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ABSTRACT	  

Raising awareness through news coverage has placed journalists in an important role in 

the human rights process (Joyce, 2013) because of their ability to document history, 

create evidence, inform the public, and ultimately inspire change (Plaut, 2014). 

Nevertheless, human rights related news coverage has been challenged by scholars for 

lacking context, not being exhaustive of all possible issues and overemphasizing a few, 

and presenting issues from a localized political view instead of a global one (Balabanova, 

2014). Nevertheless, due to developments in digital media, more than traditional 

journalists are now informing the public on human rights and in particular because of the 

rise of NGO journalism (McPherson, 2015) and “news cloning” (Fenton, 2009), human 

rights organizations have begun to produce news content- hiring journalists and applying 

news values to their coverage (Fenton, 2009). Classifying these organizations as forms of 

humanitarian news media (HNM), this study compares how they and traditional news 

media (TNM) cover human rights. Moreover, it utilizes gatekeeping (Shoemaker & Vos, 

2009) to understand how HNM are winnowing down many potential human rights stories 

into their coverage and if the social institutional and social system levels of analysis 

influence the outcome of content.     

Firstly, a content analysis of six TNM (AP, CNN, BBC, Reuters, Xinhua 

Newswire, and Al Jazeera) and three HNM (Amnesty International, Human Rights 

Watch, and the U.N.) was conducted coding for specific human rights, sources, 

geographic locations, audience interest (retweets, likes, and shares), and other media, 

governmental, and cultural forces. Secondly, ten in-depth interviews were conducted with 
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media professionals who work for HNM to identify how these forces are considered 

within the content building process.  

Results produced a classification of HNM based on organizational structures and 

content. Coverage heavily focuses on civil and political rights related stories for both 

TNM and HNM except for Xinhua and the U.N. There is also a lack of incorporating 

human rights framework into all coverage. TNM are the greatest external force 

influencing HNM’s coverage, and moreover HNM’s expansion into producing news 

content has not replaced the importance they place on agenda building. Audiences 

respond to viral issues within a timely news cycle more than specific human rights’ issues 

and response does not always indicate support for human rights’ issues. Journalistic 

norms outweigh cultural forces, though HNM professionals recognize the importance of 

considering local cultures within their coverage. Further research is needed to continue to 

develop cultural dimensions.   
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Information dissemination is a vital function in the modern human rights process 

(Balabanova, 2014). As such, the violations documented and publicized by journalists 

have alerted the public and motivated officials to action, dating as far back as the 

American civil war when images of battlefields were published in local and national 

newspapers (Joyce, 2013). Oftentimes, press coverage of human rights violations occurs 

during times of war or conflict, inciting empathy (as in the case of the Vietnam war), but 

also, dividing countries between allies and their enemies (“Journalism, Media and the 

Challenge,” 2002), leaving some countries’ citizens to suffer or be ignored while others 

have garnered international attention.  

The process of evaluating a story’s “newsworthiness” can explain the heightened 

coverage of human rights violations during times of conflict, but the same process can 

lead to ignoring legacy issues such as poverty or access to education (Krumbein, 2015) 

because they aren’t timely or novel. Furthermore, while each human right is 

conceptualized as being of equal importance and for which all persons ought to have 

equal access, in practice a hierarchy of rights has formed both within and between 

countries (Landman, 2016). Attitudes by lawmakers and governmental officials have 

trickled down into news coverage (herein referred to as coverage), resulting in some 

rights being emphasized more than others (Ramos, Ron, & Thoms, 2007). Nevertheless, 

journalists have acted as megaphones and advocates in several instances, which has 

raised public concern and incited governmental action (Joyce, 2013; Plaut, 2014). For 

example, in May 1994 Christiane Amanpour notably challenged then president Bill 
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Clinton on the U.S.’ stance during the war in the former Yugoslavia (Dobbs, 1995; 

Ricchiardi, 1996). 

