1983) noted that reporters may slant a story to oversell the danger involved in 

order to reach that hard news peg and demanding deadlines. This is achieved by 

highlighting conflicts and writing headlines that either scare readers or claim too much for 

the research involved. Scaring the public on matters where their cooperation is needed 

(such as preserving the planet) may lead to apathy. For example, it is known that by 

carpooling the public can help reduce carbon monoxide pollution. If the only carbon 

monoxide stories the public reads suggest that the state of their air quality is far too polluted 

to be reconciled, why would the public attempt to do their part in reducing air pollution? 

Even some prestige newspapers have resorted to running dramatic headlines on 

environmental stories (see Figure 1 ). Brookes (1991) noted that many of the media 

personnel have been "taken in by the scare scenarios of environmentalism over the last 

three years" (p. 14). He added that the 1989 Alar pesticide apple scare was a prime 

example of unjust media hype. As a result of the media scaring the public into believing 

that all apples were chemically poisoned, apples were removed from school lunch cafeterias 

and many grocery stores stopped carrying the produce for some time. Deborah Potter, 

who covered the environment for CBS news and is now in CNN's Washington Bureau, 

said environmental stories "are not always bad news and shouldn't be pitched that way" 

(Bosik, 1991, p. 10). But Burnham (1990) found that the goal of environmental reporters 

was to find and dramatize controversy (p. 34). Grunig (1983) suggested that the public 

does not need to be jolted into paying attention to such serious environmental stories where 

they already have a personal interest in the issue. 

Some argue that the media may be giving the public what they want by running 

these dramatic environmental stories. Naj (1990) pointed out that the American public is 

simply not interested in something that cannot be dramatized on television (p. 90). 
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The Houston Post 

1. Britain says Gulf Oil Fires Wouldn't Cause a Disaster 

2. Judge puts Hold on Brio Site Clean-Up 

3. Formosa to Pay Hazardous Waste Fine 

4. Oddyssey Ends as Train Finally Dumps Hazardous Waste in Utah Desert 

5. Potentially Toxic Waste Fills Sludge Ponds on West Bay 

6. Low Level Radioactive Waste is a Contradiction in Terms 

7. Firm to Hire Expert on Environment 

8. Ecological Groups Decry Damage by Worst Environmental Disaster 

9. Agreement Cuts Canyon Pollution 

10. Ozone Hole over Antarctica, Experts Say 

11. State Planning to Halve Waste Generation Disposal in Four Years 

The Chica&o Tribune 

1. Landfill Opponents say Kane County Maps are Nothing New 

2. W ooddale's Recycling Dropoff Disputes 

3. Group says Radiation could Endanger Canal 

4. Coal-Tar Cleanup could Cost Taxpayers Millions 

5. Pollution Chokes Life from Park 

6. Judge Delays Incineration Case Settlement 

7. Old Computers New Roofmg at Mac Donalds 

8. US Plan would Impose Fees on Air Polluters 

9. Environmentalism Surges in Polls 

10. Residents Breathing Easier without Threats of Odor Test 

11. Outlook Encouraging for ARCO's Clean Gas 

12. 190 Stricken after Toxic Spill, Wildlife Dies 

13. Recycling Station finds Home in Wooddale 

14. Utility Customers face Tab for Toxic Clean Up 

15. Waste Testing Lab Falsified Results 

16. Conservationists Can't Swallow concept of Glitzy Water Joints 

Figure 1 
Headlines from Environmental Newspaper Stories 
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The New York Times 

1. Pollution, a New Worry for Smokey the Bear 

2. Methane Gas Build-Up Appears to be Slowing 

3. 12 States Consider Smog Curb 

4. A New Commodity: Government Permits for Pollution 

5. States from Virginia to Maine Vote to Study Tougher Smog Curbs 

6. Tons of Chemical Waste from Homes in County 

The Los An~eles Times 

1. AQMD Imposes Smog Control on Large Bakeries 

2. Firm Settles Complaint on Carcinogen 

3. Iraq Oil Fires Causing Showers of Black Rain 

4. Smog Checks to Get in Gear with Air Act 

5. Framework of Exxon Valdez Settlement OK'd 

6. Australia's Great Barrier Reef Periled by Man 

7. Group Seeks to Prove Fires can Help Forests 

8. Hauler Admits Smuggling of Toxic Waste 

9. Study Blames Acid Rain for 75% of Acidic Lakes 

10. Nature or Power for Quebec 

11. Reiner Urges Crackdown on Tampering with Car Smog Devices 

12. ARCO to Drop its Pollution Permit Bid 

13. Old Toilets Blaze Trail for Recycling 

14. Cooler, Cleaner Air to Relieve Smoggy Haze 

15. 51 Natural Gas Stations Planned 

16. Cleanup Plan for Bay is Unveiled 

17. Officials of Vernon's Hazardous Waste Site to Meet Officials 

18. Cities Hope to Reclaim Lost Resources 

19. Experts call Toxic Spill in River Ecological Disater 

20. US Holds Out on Global Warming Rainforest Action 

21. Cleaner Truck Engine Built 

22. New EPA Rules Expected to Shut Smaller Dumps 

23. In a Green Day, Wilson OKs Environmental Bills 

24. Common Solvent Added to Toxic List 

Figure 1 continued 
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Greenberg et al. (1989) found that environmental risks receive more television air time if 

there is a sudden, violent risk rather than a chronic risk even if they have identical 

consequences. For example, Greenberg et al. found that airplane accidents received more 

television coverage than environmental risk stories because the media favored dramatic 

news which attracted large audiences even though fatalities from environmentally caused 

cancers outweigh deaths from airplane crashes (p. 19). 

Bowman and Hanaford (1977), Hertsgaard (1989), Dumanoski (1990) and 

Stocking and Leonard (1990) concurred that news editors resisted running future crisis 

environmental stories when dramatic stories, such as oil spills, drew more public attention. 

Gore (1990) agreed that disasters spark attention from the media (p. 130). What was 

terrible, Gore added, was that when the disaster was over or the conflict quieted, the issues 

rarely received the same attention. Arguably, if the media educated the public with all the 

environmental information they possess, the public might recognize the importance of the 

issues and demand to be more informed about pending crisises. Hertsgaard (1989) argued 

that with the exception of nuclear war, global warming--a future crisis--is "probably the 

single most worrisome storm cloud on our bleak environmental horizon" (p. 47). Jackson 

(1991, p. 146) and Wirth (1990, pp. 121-2) insisted that the media must begin to examine 

and explain the long-term, systematic environmental problems and trends, and not favor the 

dramatic stories so much. Wiebe (1973) complained that the press recognized 

environmental problems as such "only when a critical point in amount or frequency is 

exceeded" (p. 427). One might argue, as Ryan (1990) suggested, that alarming the public 

with such dramatic environmental stories might disengage them. 

But negative news is not the only dramatic news peg. News can be considered 

dramatic (more newsworthy) if the event occurs at an important place. Greenberg et al. 

(1989) noted that the media tend to prioritize places, i.e., a small catastrophe in an 

important place is more important than a bigger one in an unimportant place (p. 268). 
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Perhaps this is the reason the public learns more of national environmental news than of 

local environmental news. Greenberg argued that perhaps newscasters erroneously 

perceived more people to be potentially affected by a less serious environmental hazard in a 

big city than a more serious one in a small town. 

Even though it is known that the public desires a steady stream of stories on 

environmental hazards a disproportionate number of environmental risk stories come from 

such news-center states as California, New York and Texas (Greenberg et al., 1989, p. 

276). News-center states are those states which have the largest amounts of information 

and news sources available for their use. Applying Greenberg's findings to the 

Commission on Freedom of the Press' report, these states cannot be thought to be 

exercising their social responsibility in environmental reporting because they do not offer 

the public adequate environmental news. Friedman (1983) concluded that these barriers 

must be overcome in environmental reporting so that pertinent environmental information 

can be conveyed to the citizens who need it (p. 28). Coughlin (1990) argued that the 

environmental story is no different, no more or less important than any other story a 

newspaper covers that affects its readers (p. 100), and deserves publication on a regular 

basis. For a time line listing of media trends regarding environmental issues, see Figure 2. 

There are other forms of self-censorship or slanting with the press' environmental 

stories over recent years. In his content analysis of more than 450 environmental articles 

published in the four most influential periodicals, Howenstine (1987) found a distinct shift 

in coverage during the past decade away from environmental quality issues toward use of 

environmental factors as inputs for production and development. He also noted that 

the press "has missed major environmental stories altogether" (p. 843). For example, 

passage of the National Environmental Policy Act, called the most sweeping law ever 

passed by Congress, was overlooked entirely by nearly every major newspaper. Bowman 

and Hanaford (1977) found that even popular magazines, such as Time, Sports lllustrated 
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1970--media blitz of information surrounding the first Earth Day (April20) (Bowman & 

Hanaford, 1977). 

1971--media, especially newspapers, do not tie in local issues (Murch, 1971). 

1972--media is crisis-oriented and focuses on dramatic stories (Chase, 1972). 

1973--media focuses on first energy crisis (Carpenter, 1990; McCormick, 1991); 

publishing negative stories causes the public to be apathetic (Wiebe, 1973); media never 

offer suggestions to the public regarding pollution (Hungerford & Lemert, 1973); 

newspapers accept fraudulent advertising (Rubin & Sachs, 1973). 

197 4--reporters have limited science backgrounds and conduct limited research; media need 

to use supplementary photographs and/or sidebars to help explain issues; need to allow 

public feedback (Witt, 1974). 

1977--media misses some major stories; needs to cover the serious stories too; such stories 

may be ignored because they are unpleasant (Bowman & Hanaford, 1977). 

1978--editors do care about the environment, but are restricted in publishing certain stories 

(Bowman, 1978). 

1979--sensationalism considered a positive asset (Glynn, 1979). 

1980--U.S. media need to work together to combat global problems (Global2000 Report, 

1980). 

1983--media need to give the public environmental goals (Harper & Stein, 1983); 

accusations of distortion, oversimplification and the slanting of stories to oversell danger 

(Friedman, 1983). 

Figure 2 
Trends in the Media's Coverage of 

Environmental Issues 
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1987 --shift in coverage over past decade toward environmental factors as inputs for 

production and development rather than environmental quality issues; the press' amount of 

publication of stories does not equal public concern; regarding magazine coverage: most 

important issues = natural resources, #2 = water quality, #3 = population; rarely discuss 

long term hazards (Howenstine, 1987). 

1988--media self-censor because offmancial contributions (Herman & Chomsky, 1988); 

majority of waste disposal stories (Atwater, 1988); reporters using more sources 

(McGeachy, 1988/89). 

1989--reporters need to challenge information (Johnson, 1989); media tend to emphasize 

places; news center states publish less information (Greenberg et al, 1989). 

1990--media need to run longer stories; press hypocritical on Earth Day 1990 by limiting 

the amount of space devoted to issues from 5.5 percent two weeks before to 10 percent 

during to less than 4 percent two weeks after the event (Stocking & Leonard, 1990); 

problem is getting public to face difficult choices with pro-environmentalism (Linden, 

1990); stories lack zip and timeliness and attract few reporters because of this (Schoenfeld, 

1990); coverage increased 72 percent in last two years for small newspapers; number of 

reporters mushroomed (Detjen, 1990). 

1991--prestigious newspapers run more balanced and complete stories (Lacy et al., 1991); 

reporters say difficult to agree with jargon (Dennis, 1991); media causes unjust hype 

(Brookes, 1991); U.S. has majority of information and does not use it (Shresta, 1991); 

stories not always bad news (Bosik, 1991). 

1992--media convince pubic environment in shambles; evidence of more reporters trying to 

report facts (Gergen, 1992). 