Overall, the role of information dissemination by journalists on human rights has 

been imperative, yet flawed. This study therefore expands the scope of human rights 

coverage to include the emerging field of NGO journalism (McPherson, 2015). With the 

onset of new media technologies such as digital and social media, the human rights 

information dissemination process is expanding from exclusively by traditional news 

media (TNM) to others such as NGOs, advocates, and in some cases intergovernmental 

organizations. Labeling certain human rights NGOs and intergovernmental organizations 

as humanitarian news media (HNM), this study acknowledges that while these 

organizations may still perform traditional public relations practices, they have expanded 

to include: 

• Field reporters. The HNM in this study (Human Rights Watch, Amnesty 

International, and the U.N.) have multiple offices around the world with field 

reporters who build trusted networks of communication with local people. This 

includes survivors of human rights violations, activists, politicians, lawyers, 

journalists, diplomats, etc. Through interviews and information exchange, field 

reporters are constantly collecting newsworthy information that is translated into 

many languages and distributed via tweets, Facebook posts, articles, and in-depth 

reports. Journalistic norms are employed in the newsgathering process such as 

verifying information, gathering different points of view, and not politically 

asserting themselves in their content.   

• Editors and Producers. As field reporters conduct interviews, take photos, film 

events, and perform any other information gathering, there are multiple ways the 

artifacts are then transformed into news content. HNM have several professionals 

employed at headquarters to assist in organizing, planning future, and editing 

content. Web, video, and story editors, as well as producers in the case of 
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multimedia projects, aid in the process. This includes assisting in the stories that 

are written by field reporters, publishing daily briefings of the top human rights 

violations, organizing the large amounts of information cycling through the 

organization, planning ahead for future content, and liaising with field offices.   

• News content. Besides press releases, HNM have begun to produce content in a 

news format, albeit from a human rights perspective. This includes daily news 

articles that are linked to tweets and posts. Multimedia is also being produced 

such as photo essays and reporters’ packages.   

• In-depths reports. Unique to HNM is that besides producing press releases and 

daily news content they also actively produce in-depth reports both on the status 

of troubled countries and about specific human rights injustices. These reports are 

meant for the public but more so to provide valuable information to government 

officials, lawyers, and TNM.     

This coverage is not primarily on the organizations but rather on human rights’ 

issues. Therefore, this study aims at building criteria for classifying HNM, comparing 

how HNM cover human rights issues with TNM, and identifying if external forces 

influence content in a similar way as has been identified for TNM. For instance, TNM are 

strongly influenced by government and national political interests and consequently most 

international news (which often deals with human rights) is reported from a political, 

narrow point of view (Graber & Smith, 2005) instead of a global human rights’ point of 

view. This has been shown across all mediums, including now social media use by news’ 

organizations (Landereville, White, & Allen, 2015).  

This study also offers an overall perspective of how human rights are being 

portrayed in news media, whereas much of the literature that focuses on human rights and 

news media is based on case studies (Balabanova, 2014; Evans, 2010; Pollock, 2014). 

The concept of human rights for this study is based off of the U.N. human rights 

framework (herein referred to as the framework) because it offers a universal set of 
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treaties and rights that individual countries have collectively agreed upon- although not 

without disagreements due to political and cultural differences (Whelan, 2014). After 

World War II, members of the U.N. consciously began to draft and adopt the framework 

in the form of conventions and declarations (Morsink, 1999). From this, two overarching 

classifications of rights emerged: civil and political and economic, social, and cultural. 

Table 1 outlines what is included in each of these types of rights based on the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the International 

Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). Since western media 

focus almost exclusively on the civil and political rights (Ramos et al., 2007), this study 

also looks at if HNM incorporate economic, social, and cultural rights more in their 

coverage.   

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE 

To complete this investigation, gatekeeping theory was utilized to understand how 

HNM create their human rights content and who or what influences that process. What 

began with Lewin’s (1947) concept that food comes to a family’s dinner table through 

different channels via a gatekeeper (he identified as a housewife), gatekeeping theory was 

quickly adapted to mass communication through a described model that many news 

stories may be at the disposal of a news gatekeeper (in this case a newswire editor) but 

only very few pass through the gate to the audience (White, 1950). John Dimmick (1974) 

once labeled gatekeeping an, “uncertainty theory” (p.8), rationalizing that gatekeepers do 

not innately know what to consider news but that deadlines and occupational norms force 

quick evaluations and a finished product that contributes to a social reality rather than 

collective stories of objective physical events. In this process, a common phrase of John 
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Donne’s (1624) may be applied: no gatekeeper is an island, and the system within 

gatekeepers function, their job routines, the organization for which they work, coupled 

with their own unique attributes influence the gatekeeping process (Shoemaker, 1991; 

Shoemaker & Reese, 1996; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009) and ultimately the news content. 

Specifically, many scholars have built upon gatekeeping literature through the following: 

• Duplicating the original study (Snider, 1967) 

• Studying other mediums (Bastos, Raimundo, & Travitzki, 2013; Berkowitz, 1990; 

Brown, 1979, for example) 

• Expanding the gatekeeper beyond newswire editors (Barzilai-Nahon, 2008; Bass, 

1969; Harrison, 2010, for example) 

• Identifying five levels of analysis of gatekeeping forces (Shoemaker, 1991; 

Shoemaker & Vos, 2009) 

• Developing the hierarchical model of influence (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996; 

2014) 

• Adapting gatekeeping to a digital age (Brazilai-Nahon, 2008; Bro & Wallberg, 

2014; Bruns, 2011; Singer, 2010, for example) 

 Notably, the advent of digital media has shifted gatekeeping scholars to include 

the importance of the audience and other actors (Ali & Fahmy, 2013; Bui, 2010; Carr, 

2012). Oftentimes, the relationship between who are commonly labeled public relations 

practitioners and journalists are done through the lens of agenda building (Cobb & Elder, 

1971; Cobb, Ross, & Ross, 1976). Considering that the two most popular human rights 

NGOs, Human Rights Watch (HRW) and Amnesty International (AI) have more than 3 

million Twitter followers alone with whom they can directly communicate news 
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headlines (Twitter.com), this study begins a needed alteration from traditional roles of PR 

practitioner and journalist through an agenda building lens to analyzing the content of 

both and investigating the possible gatekeeping practices of what this study labels HMN. 

This not only broadens our scope of human rights information dissemination and 

gatekeeping, it proposes an overview of how coverage related to human rights issues is 

being disseminated to audiences. Building on Bass’ (1969) work, which looked at the 

gatekeeping process at the U.N. radio network over forty years ago, this study proposes 

HNM as gatekeepers worthy of being examined.  

The remaining chapters of this study are organized to inform the reader of the 

literature, the mix methods used, analysis of the content, discussion, limitations and 

future research, and finally a conclusion. Chapter 2 begins with the origins of 

gatekeeping and how it was adapted to a mass communication field, and in particular 

news dissemination. It also highlights the important contribution of Pamela Shoemaker 

(1991) to the theory when she conceived of the five levels of analysis, later further 

developed with Timothy Vos (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). Shoemaker also developed the 

hierarchical model of influences with Reese (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996; 2014) that also 

identify five forces (same as the levels of analysis) that can influence the gatekeeping 

process: individual, routines, organizations, social-institutional, and social system.  

Chapter 3 details the U.N. human rights framework and the role of human rights 

organizations. Included is background information on Amnesty International, Human 

Rights Watch, and the U.N. Chapter 4 discusses the important role journalists have 

played in the human rights process as they disseminate important information to the 

public that can ultimately invoke compassion and action by various actors. It also 
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discusses the shortcomings of the process as some violations have been overlooked, 

politicized, oversimplified, or presented from a narrow point of view. Chapter 5 posits 

five research questions and six hypotheses concerning the content of human rights 

coverage by both HNM and TNM. Included are also external forces that can influence the 

outcome of coverage and the gatekeeping process such as sources, geography, sentiment, 

governments, other media, the audience, and culture. These forces are on the social 

institutional and social system levels of gatekeeping.  