Figure 2 Continued 
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and Playboy, under-report environmental problems. Bowman and Hanaford argued that if 

serious environmental situations exist, they should be covered by the press regardless of 

constraints (p. 161). More recently, LaMay and Dennis (1991) protested the U.S. media's 

deficiency in covering the banned pesticides in the United States, such as DDT, which had 

re-entered through exportation. 

Gottleib (1991) concurred with the finding that much of the media missed or was late 

in covering issues such as the late 1970s neighborhood anti-nuclear power movements 

which aided in reducing new plant orders to zero (p. 42). Detjen (1990) listed a missed 

story example when the media failed to report on an important issue such as regulatory 

cutbacks at the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (p. 78). 

In his content analysis of the eight most prestigious magazines, Howenstine (1987) 

found that natural resources merited more attention than any other environmental topic, 

followed by water and population. Many of these stories, however, were written from the 

pro-business perspective. A content analysis of the Washin&ton Post, the New York 

Times, Time and Newsweek was conducted for the years 1970 and 1982. Howenstine 

coded stories by type of environmental story and whether there was an environmental 

versus economic bias. Stories were also measured by column inch length. Between 1970 

and 1982, he determined that all four of the periodicals' environmental stories increased in 

length from an average of 13 inches to 16 inches, thought to be commendable. However, 

the articles also became less concerned with preseiVation/degradation issues (one-third of 

that in 1970), and doubled in economically slanted coverage. It was as if the press was 

attempting to appear pro-environmentalist by running environmental stories, but also as if 

they were business' propaganda tool (Herman & Chomsky, 1988; Winter,1990; Gersh, 

1992; Goeme, 1992). 

Some polluting businesses also receive pardon, if not support, from the government 

For example, when the Western economic powers met in Houston in 1990 they postponed 
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action limiting their own contribution to greenhouse gases but vowed to put pressure on 

countries to reduce their rates of deforestation (LaMay & Dennis, 1991, p. xv). Hamilton 

(1990) established that industrialized nations' (such as the United States) relentless burning 

of fossil fuels contributes more to global warming than does the destruction of tropical 

forests (1992 Environmental Almanac, p. 276) and criticized some cases of environmental 

clean up costs that were counted as productive contributions to the national output, when 

they should have been seen as necessary corrective measures (p. 6). The Global2000 

Report (1980) concluded that the quarter of the world's population that inhabits industrial 

countries absorbs three-fourths of the world's mineral production (p. 2), and will absorb 

even more than that by the year 2000. 

Even major local environmental events are sometimes ignored by the press. Regarding 

previous complaints of the press' completely missing certain environmental stories 

(Bowman & Hanaford, 1977; Detjen, 1990; Gottleib, 1991; Howenstine, 1987), Hochberg 

(1980) noted that Houston, Texas, reporters did not run two major stories in 1979: one 

concerning a nuclear power plant and another concerning a nuclear waste treatment plant in 

Houston. Problems ranged from faulty construction to safety hazards at both sites. The 

Washington Post had published the sensitive environmental pollution story before any 

Texas reporters dared to run the story. Although a few local reporters did cover the stories 

and submitted them to their editors, the stories were pulled (p. 71 ). 

When later asked why the Houston dailies did not cover such major stories, the Post 

editor said he was "too swamped." The Chronicle editor said, "I didn't see any reason for 

environmental reporting in Houston" (p .72). But many reporters must have realized that 

the public was curious about the local potential health hazard. In fact, one reporter in 

Shoenfeld's (1990) study noted that "there is not a week, seldom a day, that some reader 

does not call in with information, questions, comments or suggestions on an environmental 

story" (p. 461 ). A fonner reporter at the Chronicle told Hochberg that the Chronicle was 
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without an environmental reporter even when the environmental movement was at its peak. 

Hochberg found that Houstonians perceived they had more to lose than gain economically 

by exploiting possible environmental hazards. Chambers of Commerce and businesses 

held a lot of influence over the press's reports and to lose their support was unthinkable. 

Guidelines for Socially Responsible Reporting 

Many of Witt's (1974) respondents complained that environmental stories should 

concentrate on solutions to problems rather than only on problems (p. 703). Ryan (1990) 

concurred with Witt that the environment may be the one area where the issues are so 

crucial and complex that it is imperative reporters offer the public some guidance (p. 66), as 

was also previously suggested by the Commission on Freedom of the Press' report (more 

specifically, that the press holds responsibility to its public to state and clarify the ideals 

toward which the community should strive, p. 28). Some suggestions Witt (1974) offered 

that would create more socially responsible reporting were to: include supplementary 

photos with environmental stories; the use of side bars for more detailed explanation; and 

the allowance for public feedback. Greenberg et al. (1989) concurred with Witt's 

suggestions that adding more visual data would enhance and better explain environmental 

stories. 

Hungerford and Lemert (1973) noted that the majority of environmental stories in all 

of the newspapers they coded for their study (Oregon newspapers) did not offer 

suggestions for their readers. Detjen (1990, p. 82) argued the necessity to offer readers 

environmental alternatives. For example, reporters could educate the public about ways in 

which they could participate by writing about conserving energy, recycling wastes and 

saving water. Gus Speth, president of the World Resource Institute in Washington, noted 

that the public needs to be stimulated to promote such options (Speth, 1989, p. 26). In 

Hertsgaard's (1989) article "Covering the World, Ignoring the Earth," the author noted that 
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the press has an obligation to illuminate the dimensions and roots of the environmental 

crisis and also to offer solutions if they are aware of any. Friedman (1990) noted that 

when the public only reads facts without context or advice in detrimental situations they 

often feel helpless to intervene and sometimes do not participate in the debate (p. 19). 

Some researchers worry that the print media is less socially responsible in their 

environmental coverage than the broadcast media. The National Environmental Education 

Act required the EPA to work with broadcasting entities to educate Americans about 

environmental problems. Monk (1990) noted that more than 400 public radio stations and 

more than 330 public television stations provided provocative probes into problems with 

the planet. These findings suggest that the broadcast media may be showing more social 

responsibility in environmental reporting --by quantity of environmental coverage and 

investigative tenor of stories--than the print media (Jerome, 1989). Ryan (1990) noted 

however, that the Los Angeles Times has done "an excellent job of keeping environmental 

issues on the front page" (p. 66). Hamilton (1990) noted that 12 magazines, such as 

Har:pers, Sports illustrated and TV Guide, ran special issues for Earth Day and that three 

new environmentally oriented magazines have recently begun publication. 

Detjen (1990) discovered that a recent survey by the Scientists' Institute for Public 

Information (SIPn found that environmental coverage had increased by 72 percent in small 

newspapers during the past two years (p. 74). This finding may suggest that the smaller 

newspapers are either following the lead of the prestige newspapers by publishing more 

environmental stories, or may even be surpassing them. Rubin and Sachs (1973) noted 
I 

social irresponsibility on behalf of news editors when the gap between public interest with 

environmental issues and the amount of environmental information editors present had 

narrowed (p. 5). 

Many suggest that the media are improving their display of social responsibility in 

environmental reporting. Wirth (1990) noted that the media are doing more to cover the 
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environment today than ever before (p. 120). At the 41st annual Radio and TV News 

Directors Association conference in September of 1989, Bosik (1991) found that many 

broadcasters urged each other to take environmental stories more seriously and to do more 

research with them. Hamilton (1990) pointed out that ABC Nightly News ranked 

environmental issues as one of the five prime topics on its "American Agenda" feature and 

has two environmental reporters (p. 2). This is as it should be, Hamilton argued. 

McGeachy (1988/89) found some positive changes in the print media's environmental 

stories suggested by a steady decrease away from one-source stories to multi-source and 

even the use of advocacy groups into the 1980s (p. 12). She also found that risks were 

mentioned more often as time progressed. While this study suggested that source use in 

environmental reporting is improving, other researchers point out reasons some journalists 

continue to quote limited sources. 

Because they focus on environmental problems, credible sources, such as the EPA or 

an environmental group like the Worldwatch Institute, should have some of the most 

authoritative information for the press regarding environmental issues. Many reporters, 

however, often do not use such informed sources. Bosik (1991) found that reasons for 

such behavior was that many newscasters complained of being misinformed by lobbyists 

and advocacy groups. Dennis (1991) argued that many journalists were very suspicious of 

environmental spokespersons because it was difficult to dispute or disagree with their 

jargon (p. 62). Greenberg et al. (1989) noted that television's principal sources for 

environmental news were either citizen bystanders or government and corporate officials 

because many reporters feared experts and scientists would only complicate the story (p. 

17). But according to the Commission on Freedom of the Press' report, such "experts and 

scientists" are the authorities that need to be quoted in environmental stories. Burnham 

(1990) noted that scientists are told to "make people significantly literate so that they can 

48 



vote and speak intelligently upon environmental issues, not to understand how the universe 

works" (p. 34). 

Gergen (1992) criticized that although most Americans have not felt changes in their 

own lives, the media have convinced them that their country is in shambles which scares 

them (p. 54). Wiebe (1973) found that when the media reported on environmental hazards 

with negative undertones, they left the public in a state of "well-informed futility" (p. 426). 

Naj (1990) wrote that "the baton of environmentalism had passed from fence-climbing 

radicals into the hands of a powerful and credible constituency, the media" (p. 85). The 

Commission on Freedom of the Press wrote that with its power the media can "facilitate 

thought and discussion, advance the progress of civilization or thwart it, endanger the 

peace of the world (accidentally or by absence of mind), and create complacent fictions and 

blind spots" (p. 3), and because of this, have a responsibility to teach the betterment of 

society. Applying these findings to today's environmental coverage by the press, Alaimo 

and Doran (1980) noted that the ecological problems faced today may be symptomatic of a 

general lack of environmental knowledge and a belief among today's citizenry that little can 

be done to solve environmental dilemmas. Gore (1990) wrote that the media have a 

responsibility to inform and to educate the public, not only regarding the day's events but 

also why they happen and what it will mean to the public today and tomorrow (p. 132). 

Bowman and Hanaford (1977) complained that environmental stories published in the eight 

periodicals they analyzed rarely discussed long-term important issues, and rarely suggested 

how individuals could cope with environmental problems (p. 164). Ryan (1990) noted that 

public apathy could be avoided if environmental information was dispersed in a usable 

manner, i.e., offering insight as to ways the public could become empowered (p. 64). 

LaMay ( 1991) said that morally there is no choice: it is better to teach and navigate through 

oceans of information than to inform the masses and allow them to simply drown in an 

overload of infonnation (p.lll ). 
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McCauley (1992) noted that the public has "deep-seated guilt feelings about their own 

trashing of the environment" (p. 1), scrambling to find solutions, looking to the media-

especially newspapers--for information. The preface of the EPA's Update on 

Environmental Progress and Challenges (1988) agreed that there is a need to encourage 

public involvement in environmental issues. The Update noted that the EPA must help 

people understand that they are a part of the pollution problem and part of the solution (p. 

6). The Globa12000 Report (1980) emphasized that there is hope. 

The EPA's August 1988 report noted that the environmental problems dealt with today 

"are not primarily the large smokestack concerns of the 1970s. As these major sources of 

pollution are being controlled, Americans will have to recognize that their individual actions 

in homes, purchases and ways they choose to relax will affect the quality of their 

environment" (p. 5). Hope (1990) optimistically stated that mankind was fully capable of 

reversing the destruction of the environment if they pulled together and did their share (p. 

160). Indeed, Ryan (1990) established that "it is easier to inspire individuals to change their 

behavior than it is to get a corporation or the government to make modifications in its 

treatment of the environment" (p. 69). 