As this study utilizes a mixed methods approach, Chapter 6 includes the sampling 

strategy, code development, and intercoder reliability results of the content analysis and 

the steps taken to conduct ten in-depth interviews with media professionals working for 

HNM. Chapter 7 reports the findings and results of the research questions and 

hypotheses. The quantitative and qualitative analyses are incorporated together as one 

informs the other and vice versa. This includes statistical findings and quotes from the 

interviews.  

Chapter 8 offers a discussion of the results and findings including criteria for 

classifying an organization as HNM, how HNM are professionalizing the use of social 

and digital media in transmedia contexts, and the relationship between HNM and TNM. 

Chapter 8 also further explores how the framework is underutilized in HNM and TNM 

human rights coverage, and the challenges HNM face balancing reporting on human 

rights while still being accessible to a larger audience that is mostly not familiar with the 

legality of human rights. The influence of social institutional forces, namely audiences, 

other media, governments, and sources are examined and the importance of TNM is 

emphasized. The exploratory nature of measuring culture, specifically the power distance 
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and collectivism vs. individualism dimensions, is considered and compared to journalistic 

norms of the news process. Chapter 9 includes limitations to this study and the future 

direction of research, and finally Chapter 10 gives a conclusion and lessons learned in the 

process of conducting this study.      
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CHAPTER II 

GATEKEEPING THEORY IN THE 20th AND 21st CENTURIES 

 Gatekeeping theory began with German-American psychologist Kurt Lewin 

(1947). Lewin (1947) conceived that food comes to the family dinner table via a 

gatekeeper (most often a housewife) through different “channels” in its acquisition, 

storage, and preparation. Forces influence this process, such as the food available, 

economics, the preferences of the family, and geographic location. Beyond domestic 

settings, Lewin (1947) also underscored that societal gatekeepers such as organizational 

managers have the authority to reinforce norms such as social inequalities.  

 David Manning White (1950) drew upon Lewin’s conception and applied the 

theory to the process of selecting news messages. More specifically, he conducted his 

research around a specific gatekeeper with the pseudonym “Mr. Gates,” a well-

experienced, middle-aged wire editor working at a middle-sized newspaper in the mid-

west (White, 1950). For one week, Mr. Gates was asked to keep all of the newswire that 

he filtered through and write the reasons for why he rejected the stories that did not make 

it to print (White, 1950). Through analyzing the reasons why certain newswire stories 

were rejected, White (1950) discovered that the process of stopping messages from 

passing through the gate was subjective and based on the judgment, personal preferences, 

and professional experience of Mr. Gates. In total, only 10% of all newswire stories 

passed through the gate and the major reasons for rejecting the stories were because the 

story was not worthy of being reported (too dull, trivial, consisting of propaganda or 

taboo subjects for instance), the story had already been reported, or other stories were 

deemed more important for the limited space available (White, 1950). This seminal work 
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is still considered a classic study for gatekeeping theory in mass communication not only 

because it was the first of its kind, but it also clearly displays individual forces that occur 

within a larger structure in the newsroom (Reese & Ballinger, 2001). By emphasizing 

that personal biases can influence how news stories come to print, White’s (1950) 

original gatekeeping piece challenged one overarching assumption of news and that is 

that gatekeepers reflect the pulse of society (Reese & Ballinger, 2001).         

 Snider (1967) attempted to duplicate White’s (1950) study as closely as possible 

with the same Mr. Gates seventeen years later. Several developments had occurred in the 

newspaper industry in the interim of these two studies (Snider, 1967).  Many newspapers 

had converged their morning and evening editions, three wire services had downsized 

into one (just the Associated Press, with the elimination of the International News 

Service and the United Press), there were more advertisements and less news space, 

photos also took up more space on the page, and fewer personnel worked at the 

newspaper (Snider, 1967). Furthermore, radio and television news were now legitimate 

competition, there were tighter deadlines, and unions had formed which cut down 

working hours (Snider, 1967).  Snider’s (1967) findings reveal that Mr. Gates 

gatekeeping process remained relatively the same but that the industry had shifted 

dramatically from human interest stories to a stronger focus on “hard” news. This semi -

methodical, semi-subjective selection process (explained in further detail below) remains 

today. In a content analysis of user comments to large newspapers published online and 

in print, with subsequent follow-up interviews with journalists, McElroy (2013) found 

there is not one fixed way that journalists choose comments.   
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 Five years after White, Warren Breed (1955) conducted a functional analysis of 

social control in the newsroom. Breed (1955) evaluated how top level actors in news 

organizations, such as publishers, usually set policies that are followed by the supporting 

staff.  However, personal journalistic ethics, liberal attitudes of staff, and the hesitation of 

the policy makers to demand supporting staff to follow the rules implicitly, sometimes 

interfered with the flow of command. Nevertheless, uniformity does thrive in newsrooms 

for the following reasons: institutional authority and sanctions, feelings of obligation and 

esteem for superiors, mobility aspirations, absence of conflicting group allegiance, 

pleasant nature of the activity (collegiality of being a part of a newsroom), and news 

being considered a value (Breed, 1955). While both White (1950) and Breed (1955) 

discuss individual forces that influence the gatekeeper, Breed’s (1955) six reasons for 

staff conformity also introduce the importance of organizational forces on the gatekeeper.  

 Concurrent to Breed’s article, Westley and MacLean (1955) conceptualized a 

gatekeeping model, which they stressed that the gatekeeper maintains status as long as 

she or he can satisfy the needs of the audience or public, furthermore, the role of the 

gatekeeper is to serve as an “agent” for the audience to extend the audience’s 

environment. Westley and MacLean (1955) position the gatekeeper as one who 

“observes, selects, encodes, and transmits a limited portion of all possible messages” 

(p.6). Their emphasis is not being a creator of news but rather a selector of news. In their 

model, Westley and MacLean (1955) visualize that the gatekeeper chooses from several 

messages but that those messages may be filtered through elite sources such as 

advertisers. Furthermore, since the gatekeeper is acting on behalf of the audience, she or 

he must consider their feedback (Westley & MacLean, 1955).   
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 While some scholars were measuring the importance of forces that work on 

gatekeepers, Bass (1969) broadened the concept of who could be a gatekeeper. As a 

critique to the early gatekeeping literature, Bass (1969) purported that to focus singularly 

on copy editors is rudimentary since news organizations both produce and distill content. 

He then proposed a double-action internal news flow where raw news is utilized by news 

gatherers (writers, reporters, bureau chief, and city editors) as action one, then news copy 

is passed off to news processors (editor, copy readers, and translators) as action two 

before the completed product is released to the public (Bass, 1969). Within this model, 

news processors (news creators) and news gatherers (those who report news) may belong 

to the same or different organizations, such wire services like AP or Reuters, who 

produce content for other outlets (Bass, 1969).  

 A decade later, Brown (1979) reassessed gatekeeping once again; however, with 

the assertion that gatekeepers do in fact mirror the perceptions of society. Brown (1979) 

emphasized Lewin’s earlier assertions that gatekeepers are not completely independent in 

their decision-making, but are rather influenced by social and psychological factors. 

Brown (1979) criticized White’s (1950) methodology as being flawed because it focused 

on what wasn’t chosen in lieu of the, “universe represented by the general flow of 

information” (Brown, 1979, p.597). Instead, Brown (1979) stated that the messages that 

pass through the gate ought to be examined in conjunction with societal factors. 

Accordingly, he changed the parameters of the method to contain a sample of Time and 

Newsweek magazines over a thirty-year period, and focused on a particular legacy topic 

rather than the daily routine of choosing news content (Brown, 1979). Family planning 

was chosen as an umbrella topic with medical advancement, moral, legal/political, 
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population, organizational, abortion, and sterilization discussions being included as 

subtopics. Through comparing real world occurrences to news coverage, Brown (1979) 

reported varying results of correlation but does note that medical/scientific developments 

did appear to trigger moral discussions.  