One of Chase's (1972) complaints with "eco-journalism" was that the New York 

environmental reader was not given enough information to determine whether or not what 

he/she read was in fact valid and merited concern. Perhaps running longer, more in-depth 

and complete environmental stories would help the reader understand the issue and decide 

for himself how he felt about the situation. Johnson (1989) argued that some newspaper 

environmental reporters did not challenge the accuracy of the claims or point out 

inconsistencies. This may be a result of editors not allowing reporters more time to 

conduct research and hence requiring them to run shorter environmental stories. 
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CHAPTERV 

CONTINUED PUBLIC CONCERN FOR THE 

ENVIRONMENT 

The American public has been aware of and concerned about environmental pollution 

from the time of Thomas Jefferson, who argued the need for democratic societies to 

preserve regions of scenic beauty for all their citizens to enjoy (LaMay & Dennis, 1991). 

One pioneer in the environmental movement was biologist Rachel Carson, who in 1962 

established in the public mind three principles, that "environmental degradation anywhere 

has unforeseeable consequences elsewhere, that we are all part of the environmen~ and that 

we cannot poison the earth, its waterways or air without eventually poisoning ourselves" 

(LaMay & Dennis, 1991, p. xx). Carson's book Silent Sprin~ created a public uproar 

when readers learned of the massive environmental destruction taking place by human 

disregard of pesticide use. 

With the anti-establishment movements of the 1960s came much of the organization 

necessary to plan the first Earth Day in Apri11970. An estimated 20 million participants 

were involved in this historical environmental activist day (Dunlap, 1989). "Pathbreaking 

environmental protection legislation was enacted at all levels of government during the late 

sixties and early seventies, reflecting the link between public opinion and governmental 

action widely assumed to exist in democratic societies" (Dunlap, 1989, p. 87). The U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency was frrst established in 1970 (Dunlap, 1989). 

As the public becomes more informed about the degradation of the earth's natural 

resources and their own habita~ certain demands have been made as well as questions 

raised. Public concern with the state of the environment caused the government to create 

laws attempting to curb some environmental pollution practices (Environmental Progress 

and Challenges: EPA's Update, 1988). 
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In his article discussing the public's activist ability regarding such concerns, 

Stephenson (1989) called the public "militant out of sincere fear for the health of their 

children, themselves and their planet" (p. 26). Foote (1990) concurred that ordinary 

Americans have been persuaded to join grass-roots environmentalists because of their fear 

for their children's future (p. 24), noting that more and more Americans are considering 

themselves to be environmentalists. And there are numerous reports that argue public 

awareness and concern with the environment is increasing. Detjen ( 1990) noted that "poll 

after poll shows that the public cares deeply about the environment and wants to read and 

see more about this subject" (p. 77). Bookstores offer insight into the rise in 

environmentalism by the variety and number of pro-ecology books. 

Simon's 1971 study on public interest, knowledge and concern about pollution and 

population found results related to education levels and beliefs about the ability to alleviate 

pollution problems. She compared 170 lllinois survey responses with the media's and 

national administration's frrst priority issues. Thirteen percent said pollution was the 

nation's most serious problem and an additiona110 percent mentioned these problems as 

next most important or serious problems. 

Simon discovered that racial problems and student protests were rated by the lllinois 

respondents to be the nation's most important problems mainly because the media said so 

(p. 95). This evidence of media agenda-setting concurs with previous fmdings of the public 

regarding the media's most publicized stories as most important, further evidence of the 

influential ability of the press. When she asked respondents what could be done to help 

solve the population problem, 57 percent said to either increase general education or 

publicize the problem more by utilizing the mass media. Creating awareness, they 

thought, was half the solution. 

Murch (1971) conducted a survey of 300 Durham, N.C., residents regarding their 

levels of environmental awareness and their opinions about who was responsible for 
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pollution. Murch's findings suggested that the public perceives environmental pollution as 

a serious national problem. The majority of Murch's respondents said that they viewed 

environmental pollution optimistically, i.e., that there was a solution (though they were not 

aware of what solution) to the problem and also that they viewed man to be the biggest 

polluter who needed to stop polluting and correct his careless destruction of the 

envrronment. 

During the early 1970s, Chase (1972) noted that the public was especially concerned 

with air pollution and industrial emissions. The mid-1970s, however, suffered a decline 

in public interest with environmentalism because of the energy crisis of 1973 (Carpenter, 

1990; Dunlap, 1989; McCormick, 1991). In the mid-to-late 1970s, the public viewed 

environmental issues less seriously and preferred less personal solutions to them (Novic & 

Sandman, 1974) and ignored environmental stories because they dealt with unpleasant 

issues (Bowman & Hanaford, 1977), resulting in a gradual decline in public concern with 

environmental issues, but by no means resulting in a disappearance of concern (Dunlap, 

1989, p.112). 

In 1981, prompted by the nation's economic problems and the high cost of pollution 

control, the Reagan administration attempted to curtail the federal government's 

commitment to strong environmental regulation (Mitchell, 1990). Executives, such as 

James Watt (Secretary of the Interior) and Anne Gorsuch (administrator of the EPA) 

challenged pro-environmentalists and sought to redirect their efforts by getting them to 

support economic growth. By 1983, public opinion surveys showed even stronger support 

for environmental protection. National environmental groups gained tens of thousands of 

new members and the level of donations increased sharply (Mitchell, 1990, p. 83). "Watt 

and Gorsuch were forced to resign and the administration was obliged to adopt a more 

conciliatory approach to the demands of environmentalists" (Mitchell, 1990, p. 83). 
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Even youth became concerned about the environment In their study of the degree of 

New York students' concerns with environmental pollution, Alaimo and Doran (1980) 

found that all grade levels (seventh through twelfth grade) appeared to have a high level of 

concern about the environment, reflecting previous analysis of adult concerns. In their 

615-person sample, Alaimo and Doran also found that the better educated students (i.e., 

higher grade levels which had received more environmental education) tended to be more 

optimistic about solving pollution problems. At that time, issues the public were most 

concerned about were water quality followed by hazardous substances and then air 

pollution (Atwater et al., 1980). 

Grunig (1983) noted that more people have become concerned with the state of the 

environment over the years. Grunig surveyed 321 urbanites from Washington, Baltimore, 

Chicago and Cleveland, and a 225-member rural sample from Maryland, the Appalachian 

region, Missouri and the state of Washington to determine their level of problem 

recognition and knowledge of ways to correct environmentally damaging situations (i.e., 

level of personal involvement). Grunig measured the two samples' perceptions and 

attitudes on eight different environmental issues. Environmental topics such as air 

pollution, extinction of whales, the energy shortage and strip mining were used in both 

studies. Superhighways, disposable cans and bottles, water pollution and oil spills were 

the other four environmental issues listed for the urban segment Dams and flood control 

projects, the effects of pesticides on wildlife, fertilizer run-off in lakes and streams and 

nuclear power plants were the final four environmental issues for the rural segment. 

Grunig found that for both samples, two of the eight issues--air pollution and energy-

yielded the highest scores of problem recognition and personal involvement for most 

respondents. He also noted, however, that for all issues combined, more people 

recognized environmental problems than felt involved with the problems (p. 23). This 

finding may reinforce the thesis that the press needs to inform the public about the 

54 



environment in a socially responsible manner, perhaps by offering suggestions or advice to 

the public. 

In their study on media agenda setting with environmental issues, Atwater, Salwen 

and Anderson (1985) determined that "If the media are to seiVe a valuable function in a 

democratic society, they must be able to transfer more than the salience of a few broad 

issue labels to the audience" (p. 398). Atwater et al. content analyzed 130 environmental 

stories (defined as news items relating to man's unintentional disruption of the ecological 

system) from October to December 1983 in the three largest available daily newspapers in 

Lansing, Michigan. The three authors also conducted a telephone sUIVey with 304 

Lansing residents to determine which environmental topics they considered to be most 

important. The authors found that all of the newspapers ran more waste disposal stories 

than any other type of environmental story. However, the majority of respondents 

considered water quality to be most important followed by hazardous substances and then 

air quality. It was then determined that the newspapers' second most important 

environmental issue was the quality of water followed by hazardous substances. Air 

quality was considered to be the fifth most important environmental issue for the 

newspapers. 

Gillroy and Shapiro ( 1986) noted that large segments of the public viewed nearly all 

environmental problems as important national issues in need of significant attention. The 

two authors found consistent, often increased concern in their mid-1970s to mid-1980s 

comparison of nine different national poll results (i.e., Roper, Harris, Gallup) on public 

opinions regarding environmental protection. Each of the nine polls sUIVeyed a minimum 

of 1,000 people. Using a Likert-type scale for degrees of agreement or disagreement, 

percentages of people who agreed with certain statements were compared with other poll 

results and changes over time. Gillroy and Shapiro found that some of the largest 

percentages of public accordance occurred with air pollution statements. As of August 
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1981, the TREND EX poll found that 62 percent of the sample considered air pollution 

control measures to be very important In that same poll, 84 percent of the respondents 

said they thought large companies could be doing more to clean up air and water pollution 

(p. 274). 

Tallying results from a September 1982 Roper poll, Gillroy and Shapiro found that 

most respondents ( 46 percent) thought that protecting the environment was more important 

than taking risks to develop more energy; 19 percent of the respondents had no opinion on 

the statement or didn not think there was a conflict between the two statements. This 

fmding may suggest that public concern and awareness about the environment has 

remained relatively constant over time. Perhaps peaks in environmentalism occur during 

media-sponsored events, such as Earth Day 1990. 

Smith (1987) found that environmental pollution continuously ranked in the top five of 

most important community issues when she compared the results of 22 past public opinion 

surveys. Tri-annual surveys conducted from 197 4 through 1981 by the Urban Studies 

Center at the University of Louisville in which respondents were asked to list their three 

biggest concerns for their neighborhood were used Sample sizes averaged 450 Louisville 

or Jefferson (KY) County respondents for each of the 22 surveys. It was determined that 

the public often considered issues of crime, education, road maintenance and economic 

development to be more important than environmental issues (in that order). The author 

questioned whether the fact that the press bombarded the public with these four types of 

stories more often than environmental stories regulated the public's opinion on matters of 

importance. Indeed, if one were to page through any newspaper, one could find numerous 

crime and economy stories, and at least one education story. Smith suggested that the fact 

that road maintenance concerned the respondents in Smith's study may suggest that 

respondents experienced problems with their own road maintenance, and therefore could 
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identify with the topic. Dennis (1991) agreed that topics that Smith found the public to be 

worried about most dominated the media's agendas (p. 57). 

Smith then compared local newspaper coverage of environmental issues during the 

time periods when public concern was at its highest for such issues and found that more 

often than not, newspapers did not give the public the amount of environmental news that 

they wanted (p. 16). For example, Smith noted that the Louisville Times ranked the 

environment seventh on their list of most important community issues (as was measured by 

number of articles between 1974-1981 in comparison to other news articles), whereas 

respondents ranked it fifth. The Louisville Times only printed 2.3 percent environmental 

stories, as compared to their frrst-ranked community issue, education, which 10.7 percent 

of their articles reflected. Local government, public recreation and health care were three 

types of stories the Louisville Times ranked ahead of environmental stories, whereas none 

of these three types of stories were in the top five most important categories for 

respondents. 

By the late 1980s environmentalism had again gained public interest Speth (1989) 

noted a "surge in environmental interest" among the public (p. 24). Others optimistically 

wrote that "much to the surprise of many, and partially stimulated by the current 

administration's environmental policies, the public's support for environmental programs 

appears to be stronger than ever" (The Conservation Foundation, State of the Environment, 

p. 20). Environmental issues are also gaining in salience, i.e., spontaneous problem 

recognition (Dunlap, 1989). This was evidenced when a Cambridge Reports national poll 

asked respondents to list the most important problem facing the nation today--without any 

prompts or suggestions (i.e., volunteered responses to open-ended questions). At the end 

of 1987, only 2 percent of the national sample offered the environment as one of the two 

most important problems facing the United States today, whereas two years later, 16 

percent of respondents suggested the environment to be one of the two most important 
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problems facing the United States today (Mitchell, 1990). Public concern with 

environmental issues is sensitive to changing social situations. During Earth Day 1970, 

however, the height of environmental activism, poll results did not show that the salience 

of environmental issues even came close to more dominant worries, (e.g., that of the 

Vietnam War) (Dunlap, 1989). 