 Schudson (1989) also pointed out that another limitation to the Mr. Gates 

metaphor is that it reduces gatekeeping to a quantitative process of merely tapering down 

news content based on individual subjectiveness, not considering other factors such as 

organizational forces. Furthermore, Schudson (1989) states that “news items are not 

simply selected but constructed” (p.265).  To incorporate a more sophisticated 

consideration of all the forces working on gatekeepers, Schudson (1989) suggested three 

perspectives: political economy (news messages are dependent on the news 

organization’s economic structure), mainstream sociology (organizational and routines 

constrain journalists’ output), and anthropology or culture (broad culture constrains 

journalists’ output).   

 For the political economy perspective, Schudson (1989) states that there is a 

conspiracy theory presented by some that the business class who own media 

organizations (board of directors, publishers, etc.) secretly dictate what kind of news 

messages, audiences will receive but he challenges that notion by listing Watergate and 

Vietnam War coverage as being examples of journalists acting as watchdogs and not 

lapdogs. Nevertheless, much scholarship has centered on the influence of elite sources on 

news, particular government sources on media systems that strive to be objective and 

independent (Entman, 2004; Entman, 2007; Graber & Smith, 2005; Kolmer & Semetko, 

2009; Nacos, 2007). The pinnacle of which was perhaps the coverage leading up to the 
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2003 Iraq invasion, which lacked critical frames by the media (Bennett, 2011). For 

instance, there was little pushback by mainstream media when the Bush administration 

repeatedly connected Osama Bin Laden to Saddam Hussein (Bennett, 2011). In fact, this 

declared failure of journalists to question authorities (Glazier & Boydstun, 2012) was one 

impetus for future gatekeeping research (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). 

 Like other scholars before and after Schudson (Brown, 1979; Breed; Shoemaker 

& Reese, 1996; etc.) the sociology of news and whether or not news is a “social 

production of reality” (Shudson, 1989, p. 273) or merely an organizational product that 

can be evaluated like other manufactured goods impacts how gatekeeping is 

conceptualized. Certainly, the underpinning of the mainstream sociology perspective is 

that journalists are governed by their routines and the organization they work for over 

their personal ideologies (Shoemaker, Eichholz, Kim, & Wrigley, 2001). Therefore, any 

journalist from the same news organization could be assigned any beat, story, or 

interview and the result would be similar. This is not to imply that journalists are the void 

of opinions, on the contrary, scholars have documented journalists’ decided ideologies 

(Lichter, Rotham, & Lichter, 1986), but rather journalists’ constrain their personal 

ideologies for the sake of the system within they function (Schudson, 1989).  

 Schudson’s (1989) third cultural perspective is connected with how journalists 

evaluate the newsworthiness of a story- a process that is opaque, yet fundamental to 

journalism (Tuchman, 1972). The judgment and commonsense used in evaluating 

newsworthiness is rooted in the hegemonic system of the journalist (Schudson, 1989). 

Gans (1979) identified fundamental news values (as influenced by broad culture) as 

ethnocentrism, altruistic democracy, responsible capitalism, small-town pastoralism, 
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individualism, and moderatism (as listed by Schudson, 1989). These values are firmly 

rooted in American news, yet hardly questioned (Gans, 1979).  

 Transitioning from newspapers to local television news, Berkowitz (1990) 

proposed a new formulation to the gatekeeping metaphor. In a triangulated study, 

Berkowitz (1990) spent 7 weeks in a newsroom, which included two weeks of 

familiarization, four weeks of observing journalists’ news decision making process, and 

one week of in-depth interviews with journalists.  Berkowitz (1990) determined that 

within the 44 person staff, only six could be considered decision-makers: the news 

director, assistant news director, assignment editor, managing editor, and two producers. 

The routines of television newsrooms differ from newspaper newsrooms in that 

preparation began in the early mornings for the 5 or 6 p.m. newscast, unlike preparing the 

day and night previously for the morning delivery. Different from Brown (1979) who 

analyzed external social factors, Berkowitz (1990) compared the five core values of 

newsworthiness (timeliness, significance, proximity, known principal, and conflict) to the 

likelihood of a story being aired and found that timeliness by far was the greatest 

determining factor with significance second.  

 In the 1990s, two prominent gatekeeping scholars emerged, Pamela Shoemaker 

and Stephen Reese who formally identified the different forces that influence gatekeepers 

and the gatekeeping process, ultimately affecting the outcome of news messages. Two 

models were developed firstly by Shoemaker (1991) and then secondly by Shoemaker 

and Reese (1996) to classify five major forces that can influence gatekeeping: individual, 

routines, organizational, social-institutional, and social system forces.    
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Framework of Gatekeeping: Five Levels of Analysis and the Hierarchy of Influences 

Model    

 Whilst early scholars focused on different forces that influence gatekeeping, such 

as White (1950) who pointed out individual forces, Berkowitz (1990) who analyzed 

routines, Breed (1955) who incorporated organizational forces, Brown (1979) who 

looked at external social forces, and so forth, it wasn’t until Shoemaker (1991) that these 

strands of research were conceptualized into one model of five levels of analysis. Not 

only did this provide cohesion to gatekeeping as a theory, it asserted that no one single 

factor unilaterally influences the gatekeeper, but rather a series of influences to varying 

degrees. Five years later, Shoemaker and Reese (1996) proposed the hierarchy of 

influence model that has evolved into identifying the same forces as the five levels of 

analysis (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). The major difference between the five levels of 

analysis as proposed by Shoemaker (1991) and updated by Shoemaker and Vos (2009) 

and the hierarchy of influences model as proposed by Shoemaker and Reese (1996; 2014) 

is that the latter model subscribes to the view that individual influences in the center of 

the hierarchy are less influential than the remaining outer levels (further explication is 

provided below for each level). Nevertheless, the five levels are labeled the same for both 

models and described in a similar fashion (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014, Shoemaker & Vos, 

2009); therefore, literature from both models will be drawn upon but referring to the 

forces as on the levels of analysis since HNM may not produce the same hierarchy as 

traditional media. 

In an attempt to update these five levels of analysis, Chin-Fook and Simmonds 

(2011) proposed a theoretical model that these influencing forces are no longer operating 
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unidirectional, as with the original conception, but in a multidirectional flow where all 

actors may influence each other. So as technology continues to advance, Lewin’s (1947) 

conception that social and psychological factors could simultaneously influence the way 

a mother gatekeeps food for her family, remain true for how news gatekeepers consider 

several influencers and influences both within and outside the newsroom, which 

ultimately leads to whether or not and how a story passes through the gate. A conceptual 

model has been developed for this study (see Figure 1) that accounts for the framework 

elements that are identified below.   

INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE 

Individual level. The individual level, and arguably one of the most researched 

aspects of not only gatekeeping but journalism studies in general (Beam, Weaver, & 

Brownlee, 2008; Cuillier, 2012;  Hanitzsch, 2011; Shoemaker, Vos, & Reese, 2008, for 

example), focuses on how a gatekeeper interprets and evaluates messages, their decision 

making skills, ideologies, characteristics, values, education, and role conception 

(Shoemaker, 1991; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). Interestingly, Shoemaker and Reese (2014) 

suggest that while there has been an increased prominence in strongly opinionated 

commentators associated with partisan news such as Sean Hannity of Fox News or 

Rachel Maddow of MSNBC, “media technology and concurrent societal shifts” (p. 204) 

do make news personnel more fluid and less clearly identifiable as before.   

 The impact of individual level forces on news content is dependent on factors 

such as where a gatekeeper works, their status, and how much they strive for objectivity 

(Shoemaker, 1991; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). For instance, in an automated content-

analytic procedure, Soroka (2012) found that despite frequent notions of a “liberal” news 
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bias, coverage of major issues like unemployment or inflation was equally negative 

during both Republican and Democratic administrations. This implies that personal 

ideologies do not prevent equally negative coverage of issues, whether a journalist is 

liberal or conservative like many would perceive.   