What is ironic is that even though there is evidence of increased public concern with 

environmental pollution, there is also evidence of a decrease in the number of 

environmental reporters (De Mott & Tom, 1990). In their trend analysis from 1968-1988 of 

percentages of environmental reporters listed as such in the Editor and Publisher Yearbook, 

De Mott and Tom argued that recent developments in the United States and internationally 

indicated that environmental concerns and issues commanded greater public interest and 

required more media attention than before (p. 20). H more environmental coverage is 

deemed necessary, decreasing the number of environmental reporters may hinder the 

objective. The numbers of environmental reporters increased from two in 1968 to 100 in 

1973 and then decreased to 58 in 1988. Of the 216 total names listed in the Editor and 

Publisher Yearbook as environmental reporters over the 20-year time span, only seven 

names had been on the environmental beat steadily (i.e., since 1973). They also found that 

California, lllinois and New York were among the top 11 states that listed more 

environmental reporters. H these states have more classified environmental reporters, 

perhaps their major newspapers should have more environmental coverage. 

Further analysis of the previous content analysis of the three Lansing newspapers and 

the Lansing residents responses allowed Atwater (1988) to discover that respondents in his 

past survey obtained most of their environmental information from the print media. He 

also found that respondents perceived the news media to regard environmental news to be 

of lesser importance than they themselves regarded the topic. In his uses and motivations 

study, Atwater ( 1988) determined that the majority of the respondents said they paid 

58 



attention to environmental matters foremost because such news affected their lives, 

followed by their need to know what is going on in the world (p. 35). Atwater concluded 

that these were survival motivations. Man's survival motivations are innate and will not 

diminish; and because of this, public concern for environmental issues (such as pollution 

of their environment) is not likely to fade either. 

Growing public concern with the environment has caused the public to turn to the 

media for more information. In their comparison of United States and Japanese source 

reliance for environmental information, Pierce, Lee-Sammons and Lovrich (1988) found 

that most Americans turned to the media to learn about such issues. The authors surveyed 

504 Spokane, Washington, residents and a total of 694 Mishima, Numazu and Fuji, Japan, 

residents to determine where they obtained certain kinds of information. Spokane 

respondents were asked where they obtained information on the contamination of the 

Spokean-Rathdrum Prairie Aquifer (which was contaminated by the widespread use of 

septic tank systems in suburban areas), while Japanese respondents were asked the same 

about their Minamata disease problems stemming from the pollution of local estuarial 

waters by petrochemical manufacturers. 

A similar pattern of reliance was noted between the two samples in that both groups 

relied heavily on the mass media for such information (p. 904). However, the Japanese 

were also twice as likely as the Americans to attend public meetings or learn from friends 

and neighbors about such environmental problems. 

Jim Detjen, environmental reporter for the Philadelphia InQuirer and president of the 

recently formed Society of Environmental Journalists, disagreed with DeMott and Tom's 

findings and said that the number of environmental journalists has "mushroomed" (De~en, 

1990, p. 74). Detjen praised the Chica~o Tribune's environmental reporter, Casey Bukro, 

who has been an environmental reporter for the past two decades. And in other countries, 

environmental reporters have been working together to help each other out with this 
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complex topic. Mitchell (1990) notes that the public's commitment to a cleaner 

environment is stronger than ever (p. 81). Shrestha (1991) pointed out that since 1988 

more than 200 journalists from 11 nations have grouped together to form the Asian Forum 

for Environmental Journalists (p. 158). This fmding may suggest that American 

environmental reporters should join forces to discuss their fmdings on environmental 
. 
tssues. 

:DeMott and Tom concluded that "given scientific evidence that the long-predicted 

'greenhouse' phenomenon had already begun in 1988, U.S. newspapers can be expected 

to commit additional resources to covering environmental protection news in the 1990s" (p. 

19). Miller and Keller (1990) concluded that Americans are increasingly nervous about the 

environmental problems around them. They compared a Roper Organization list (created 

with the help of the Environmental Protection Agency) of 29 environmental problems with 

nationally representative sample responses obtained from interviews in respondents' homes 

on the same topics in 1988 and 1990 by the EPA's staff. In the 1990 poll, majorities of 

Americans considered 28 of the 29 problems to be at least "somewhat serious." They also 

called 17 of the 29 "very serious." Furthermore, for 18 of the environmental problems, 

more people called them "very serious" in 1990 than did so in 1988 (p. 40). And a 1991 

poll conducted by the Environmental Opinion Study organization found that 80 percent of 

U.S. residents consider air pollution to be very serious or extremely serious (1992 

Environmental Almanac, p. 11 ). 

High on Miller and Keller's list was water pollution from industrial waste, destruction 

of the ozone layer, accidental oil spills and radiation from nuclear power plants. In some 

areas, public perceptions were moving closer to expert assessment. For example, the 

proportion of Americans calling the destruction of the ozone layer a "very serious" problem 

jumped from 47 percent in 1988 to 60 percent in 1990. The concern about the greenhouse 

effect also rose significantly over this period: from 33 percent to 48 percent. In the EPA's 
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Science Advisory Board report, Reducin& Risk, these are two of the four high-risk 

problems. 

Miller and Keller also noted that other changes in public opinion on environmental 

problems suggested that public perceptions are shaped more by media attention to problems 

than by greater public knowledge of their risks. On March 24, 1989, the Exxon Valdez oil 

spill, the largest in U.S. history, gained preferential media attention (Mitchell, 1990). This 

event not only fit the medias' news peg of drama, it also increased public awareness and 

concern with the environment Hertsgaard (1989) commented that because few people-

such as newspaper editors--in positions of influence paid little attention to environmental 

concerns, public actions were not altered (p.47). The concerned public turns to the media 

to obtain much of their environmental information, and when none or little is offered to 

them--or environmental stories only run temporarily--they tend to assume the problem is 

being solved and turn their attention to more pressing problems (Dunlap, 1989, p. 90). 
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CHAPTER VI 

HYPOTHESES 

The aforementioned literature offers many reasons why socially responsible 

environmental reporting is necessary to today's society. Taking the above research 

findings into consideration, one could argue that prestigious newspapers such as the LQs 

An~eles Times, the New York Times and the Chica~ Tribune would show commendable 

social responsibility in environmental reporting. H prestigious newspapers are supposed to 

set examples for smaller newspapers to follow (as was suggested by Lacy et al., 1991), all 

three newspapers should also show more social responsibility than the Houston Post, a 

smaller, less prestigious newspaper. 

Also, because these newspapers are distributed and published in cities with the 

worst air pollution (as estimated by the EPA), one might argue that of all the environmental 

stories published per newspaper, most should reflect air pollution--preferably with local 

coverage. 

Finally, because Los Angeles is the most severely air polluted urban area in the 

United States (according to the EPA), the Los An~les Times should show the most social 

responsibility in environmental coverage concerning air pollution. 

Hypotheses 

Therefore, the first hypothesis states that the Chica~o Tribune, the Los Angeles 

Times and the New York Times (prestigious newspapers) should be more socially 

responsible in their display of environmental reporting than the smaller, non-prestigous 

Houston Post by having, on average, more of the 10 items considered to represent social 

responsibility in environmental reporting than the Houston Post. More specifically, H1 (a) 

states that the Chica~o Tribune will have more of the ten operational definitions of social 
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responsibility in environmental reporting than the Houston Post. Part b ofHl states that 

the Los AnGles Times will have more of the ten operational definitions of social 

responsibility in environmental reporting than the Houston Post. Part c of H 1 states that 

the New York Times will have more of the ten operational definitions of social 

responsibility in environmental reporting than the Houston Post regarding overall social 

responsibility in environmental reporting. 

The second hypothesis states that because the city of Los Angeles is rated by the 

EPA to have the most severe air pollution, the Los An~les Times should show more social 

responsibility in its display of environmental reporting regarding the topic of air pollution, 

i.e., have more stories on the topic of air pollution, than the other newspapers. More 

specifically, H2 (a) states that the Los An2eles Times will run more stories on the topic of 

air pollution than the Houston Post. Part b of H2 states that the Los An2eles Times will 

run more stories on the topic of air pollution than the Chica2o Tribune. Part c of H2 

states that the Los An~les Times will run more stories on the topic of air pollution than the 

New York Times. 

The third hypothesis states that because the cities of Chicago, Houston, New York 

and Los Angeles all have severe or extreme air pollution problems (as cited by the EPA), all 

of these newspapers should run more air pollution stories than any other type of 

environmental story as a display of social responsibility in environmental reporting. More 

specifically H3 (a) states that the Los An~les Times will run more air pollution stories than 

any other type of environmental story. Part b of H3 states that the Chica~ Tribune will 

run more air pollution stories than any other type of environmental story. Part c of H3 

states that the New York Times will run more air pollution stories than any other type of 

pollution story. Part d of H3 states that the Houston Post will run more air pollution 

stories than any other type of environmental story. 
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The fourth hypothesis states that because the cities of Chicago, Houston, New 

York and Los Angeles all have severe or extreme pending air pollution problems (as cited 

by the EPA), all four of these newspapers should run more local air pollution stories as 

opposed to national air pollution stories as a display of social responsibility in 

environmental reporting. More specifically, H4 (a) states that the Los An~les Times will 

run more local air pollution stories than national air pollution stories. Part b of H4 states 

that the Chicaw Tribune will run more local air pollution stories than national air pollution 

stories. Part c of H4 states that the New York Times will run more local air pollution 

stories than national air pollution stories. Part d of H4 states that the Houston Post will 

run more local air pollution stories than national air pollution stories. 
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CHAPTER VII 

METIIODOLOGY 

A content analysis of four newspapers was conducted to determine the amount of 

social responsibility displayed in each environmental story for each newspaper. 

Environmental stories which displayed more of the ten measures deemed necessary for 

social responsibility (see Figure 3) would be considered more socially responsible. All 

comparisons were made with the condition that all four newspapers were considered to be 

comparable (i.e., four different newspapers were compared) against each other. These four 

newspapers were selected by utilizing the Environmental Protection Agency's 1990 report 

which listed the U.S. cities with the worst air pollution problems. Each of the four cities 

studied were cited by the EPA to represent the worst (either severe or extreme) non

attainment areas for ozone standards. The researcher then selected from this non-attainment 

list cities which published prestige, or very large circulation and well-respected newspapers 

which were available in the local library. A regional comparison of each city's major 

newspaper's environmental coverage was then conducted. Note: the Houston Chronicle, 

Houston's largest circulation newspaper, was unavailable for coding purposes, therefore 

the Houston Post was coded in its place. 

Fourteen issues of the 1991 Los An~eles Times, the Chicaw Tribune, the Houston 

fQst and the New York Times were used for coding purposes. These 14 issues comprised 

a two-week random sample thought to be representative of each newspaper's normal news 

coverage in a year. A Random Numbers Table, TableD, in James C. Terrell's 1979 edition 

of Elementary Statistics for Business. was used to select each of the 14 days to be coded. 

Because there are 52 weeks in a year, the frrst 14 numbers (chosen from the top left hand 

comer of the random number table and going straight down) that were less than the number 

52 were selected to represent one of the fourteen days in the two-week sample. 
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1. Print many environmental stories. 

2. Print environmental stories which discuss pending environmental problems, i.e., air 

pollution. 

3. Print environmental stories as close to the front page of the newspaper as is possible. 

4. Print longer, more in-depth environmental stories rather than briefs or shorts. 

5. Print photographs, charts or other visual aids with complex environmental stories. 

6. Cite credible sources, i.e., the Environmental Protection Agency or another 

environmental authority. 

7. Print local environmental stories, especially local pending pollution stories, i.e., local 

air pollution stories. 

8. Print suggestions or advice for readers. 

9. List possible contacts or places to write/telephone for more information on the 

environmental issue. 

10. Print environmental stories in a non-dramatic, non-sensationalized, doomsday tenor. 

Leave readers feeling enlightened, not panic-stricken. 

Figure 3 
Measures of Social Responsibility 

in Environmental Reporting 
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Looking at a 1991 calendar, the coder then used the first two of the 14 selected 

numbers from the random table to select the first two Mondays to be coded. For example, 

the number m and 28 are the frrst two prefixes on Terrell's random numbers table less than 

52. Starting with the first Monday of the year, January 7, the coder counted down 

Mondays through the months to the seventh and 28th Monday of the year (February 18 and 

July 15, respectively). This way each day of the week was coded two different times. The 

next two numbers less than 52 on the random number table represented the two Tuesdays 

to be selected from the 1991 calendar and so on, yielding fourteen randomly selected total 

days (two weeks) as sample size. Each of the four newspapers were content analyzed for 

their levels of social responsibility in environmental pollution stories. As suggested by 

Atwater et al. (1985), environmental stories were defined as news items relating to man's 

unintentional disruption of the ecological system. Therefore, stories related to wildlife 

preservation, nuclear energy, etc., were not coded. Letters to the editor and briefs or 

shorts were not considered to be news stories and therefore were also not coded. The l.&s. 

An~eles Times yielded 24 environmental stories usable for coding purposes, the New 

York Times yielded six, the Chica~o Tribune yielded 16 environmental stories and the 

Houston Post yielded 11 environmental stories usable for coding purposes for a total 

sample size of 57 environmental stories. 

The four environmental issue categories were air pollution, water pollution, 

landfill/recycling and other, borrowed from previous environmental poll categories as 

Roper, TREND EX, and Gallup suggested. Such broad categories allowed the coder to 

group certain environmental pollution stories depicting the ozone layer, acid rain, 

greenhouse effect, smog or vehicle emissions (for example) all under air pollution. Each 

environmental story was coded for apparent importance, length and tenor using ten 

operational definitions thought to exemplify socially responsible reporting. 
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Development of the 10-Item Scale 

Each of the ten measures used to measure social responsibility in environmental 

reponing were derived from past research. Much of the public turns to the media to obtain 

most of their information (Hanson, 1990; Ostman & Parker, 1986/87; Pierce, Lee

Sammons & Lovrich, 1988); therefore, the media, especially newspapers (see Ostman & 

Parker, 1986/87), have a moral and professional obligation to inform and educate the 

public (Commission on Freedom of the Press, 1947) environmental issues to the best of 

their ability. For example, the media need to publish numerous environmental stories 

because the importance of the topic rivals that of other newsworthy topics (Raboy & 

Bruck, 1989; Coughlin, 1990; Dennis, 1991; Detjen, 1990; Harper & Stein, 1983; 

Hertsgaard, 1989; LaMay & Dennis, 1991; Novic & Sandman, 1974; Ryan, 1990; Rubin 

& Sachs, 1973; Stocking & Leonard, 1990; Stover, 1990). 

An elaboration may be necessary. Such social responsibility in environmental 

reporting could be measured in a variety of ways. First of all, in cities that have severe 

environmental pollution (such as air pollution), city newspapers should offer readers 

information regarding this specific threatening pollution, more so than other types of 

pollution (Detjen, 1990; Dumanoski, 1990; Carpenter, 1990; Greenberg, 1989; 

Hertsgaard, 1989; Hungerford & Lemert, 1973; Speth, 1989; Wiebe, 1973). If air 

pollution standards are being exceeded, running stories about recycling--for example--may 

cause readers to perceive air pollution as less than severe and react as such, in which case 

the newspaper will be judged as socially irresponsible in environmental reporting. 

Furthermore, if these specific types of pending pollution stories are published in the 

city newspaper, one might hope that the stories appear in the frrst half of the paper (Ryan, 

1990; Stocking & Leonard, 1990). Such stories merit front page coverage, but any page or 

section of the newspaper closer to the front could be considered to be better than running 

the stories near the back half of the newspaper. Important stories are often printed closer to 
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the front. If the news executives do consider environmental stories to be important 

(especially air pollution stories), their social responsibility may be further emphasized by 

running longer than a few paragraphs on the environmental topic (Bosik, 1991; Brooks, 

1991; Jackson, 1991; Stocking & Leonard, 1990; Wirth, 1990). Local environmental 

hazards merit more attention than national environmental stories (Atwater, Salwen & 

Anderson, 1985; The Commission on Freedom of the Press, 1947; Dennis, 1991; 

Hungerford & Lemert, 1973; Murch, 1971; Wiebe, 1973). Social responsibility may be 

further noted if journalists add photographs or charts with their environmental stories, 

creating a clearer picture and better understanding for the reader (Greenberg, 1989; Witt, 

197 4 ), and also if reporters used credible sources (such as the EPA or another recognized 

environmental authority such as the World Watch Institute) for references (Chase, 1972; 

The Commission on Freedom of the Press, 1947; Friedman, 1983; Greenberg, Sachsman, 

Sandman & Salamone, 1989; McGeachy, 1988/89; Shrestha, 1991). And finally, the 

degree of social responsibility can be measured by whether or not the environmental 

reporter offered suggestions or advice to the readers (Bowman & Hanaford, 1977; The 

Commission on Freedom of the Press, 1947; Detjen, 1990; Friedman, 1990; Harper & 

Stein, 1983; Hertsgaard, 1989; Hungerford & Lemert, 1973; Lewis, 1988; Meadows, 

1990; Ryan, 1990; Speth; 1989; Witt, 1974), listed possible contacts for more information 

(The Commission on Freedom of the Press, 1947), or wrote the story in a more positive 

manner so as not to create apathy or a panic (Alaimo & Doran, 1980; Bosik, 1991; The 

Commission on Freedom of the Press, 1947; Chase, 1972; Detjen, 1990; EPA 

Environmental Progress and Challenges, 1988; Friedman, 1983; Glynn, 1974; Grunig, 

1983; Hanson, 1990; Lewis, 1988; Ostman & Parker, 1986/87; Rubin & Sachs, 1973; 

Ryan, 1990; Wiebe, 1973; Witt, 1974). Figure 3 illustrates the top ten priorities of a 

socially responsible environmental reporter, not necessarily in any order, derived from 

these research findings. 
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For example, an environmental story which talks about local pollution, runs in the 

front section of the newspaper, is accompanied by a photograph or chart or some visual 

aid, is at least medium in length, lists credible sources, offers suggestions or advice to the 

readers and is not written with a doomsday approach will be considered to be an example 

of socially responsible environmental reporting. 

Taking the above research fmdings into consideration, one could argue that 

prestigious newspapers such as the Los An&eles Times, the New York Times and the 

Chica2o Tribune would show commendable social responsibility in environmental 

reporting. If prestigious newspapers are supposed to set examples for smaller newspapers 

to follow (as was suggested by Lacy et al., 1991), all three newspapers should also show 

more social responsibility than the Houston Post, a smaller, less prestigious newspaper. 

Also, because these newspapers are distributed and published in cities with the worst air 

pollution (as estimated by the EPA), one might argue that of all the environmental stories 

published per newspaper, most should reflect air pollution--preferably with local coverage. 

Finally, because Los Angeles is the most severely air polluted urban area in the 

United States (according to the EPA), the Los An&eles Times should show the most social 

responsibility in environmental coverage concerning air pollution. Much of the public turns 

to the media to obtain most of their information (Hanson, 1990; Ostman & Parker, 

1986/87; Pierce, Lee-Sammons & Lovrich, 1988), therefore the media, especially 

newspapers, (see Ostman & Parker, 1986/87) have a moral and professional obligation to 

inform and educate the public (Commission on Freedom of the Press, 1947) environmental 

issues to the best of their ability. For example, the media need to publish numerous 

environmental stories because the importance of the topic rivals that of other newsworthy 

topics (Raboy & Bruck, 1989; Coughlin, 1990; Dennis, 1991; Detjen, 1990; Harper & 

Stein, 1983; Hertsgaard, 1989; LaMay & Dennis, 1991; Novic & Sandman, 1974; Ryan, 

1990; Rubin & Sachs, 1973; Stocking &Leonard, 1990; Stover, 1990). 
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Importance was measured by the section and page number each environmental story 

appeared on. For example, if it was determined that an environmental story ran in Section 

B and another ran in Section C, the one that ran in Section B (i.e., closer to the front of the 

newspaper) was considered to display greater apparent importance. If graphics or photos 

ran with the environmental pollution story that was also considered to render a story more 

important Placement of the story, i.e., above the fold, special section, flrst half or other, 

was another measure of importance, along with story length. 

Length was measured as the number of paragraphs per story instead of column inches, 

because each of the four newspapers coded were analyzed using a microftlm machine 

making them incomparable by type and column width with one another. The Chica~ 

Tribune Index listed newspaper stories six inches and less to be considered short, six to 18 

inches to be considered medium in length, and those over 18 inches to be considered to be 

long which would be the control measure for this coding scheme. By randomly sampling 

six issues of local newspapers to determine the average number of paragraphs per column 

inch, it was determined that less than eight paragraphs constituted a short environmental 

story, approximately eight to 20 paragraphs constituted a medium story, and more than 20 

paragraphs constituted a long environmental story. 

Tenor was measured by the degree of positiveness in each story. If there were more 

positive phrases (i.e., twelve new trees have been planted along the Hudson Bay) than 

negative phrases (i.e., the worst oil spill San Francisco has ever had to deal with)--or an 

equal amount of both--the story was considered to be more socially responsible via tenor 

and coded as such. If the environmental stories discussed local issues more than national 

issues (because there were important local issues the EPA cited as priority issues for these 

cities), they were considered to be more socially responsible and was coded as such. If the 

stories offered solutions or suggestions to the reader, listed persons to write or contact for 
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more information or named credible sources (i.e., government entities or scientists or 

environmental groups) in their stories, they were regarded as more socially 

responsible than those which did not list such information and coded as such. All five of 

these tenor measures were coded as either yes or no on the coding sheet (see Figure 4 ). 

The researcher, a graduate student studying Mass Communications at Texas Tech 

University, coded all stories. To check intercoder reliability, ten percent of the total 

number of environmental stories coded were given to another graduate student at Texas 

Tech to code using the coding sheet. These six stories were randomly selected from the 

total of 57 environmental stories. Selection of these six stories progressed as follows: 

because the New York Times ran six environmental stories and the Houston Post ran 

eleven environmental stories, one story from each of these two newspapers was randomly 

selected for the second coder. Because the Cbica20 Tribune ran sixteen environmental 

stories and the Los An~eles Times ran twenty-four stories, two environmental stories from 

each of these two newspapers were randomly selected for the second coder to code. 

The second coder was trained by the first coder. While much of the coding procedures 

were obvious, i.e., page number, section, type of environmental story, other coding 

procedures needed explanation. For example, the second coder was told to utilize the 

Chica~o Tribune Index suggestions for story length (as has been modified) and was told to 

count the number of paragraphs, told that more positive meant that the tenor of the story 

was not more negative than positive (using previous suggestions of comparisons between 

the number of positive statements versus negative statements), and was given a list of what 

sources were considered credible (such as the EPA or World Watch Institute, etc.). 

Because each of the six environmental stories had 10 measures to be coded, (N=60), and 

the second coder coded six of these 60 possible check points differently than the primary 

coder, intercoder reliability was determined to be 90 percent for simple agreement The 
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1. N arne of newspaper: 

2. Date: Month Date 

3. Section: Column: 

4. Headline: 

5. Type of environmental story: 

a. Air Pollution 

b. Water Pollution 

c. Landfill/Recycling 

d. Other: 

5. Reporter: 

6. Column inches: 

7. Graphics/photos? Yes No 

Year 

8. Number of positive mentions in story: 

9. Number of negative mentions in story: 

Page: 

10. Is the# of positive mentions >or= the# of negative mentions? Yes No 

11. Local issues mentioned? Yes No Number: 

12. National issues mentioned? Yes No Number: 

13. Is the# of local issues> or= the# of national issues mentioned? Yes No 

14. Offers solutions, suggestions, strategy? Yes No 

15. Lists person(s) to write or call for more information? Yes No 

16. Named credible sources? Yes Who: No 

17. Placement of story: 

Above the fold Special Section First Half Other 

18. Attempt to congratulate progress> than discuss pending problems? Yes No 

Figure 4 
Newspaper Environmental Coding Sheet 
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source for using this simple agreement was found in Stempel and Westley's Research 

Methods in Mass Communications (1989, p. 133). 

Because sample sizes were too small to use a chi-square test, each of the ten 

measures for social responsibility results were then compared between one other 

newspaper at a time. A binomial distribution four-factorial difference of proportions test 

was then computed to determine if any differences in percentages among the four 

newspapers were significant differences or merely due to chance for the first and second 

hypotheses because the small sample size made it impossible to compare each newspapers' 

percentages per measure against one another. Probability levels were calculated for the .05 

level of significance. Comparative frequencies were determined for the third and fourth 

hypotheses because newspapers were being compared against themselves for these two 

hypotheses. 
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CHAPTER VITI 

RESULTS 

The first hypothesis stated that all of the three prestigious newspapers would show 

more social responsibility in environmental reporting by having more of the 10 measures 

for social responsibility than the smaller newspaper (i.e., the Houston Post). The first 

hypothesis was mostly rejected. It was rejected for two-and-a-half of the three measures. 

More specifically, H1 (a), that the Chica~o Tribune would have more of the 10 measures 

for social responsibility in environmetal reporting than the Houston Post was rejected. 

Unexpectedly, significant differences between the two newspapers' overall rating of social 

responsibility were found to be in favor of the Houston Post (see Table 2) for for third 

(i.e., environmental stories printed near front of newspaper) and sixth measure (i.e., 

citation of credible sources) for social responsibility in environmental reporting. 

In addition, H1 (b), the Los An~eles Times would have more of the 10 measures for 

social responsibility in environmental reporting than the Houston Post was rejected. Once 

again, significant differences between the two newspapers were found to be in favor of the 

Houston Post (see Table 2) for the third measure. But part c of the frrst hypothesis, that 

the New York Times would have more of the 10 measures for social responsibility in 

environmental reporting than the Houston Post was partially rejected. The New York 

Times fared better than the Houston Post for two measures, #2 (i.e., print mostly air 

pollution stories) and for #4 (i.e., print longer environmental stories) while the Houston 

fQst fared better than the New York Times on two other measures, #3 and #5 (print 

photos/graphics with stories), for a tie in the amount of overall social responsibility (see 

Table Two). 

The second hypothesis stated that the Los An~eles Times would run more air 

pollution stories than the other three newspapers because the city of Los Angeles has the 
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Table2 
Difference of Proportions 

Z Score Probability 

Measures of Social NYx NYx NYx LAx LAx CHI x 
R espons1 1 Lty lA em HOU 

1. Print many 

environmental stories. 

2. Print more air pollution 

stories than other types of 

environmental stories. 2.96* 3.44* 19.05* 

3. Env. stories printed near 

front of newspaper. -1.3 -4.63* -9.62* 

4. Print longer 

environmental stories. 2.2* 16.45* 16.3* 

5. Print photos/graphics 

with environmental stories. -.943 -.529 -10.3* 

6. Cite credible sources in 

environmental stories. -2.7 .79 -1.1 

7. Print local environmental 

stories. -.70 -1.1 -.71 

8. Offer 

suggestions/advice. -.72 .27 .204 

9. List contacts for more 

information. 1.07 0 0 

10. Story is written in non-

negative tenor. 18.7* 17.7* .014 

* Denotes significance at p > .05 level. 
NY = New York Times, LA = Los An2eles Times, 
CHI = Chicago Tribune, HOU = Houston Post 
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em HOU HOU 

.844 -.464 1.11 

18.8* 19.1 * -37.9* 

.285 .282 -.003 

4.2* -.525 -.682 

1.58 -0.68 -2.63* 

-.735 -.058 .659 

1.34 .99 -.01 

0 0 0 

-.14 -.422 -.312 



most severe air pollution problem. The second hypothesis was rejected. It was rejected for 

all three measures. More specifically, H2 (a), that the Los An~les Times would run more 

air pollution stories than the Houston Post, was rejected. Although 37.5 percent of the .!&s. 

An2eles Times' environmental stories dealt with air pollution while 45.4 percent of the 

Houston Post's environmental stories dealt with air pollution (see Table 3), there were no 

significant differences between the two newspapers (see Table 2). 

In addition, H2 (b), that the Los An2eles Times would run more air pollution stories 

than the Chica2o Tribune was rejected. Although 37.5 percent of the Los An2eles Times' 

environmental stories dealt with air pollution while 25 percent of the Chica2o Tribune's 

environmental stories dealt with air pollution, there were no significant differences between 

the two newspapers (see Table 2). And for H2 (c), that the Los An~eles Times would run 

more air pollution stories than the New York Times, the fmal measure for this hypothesis 

was rejected. The New York Times had 83.5 percent of its environmental stories on air 

pollution, while 37.5 percent of the Los An~les Times' environmental stories dealt with 

air pollution (see Table 3). Differences between the two newspapers were significant, but 

in favor of the New York Times (see Table 2). 

The third hypothesis stated that all four newspapers would run more air pollution 

stories than any other type of environmental story because of each cities' problems with 

severe or extreme air pollution. The third hypothesis was accepted for three of the four 

measures. More specifically, H3 (a), that the Los An~les Times would run more air 

pollution stories than any other type of environmental story, was accepted. Most of the 

Los An~les Times' environmental stories (37 .5 percent) dealt with air pollution (see Table 

3). For H3 (b), that the Chica&o Tribune would run more air pollution stories than any 

other type of environmental story, the second measure for this hypothesis was rejected. 

Only 25 percent of the Chica&o Tribune's environmental stories dealt with air pollution (see 
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Table 3 
Frequencies per Measure for Social Responsibility 
in Environmental Reporting per Each Newspaper 

Measures of Social 
R .bill espons1 Lty N y rk: ew 0 Los Angeles Chicago 

1. Print many environmental 

stories. N=6 N=24 N=16 

2. Print more air pollution 

stories than other types of 

environmental stories. 83.5% 37.5% 25% 

3. Env. stories printed near 

front of newspaper. 33.5% 62.5% 43.7% 

4. Print longer environmental 

stories. 33.5% 29.1% .6% 

5. Print photos/graphics with 

environmental stories. 16% 29.2% 25% 

6. Cite credible sources in 

environmental stories. 83.5% 87.5% 68.5% 

7. Print local environmental 

stories. 50% 62.5% 75% 

8. Offer suggestions/advice. 50% 62.5% 43.7% 

9. List contacts for more 

information. 16% 0% 0% 

10. Story is written in non-

negative tenor. 66.6% 29.2% 31.2% 
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Houston 

N-11 

45.4% 

81.6% 

.9% 

36.6% 

100% 

63.6% 

45.4% 

0% 

36.5% 



Table 3). But for H3 (c), that the New York Times would run more air pollution stories 

than any other type of environmental story, the third measure for this hypothesis was 

accepted. Of all of the New York Times' environmental stories, 83.5 percent dealt with air 

pollution (see Table 3). And for H3 (d), that the Houston Post would run more air 

pollution stories than any other type of environmental story, the fmal measure for this 

hypothesis was accepted. Of all the environmental stories the Houston Post ran, 45.4 

percent of them dealt with air pollution (see Table 3). Also, when comparing all four 

newspapers with each other against the third hypothesis, only the New York Times fared 

significantly better than the other three newspapers (see Table 2). 

The fourth hypothesis stated that all four newspapers would run more local air 

pollution stories because of each citiy's problem with local air pollution. The fourth 

hypothesis was accepted. It was accepted for all four measures of the hypothesis. More 

specifically, H4 (a), that the Los An2eles Times would run more local air pollution stories 

than national air pollution stories, was accepted. Of all the Los An~eles Times' air pollution 

stories, 62.5 percent dealt with local air pollution (see Table 3). For H4 (b), that the 

Chica~ Tribune would run more local air pollution stories than national air pollution 

stories, the hypothesis was accepted. Seventy-five percent of all of the Chicaw Tribune's 

air pollution stories dealt with local air pollution (see Table 3). For H4 (c), that the~ 

York Times would run more local air pollution stories than national air pollution stories, the 

third measure for this hypothesis was accepted. Fifty percent of the New York Times' air 

pollution stories dealt with local issues (see Table 3). And fmally, H4 (d), that the 

Houston Post would run more local air pollution stories than national air pollution stories, 

was accepted. Of all the air pollution stories the Houston Post ran, 63.6 percent dealt with 

local air pollution (see Table 3). No significant differences were found, however, when 

comparing any of the four newspapers with each other for the fourth hypothesis (see Table 

2). 
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CHAPTER IX 

DISCUSSION 

The finding that the smaller, non-prestige newspaper the Houston Post fared better in 

total ratings for each of the 10 measures for social responsibility in environmental reporting 

than the prestigious Los An~les Times and the Cbica~o Tribune. and tied the New York 

Times on such measures (except for story length) suggests that previous researchers (such 

as Lacy et al., 1991) may have underestimated smaller newspapers' social responsibility. 

First impressions suggest that the Chicac;o Tribune's social responsibility lacks what is 

expected from such a highly respected newspaper. But perhaps there are explanations. 

The finding that the Houston Post fared better than the Chica~ Tribune on the 

measure of printing environmental stories near the front of the newspaper may suggest that 

perhaps the city of Chicago had more important immediate events occurring during sample 

time (for example, crime) which earned priority and coverage in the frrst half of the 

newspaper. However, Stocking and Leonard (1990) and Ryan (1990) maintain that 

environmental stories merit front page coverage. 

In relation to this, the finding that the Houston Post also cited credible sources more 

often in its environmental stories than the Chica~ Tribune may suggest that the busy 

Chica~o Tribune reporters did not have enough time to contact such sources (as was 

suggested by Brookes, 1991; Detjen, 1990; Freidman, 1983; Friedman, 1990) or chose not 

to use their information for a variety of other reasons, such as adversity to jargon or fear of 

confusing the readers (as was suggested by Bosik, 1991; Dennis, 1991; and Greenberg et 

al., 1989), or maybe as a result of laziness (Schoenfeld, 1990; Witt, 1974). Credible 

sources need to be used in such important stories (Burnham, 1990; Commission on 

Freedom of the Press, 1947; Friedman, 1983; Johnson, 1989; McGeachy, 1988/89; 
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Shrestha, 1991) to lend their authoritative opinions on the importance of such issues such 

as the environment. 

It was promising to find that each of the four newspapers ran a majority of 

environmental stories that cited credible sources. What was surprising was that the 

Houston Post, a non-prestigious, smaller circulation newspaper hypothesized to rank last 

in the measure of social responsibility in environmental reporting, listed credible sources 

for 100 percent of its environmental stories. 

Therefore, the finding that the Houston Post also fared better than the Los An~eles 

Times for total amount of social responsibility in environmental reporting (regarding the 

third measure--publishing more environmental stories near the front of the newspaper) may 

be explained the same way for similar fmdings between the Chica~ Tribune and the 

Houston Post. However, the fact that the third measure of the frrst hypothesis determined 

that the New York Times fared as well as the Houston Post in overall socially responsible 

reporting may suggest that the New York Times is more socially responsible in 

environmental reporting than the other prestige newspapers (i.e., the Los Antwles Times 

and the Chica~o Tribune) in this study. The New York Times does have the largest 

circulation number of all of the newspapers in this study; maybe this is due to the fact that 

all stories published in the New York Times--not just environmental pollution stories--tend 

to be written in the most socially responsible manner. Also, perhaps the Houston Post just 

happens to be an environmentally conscious newspaper (or was so at the time of this 

study). 

The two measures of social responsibility where the New York Times fared better than 

the Houston Post may also be rationalized. The finding that the NeW York Times 

published mostly air pollution environmental stories as opposed to the Houston Post may 

suggest that Houston Post reporters were preoccupied with other types of serious stories, 

such as solid waste problems. Some may also wish to argue that the fmding that the New 
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York Times ran significantly lengthier environmental stories than the Houston Post may not 

signify that the New York Times deserved better ratings of social responsibility in 

environmental reporting. A longer story may not be a better (i.e., more socially 

responsible) story. The quality of the New York Times' environmental reporting may not 

compare to the Houston Post's. However, such rationale disputes some researchers' 

(Bosik, 1991; Brookes, 1991; Jackson, 1991; Stocking & Leonard, 1990; Wirth, 1990) 

suggestions that longer, more in-depth environmental reporting is what is needed today. 

The measure that including visual aids (i.e., photographs, charts, etc.) to help explain 

environmental issues may cause some people to argue that such a measure may not be 

important enough to include with the other operational definitions of socaial responsibility. 

In the print industry, photographs are sometimes used to fill empty space, not always to 

help explain a story. Therefore, the fact that more of the Houston Post's environmental 

stories included more of these visual aids than the New York Times may be disputed by 

some people. For example, perhaps the prestigious New York Times newspaper needed 

the space for more text. In this study, however, the inclusion of such aids is considered to 

exemplify socially responsible reporting (Greenberg, 1989; Witt, 1974). 

Upon first analysis, the rejection of the second hypothesis may suggest that the~ 

An~eles Times merits condemnation for not running more air pollution stories. The fmding 

that the Los An~les Times did not run more air pollution stories than the Chica~o Tribune. 

the Houston Post and the New York Times even though the city of Los Angeles suffers 

the most extreme degree of air pollution may suggest that the Los An2«les Times' reporters 

were preoccupied with other types of stories of more immediate stories, such as the 

opening or closing of a large business. Or perhaps Los Angeles residents do not want so 

much information about the problem they have been enduring for years. Perhaps they (and 

editors and reporters) have lost interest and become bored with the negative topic. The 

finding that the New York Times did run a majority of air pollution stories, unlike the ~ 
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An~eles Times, exemplifies many researchers' (Carpenter, 1990; Detjen, 1990; 

Dumanoski, 1990; Greenberg et al., 1989; Hertsgaard, 1989; Hungerford & Lemert, 1973; 

Speth, 1989; and Weihe, 1973 suggestions that the media need to discuss issues related to 

community problems, which in this study was air pollution. Also, perhaps the city of New 

York was experiencing peak periods of air pollution, causing more residents (and editors 

and reporters) to take an increased interest in the topic. 

The finding most newspapers ran more air pollution environmental stories than any 

other type of environmental story (thought to be a measure of social responsibility because 

of each cities' problems with air pollution) may suggest that editors and reporters are 

attempting to keep the public informed of such an important issue. Perhaps the city of 

Chicago was experiencing more important environmental problems at the time of this study 

and hence devoted more newspaper space to these serious problems. For example, in this 

study, most of the Chica20 Tribune's environmental stories dealt with landfilVrecycling 

issues followed by water pollution stories. On the other hand, one may argue that Chicago 

Tribune editors may have been self-censoring their air pollution reports to the public. H 

such withholding of information was the case, past researchers such as Herman and 

Chomsky (1988) and Gersh (1992) may be correct in accusing the press of allowing 

themselves to be controlled by businesses' financial contributions. 

The fact that the fourth hypothesis was accepted for all four measures was a very 

positive fmding. For all the air pollution stories run in each newspaper, all of the LQs. 

An~les Times, the Chicago Tribune, the New York Times and the Houston Post's air 

pollution stories dealt with local pollution issues more often than national pollution issues. 

Therefore, the finding that although the Chica~o Tribune did not run more air pollution 

stories than other types of environmental stories, when the Chica~ Tribune did run them, 

most of the Chica~o Tribune's air pollution stories dealt with local issues. Such findings 

concur with Atwater et al. (1985); Dennis (1991); Hungerford & Lemen (1973); Murch 
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(1971); and Wiebe (1973) that publishing local environmental issue stories are an important 

measure of press accountability. It should also be noted that the prestige (i.e., large 

circulation) newspapers tend to run more national news because they have a more national 

audience than the smaller, non-prestige newspapers. 

Aside from analyzing the hypotheses, some additional findings were disappointing. 

The result that only two of the four newspapers offered readers suggestions or solutions 

with their environmental stories most of the time suggests an area of social responsibility 

where improvement is needed (Bowman & Hanaford, 1977; the Commission on Freedom 

of the Press, 1947; Detjen, 1990; Friedman, 1990; Harper & Stein, 1983; Hertsgaard, 

1989; Hungerford & Lemert, 1973; Lewis, 1988; Meadows, 1990; Ryan, 1990; Speth, 

1989; and Witt, 1974). It should be noted, however, that the other two newspapers that 

did not run a majority of environmental stories which offered suggestions or advice to the 

readers ran either 44 or 45 percent of them as such, which may be considered more 

commendable than offering such advice only 20 or 30 percent of the time. 

In relation to this, also disappointing was the fmding that three out of the four 

newspapers coded published environmental stories that were written in a negative, 

doomsday manner. Many of the headlines enticing readers to read the accompanying story 

could also be considered dramatic (see Figure 1) by using negative terminology (as was 

used for one of the coding measures on the coding sheet, see Figure 4) such as "ecological 

disaster" or ""chokes life" or "periled by man." These fmdings agree with past research 

(Alaimo & Doran, 1980; Bosik, 1991; the Commission on the Freedom of the Press, 1947; 

Detjen, 1990; Friedman, 1983; Glynn, 1979; Grunig, 1983; Hanson, 1990; Lewis, 1988; 

Ostman & Parker, 1986/87; Rubin & Sachs, 1973; Ryan, 1990; Wiebe, 1973; Witt, 1974) 

that environmental stories should not be written in such a negative manner for fear of 

scaring the public into apathy. Perhaps dramatic headlines were (are) needed to capture the 

readers' attention to continue reading the story. However, it should be noted that only the 
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New York Times had equal or greater numbers of positive mentions to negative mentions 

when tallying the overly dramatic measure on the coding sheets. Furthennore, reporting 

negative news is one of the many requirements newspaper journalists and editors face--to 

withold such information from the public because it is negative may be considered socially 

irresponsible. 

Other published material in the newspapers in this study merits discussion. For 

example, the Los An~les Times ran an ad near the classified section that read "The LQs. 

An~eles Times, Recycling for an abundant future" that had an accompanying graphic of a 

picture of the earth with a tree growing out of it (see Figure 5). If the editors at the LQ£ 

An~eles Times are as concerned about the environment as the advertisement suggests, 

however, one would think that editors would display more social responsibility in 

environmental reporting, such as by running less dramatic environmental stories. It might 

also be interesting to determine whether or not the Los An2eles Times was printed on 

recycled newsprint. Another negative fmding was that the Los An2eles Times also ran a 

weather air quality reading for the hourly air pollution of ten nearby locations, avoiding 

informing the public that the pollution standard index had almost reached a rating of 100, 

considered to be one point away from "unhealthful," in four of the ten counties (see Figure 

6). 

The Houston Post also ran a few confusing stories and graphs. For example, on 

January 5, 1991, the Houston Post ran a weather update listing the pollution count for the 

day (see Figure 7). This pollution was not defmed, nor was the public ever informed of 

contributing sources. This fmding--much like the Los An2eles Times' pollution index 

rating--is ironic because the EPA rated both of the cities, especially Los Angeles, to be 

among the most air polluted cities in America and publishing such incomplete information 

may be considered an inadequate public service. And on August 11, 1991, the Houston 

fQS ran an insignia of "Our Earth" with a graphic of the earth above it on a World Watch 
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Uos Angeles Grimes 
Recycling f<)r an abundant future. 

Figure 5 . 
Environmental Advertisement that Runs Regularly in the Los ~n~eles Ttmes 

*Reprinted with permission from the Los An~eles Ttmes 
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·: PORECAIT 
Cloudy through SUnday, cooling Sunday at• 
t.moo.1: chance of showers 20 percent to-

_dly, 50 percent Sunday. East to southeast 
Mnda near .10 mph. High ·today 53, low 
@rty Sunday 44. 
.-. ? -

.. _ · YDTIRDArtl TDINJiATURE8 --::_. (alrpcwt ,......) 
High - 50 degrees at 4 p.m. ;. . 

:: (Record·- 78 degrees In f957) · 
t.ow - 44 degrees at 3. a.m. 
~4 ·(Record - 22 degrees In 1959) 

Gatveston surf .•••.••••.•.•••••..•........ 53 degrees· 
' . 
•· RAINFALL .. 

(81rpcNt red ~g. Inch• to • p.m.) · 
\ Yesterday - Trace 

This month-2.37 Normal-0.33 · 
TJ:Ifa year-2.37 · · Normal-0.33 

YEIIUDAY'I HUMIDI11ES 
.: ·. (ellport rudlngl, ~) 
12:01 a.m. -79. 6 a.m. -83 
12:01 p.m. -83 · 6 p.m. ·-80 

POLLEN 
. _ U: . Meet. Hvy. r 

. MOLD SPORE:- . • 0 D 
GRASS POLLEN:·· D D 
RAGWEED:· . D ·D- D 
TREE POll EN: 0 0 . 0 

.. ~· 

· POLLUTION · 
Friday's Count: 14 

300-500 . Hazardous . ... 
200-299 · VePJ Poor 
101·199 Poor . 

51·1 00 Moderate 
· 0.50 Good 

TEMPERATURES. -. · .· .. 
. - . . . . .. 

Figure 7 
Pollen/Pollution News that Runs Regularly in the Houston Post 

*Reprinted with permission from the Houston Post (Copyright 1991) 
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box of environmental stories--none of which talked about local air pollution, even though 

the caption "Our Earth" ran with the box story (see Figure 8). 

By contrast, on July 15, 1991, the New York Times ran an environmental story 

depicting areas in the Northeast which violated federal ozone standards and included 

themselves in the severe category (see Figure 9), a measure of social responsibility. What 

was disappointing was the discovery that the New York Times also ran only a short 

question and answer column that briefly described the threat of ozone depletion in a very 

non-personal, non-educational (i.e., insightful) manner (see Figure 10). 

The Cbica2o Tribune ran an advertisement near the back of the newspaper that read 

"Read then recycle the Chica2o Tribune" and showed a stack of Chica2o Tribune 

newspapers in a recycling bin (see Figure 11). This advertisement--much like the LQs. 

An~les Times' recycling advertisement--may seem a bit hypocritical if it was determined 

that the Chicaw Tribune was not printed on recycled newsprint. In addition, on June 18, 

1991, the Chica2o Tribune ran an environmental story depicting fees imposed on air 

polluters, written by an environmental writer (see byline in Figure 12) never giving the 

reader a quote from a credible local source. Such journalism cannot be completely socially 

responsible because Chicago is also a city that suffers from serious air pollution problems, 

as cited by the EPA. To not discuss pending air pollution problems in a story that 

discusses an environmental issue which threatens local readers could be considered 

counter-productive. 

Perhaps each newspaper deserves more credit regarding the amount of social 

responsibility in environmental reporting displayed. It is well known that the majority of 

newspaper readers read newspapers on weekends, especially Sundays, as can be evidenced 

by circulation figures. For example, according to the 1991 Editor and Publisher Yearbook 

figures, the New York Times has the largest Sunday circulation of the four at 1 ,686, 97 4 

subscribers, followed by the Los An2eles Times, which has 1,518,000 Sunday 
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. WORLD WATCH 

Agreement 
cuts canyon . 
pollution 

Haze over the Grand Canvon 
should be lifting shortly with 
Thursday's agreement to radically 
cut emissions of a key pollutant 
from a nearb~ power station. 

' ' ' 
The agreement between the 

Navajo Generating Station and 
several environmental 
organizations would slash sulfur 
dioxide em1ssions by 90 percent. 

"TI1e Grand Canyon is In tlw 
United Slates what the terancl 
cathedrals arc to Europe ... 
Environmental Protection . 
Agenc'y head William Reilly ~;ud 
in a statement wclcomin~ lht• 
pact. 

The agreement settles a dispute . 
dating back to a 1982 lawsu1t filed 
by environmental groups alleging 
the EPA had failed to protect 
visibility in national parks as 
required by 1977 amendments to 
the Clean Air Act. 

In February, after several years 
of studies into the problem. the 
EPA proposed a 70 percent cut in 
emissions by the Navajo plant. 
· But in subsequent negotiations 

the environmental groups put. 
forward a 90 percent altemativP. 
with a cost of S430 million for 
emission control equipment 
·compared with SSI 0 million for· 
the EPA's 70 percent 

The 2.250-megawall coal-fired 
Nava1o Generating Station 1s in 
Page, Ariz .. just 15 miles from lht" 
northern edge of Grand Canyon 
National Park. 

OUR 
EARTH 

VIsitors . to the .Grand Canyon may be geHinv a beHet' 
look thanks to an agreement to eut emiaton8. 

What's killing Sea World whales? 
An animal-welfare organiza11on 

is demanding 10 know what's 
killing Sea World's killer whales . 

The Humane Society oft he 
United States nas asked the 
federal government to bar the 
four Sea wo·rld attractions from 
getting more killer whales until 
the parks ' whale deaths can De 
Jdequately ~xplained . 

Tite movt- c:tme days ilfl<'r tilt> 
pregnant whilt~ thotl shiln·s tlu· 
Shamu roie wtth three other 
whales for shows at Sea World 's 

Orlando location died of 
unknown causes. 

It was the fifth whale death at a 
Sea Wond in the last two years. 

Another animal welfare group, 
The Sea Shepherd Society ol 
Fairfax. '/ a .. sa1d Wednesdav it 
planneo to launch a boycoll .of 
products made by Anheuser
Busch Corp .. parent company or 
Sea Wom1's parks. 

Somt' ~st1matt•s ~~~R~~t thai 
perhaps no more than lo 25.000 
orcas now range Earth's oceans. 

·scientists develop storage for radioactive wa-ste 
Australian sci~ntists believe thev h;we round the 

answer to one of the biggest probiP.ms of nuclear 
po~er - how to dispose of radioactiv_! waste safeiv 
and permanently. · 

The waste that nuclear power stations produce 
remains lethal for thousands of years aiter 11 is bur
ied and eventually, inevitablv, leaks out. 

Now a material invented at the Australian Nation
al University in Canberra and developed by th~ Aus
tralian Nudear Science and Technology Organiza-

liOn mav ensure that waste st ays safely locked away 
m the ground for mtilions ol years. 

Called Svnroc. for synthetic rock. it is an ad
vanced cerarr.IC. When fuse(] with radioaCtiVe Waste, 
it locks the waste ms1de 115 cry5talline structure. 

An 1 !-pound chunk of cnemically inactive Synroc 
is all that 1s left after 22 ga.tlons or highly dangerous 
radioactiVe liqmd waste 'is processed. 

Figure 8 
World Watch News from the Houston Post (August 11, 1991) 

*Reprinted with permission from the Houston Post (Copyright 1991) 
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Figure 9 
Ozone Standard Violation News from the New York Times (July 15, 1991) 
Copyright 1991 by the New York Times Co. *Reprinted with permission 
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Q&ll. 
- . -~ .. ,· . . 
. Ozoae, G~ aad Bad . . 

Q.. Why. ·do I hear about ozone _pol- : 
lution in the cities when dwindling 
ozone is C0!15idered a threat? · . 

L ... These ·are two very different 
and basically unrelated problems;" 
said Dr. Alan Friedman, dir.cctor of 
the· New York Hall of Science in . 
Queens ... Down here, it ·is'dangerous. 
to health.· btit . in the upper atmo- · 
·sphere it is essential to health." ·· 

c- - · Ozone. or ·a,. is·a gaseous isotoPe of 
oxygen with a· distinctive odor. It is a 
powerful oxidizer and is used tom- , 

· ~~ercially as .a bleaching agent. 
.. In _the upper atmosphere. ozone 

:- r-plays -a-vital mle in absorbing dan~ · 
gerous radiation from the sun, :P• j.·. 
marily ultraviolet radiation... Dr. 
Friedman said. · . -

.. .- If that-ozone layer is thinned too .. 
mu~ Dr.. Friedman explained, it al- · · 

· · lo~s more of the dangerous rays to· 
reach the · ground. where they can . 
_"cause not just sunburn but skin ·can
cer. In the-upper· atmosphere, some of 
the chemicals that have been· used in 
refrigeration are destroying ozone by 
reacting with it, .and ther~ ·· may be 
other causes for· the vari~le deple
tion that has appeared in the polar 
ozone layer .... 

Unrelated to that problem, ozone is 
also produced at ground level by vari

. ous chemical and electrical process, 
Dr. Friedman said. Even computer 

· laser printers have ozone filters to 
·protect people ftom the ozone they 
produce, Dr. . Friedman said, and 
ozone causes the funny smell after a· 
short circuit makes sparks. 
· Breathing ozone is dangerous to 
health, Dr. Friedman. said, because it 
·is a. strongly reactiv~ chemical and 
can damage sensitive tissues in the 

. lungs. for example. 

Figure 10 
An Environmental Short from the New York Times (July 7, 1991) 

Copyright 1991 by the New York Times Co. *Reprinted with permission 
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Figure 11 
Environmental Advertisement that Runs Regularly in the Chica~o Tribune 

*Reprinted with permission from the Chica~o Tribune 
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U.S. plan would impose 
fees on air polluters 
By Stevenson Swanson 
Envtronment wril8r 

UDder a proposed federal regula
tion. indusnics would have to pay 
hefty fees to get a p-.rmit to emit 

. pollutants into the air-but they 
would be able to raise the amount 
of allowable emissions with only a 
week's notice. 

At a hearing on the proposal re
cently in Chicago, business leaders 
cautiously approved the idea while 
environmentalists branded it a dis-
aster. · · 

Under the proposed · regulation, 
one air-pollution permit would 
cover all typeS of air emissions, re
placing the current hodgepodge of 
rules and enforcement programs, 
U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency officials explained. The 
hearing was . one of several being 
held across the country. 

The permit plan, the first major 
regulation proposal to come out 
oiJast year's Oean Air Act, would 
be run by state environmental. en
forcement agencies. States would 
have until November 1993 to set 
up pennit programs that meet the 
federal requirements. 

One five-year permit would 
cover the amounts of all pollutants 
that a source could emit, including 
lead, ·carbon monoxide, hydrocar
bons, sulfur dioxide, ·particles of 
dirt and soot and a wide array of 
toxic or cancer-causing chemicals. 

Factories and other sources of 
air pollution. such as electric utili
tics, would have to pay for the 
permits based on their emissions. 
The pro~l!s for a minimum 
yCarty e of $25 per ton of 
emissions.; use many factories 
discharge thousands of tons of 
some substances, the fees could 
run in the hundreds of thousands 
of dollars. 

The EPA said the fees could 
raise S300 m!1Jiryn a year from the 

34,000 industries thai would be re
quired to obtain pennits. 

Despite the fees, business repre
sentatives generally praised the 
system's "operational flexibility,,. 
which would let industries ·make 
. certain changes in the permit after 
it has been granted. Under some 
conditions, a plant could to in
crease its emissions by minor 
amounts upon· a week's notice to 
the state environmental agency. 

"Operational flexibility is vital to 
our industry,,. said Richard 
Eizember of Eli Lilly and Co. of 
Indianapolis, a major pharmaceu
tical manufacturer. "It's critical 
because of our need to respond to 
unforeseen demands for health
care products, which occurred re
cently with an antibiotic that be
came popular to treat a rise in 
hospital infections." 

But to environmentalists, ~oper
ational flexibility" is nothing but a 
polite term for allowing industry 
to do as it pleases. 

"The overall effect is to allow 
sources to unilaterally rewrite their 
pennits and increase their emis
sions without public. review," said 
Susan Mudd, state director of 
Wisconsin's Citizens for· a Better 
Environment. 

Mudd said a plant would be able 
to give notice of a minor ~ 
sions boost every week. so that 
after a few weeks, its emissions 
would be. dramatically higher. 

Chicago environmental lawyer 
Robert Wienke dismissed that pos
sibility. "Oeariy that would be a 
subterfuge of the law," he said. 
"The law is not going to permit 
that. The EPA is not going· to per-
mit that.,. . 

Air-pollution experts said the 
pro~osed regulations would not 
significantly affect Dlin!3is because 
the state bas . a pemut program 
that regulates many pollutants. __ _. 

Figure 12 
Air Pollution News from the Cbica~o Tribune (June 18, 1991) 

*Reprinted with permission from the Chica~o Tribune 
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subscribers, followed by the Chica~o Tribune, which has 1,101,966 Sunday subscribers. 

The Houston Post, a non-prestigious newspaper, has a Sunday circulation of 370,449. 

(Note: if the Houston Chronicle had been available for this study as was the original plan, 

the Chronicle's Sunday circulation is 246,192 higher than the Post's.) If running 

environmental stories on weekends was considered to be a commendable quality of socially 

responsible reporting, the Houston Post would be commended. The majority of the 

Houston Post's environmental stories (four) ran on Sunday. The New York Times would 

probably rate second in this comparison because most of its environmental stories ran on 

Wednesday or Sunday (equal numbers of two each). By contrast, the Chica2;o Tribune ran 

most of its environmental stories on Tuesday or Wednesday (equal numbers of four each), 

and the majority of the Los An~les Times' environmental stories (seven) ran on Friday, 

which are not days of the week that have the highest readership. It is also known, 

however, that some newspapers run weekly sections on science and the environment 

There were some limitations to this study. Foremost, the fact that the Houston Post 

was used instead of the Houston Chronicle may have confounded results because the latter 

is a larger (and hence more comparable to the other prestige newspapers in this study) 

newspaper. 

Future Research 

There are other ways in which researchers could have coded these newspapers. For 

example, it might be interesting to code the type of advertisements and the type of 

environmental stories per issue of each newspaper to really determine if there is any bias in 

the editorial department against their biggest revenue contributors. What percentage of the 

advertisements, for instance, come from polluting industries? Another suggestion for 

further research may be to code the same newspapers before, during and after Earth Day 

1991 to determine any bias in editorial content around such a media event 
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In conclusion, social responsibility in environmental reporting in the Los An~e1es 

Times, the New York Times, the Chica~o Tribune and the Houston Post may have fared 

better than was originally assumed after first analyzing the results. Journalists interested in 

social responsibility in environmental reporting may need to start using the mass of 

environmental information available to them and start translating it more for the concerned 

public. Media researchers should monitor changes in content (i.e., completeness) of 

environmental stories, the tenor of such stories and the frequency of publication of such 

stories. Perhaps as readers begin to see more and more environmental stories, not just a 

few now and then, defmitions of social responsibility will become easier to measure. 

There is always room for improvement. The press' obligation is to inform the public and 

after it does so, it is really up to the public to determine what they want to do with the 

information. 
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