 Personal ideologies can be contained in the gatekeeping process but not actually 

changed or depleted. For instance, through in-depth interviews of expatriate media 

personnel working for Chinese media companies in China, Blumell, Qiu, and Peaslee 

(2014) report that personal ideologies remain rather constant, but do not overtly manifest 

in news content in a restricted media environment where one fears losing one’s job or 

even legal action. Shoemaker, Eichholz, Kim, and Wrigley (2001) measured political 

ideology, gender, education, race, experience, and voting habits of journalists and 

correlated these individual characteristics to Congressional bill coverage and found that 

there was no correlation between these factors. They conclude that routine forces have 

more control over news content than individual forces (Shoemaker et al., 2001).  Indeed, 

many journalists value putting aside personal ideologies to tell the truth and keep news 

proportional (“Principles of Journalism,” 2015). In fact, not wanting to let one’s own 

ideologies bias news content can lead to a greater emphasis on contrary points of view 

(Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). For instance, in an experiment of sending pro-McCain and 

Pro-Obama editorial letters to newspapers during the 2008 presidential election, Butler 

and Schofield (2010) found that not only were more pro-McCain letters published, but 

that pro-McCain letters were most found in newspapers that had endorsed Obama. Kim 

(2012) on the other hand, points out individual forces may become more prominent in 

situations where journalists work away from the main organization, such as embedded 
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journalists. In a study of Iraqi war correspondents, working away from the newsroom and 

having unusual schedules did lead to heavier reliance on one’s own judgment and 

ideologies (Kim, 2012). In another survey of 404 Iraqi journalists, Kim (2010) found 

gender and experience were correlated with perceived danger because male journalists 

and those with more experience feared physical danger more than female journalists and 

those with less experience.  Kim (2010) asserts that these findings contradict Shoemaker 

et al.’s (2001) conclusion that emphasizes the importance of routine forces and calls on 

scholars to not overlook individual forces.   

Routine level. Routines guide gatekeepers and are a set of rules, mostly unwritten 

(Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). Routines can include deadlines, writing styles like the 

inverted pyramid, news beats, newsworthiness, and even social milieus of what is 

appropriate to discuss in the newsroom (Shoemaker, 1991; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). 

Shoemaker (1991) distinguishes routines from the individual in that, “routines seem to 

dictate the overall pattern of stories, and individual gatekeepers decide which particular 

stories will be used within that standard framework” (p. 50).  

Shoemaker (1991) listed entrance of items into the channel (see Figure 1), 

characteristics of news items, forces at and behind the gate, and individual attitudes as 

antecedents or factors that regulate how certain stories come to the attention of 

gatekeepers. These items were later labeled as part of the gatekeeping process at the 

routines level in Shoemaker and Vos’ (2009) updated theory book. Items can come to the 

gate through routine, informal, and enterprise channels (Shoemaker, 1991).  Routine 

channels comprise of press releases, press conferences, nonspontaneous events, and 

planned interviews, informal channels include leads, briefings, convention proceedings, 
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and reports from other news organizations, and finally enterprise channels consist of 

spontaneous events and reporter’s analysis (Shoemaker, 1991).   

Once information comes to gatekeepers via a channel, they then evaluate the 

newsworthiness of the information for a potential story as explained above. Shoemaker 

and Vos (2009) describe newsworthiness as a cognitive construct that takes place within 

the routines journalists perform. Shoemaker (2006) explains that in reality through this 

process, news content in democratic systems predominantly draws attention to issues and 

problems that need repair rather than mirror reality and in non-democratic systems news 

reflects what those in power wish reality to be. Furthermore, Shoemaker (2006) advises 

that since newsworthiness is a “mental judgment” (p. 110) it can only somewhat predict 

what will become news. In a ten country study that asked journalists, PR practitioners, 

and people of both high and low SES to rank news headlines according to 

newsworthiness, Shoemaker and Cohen (2006) found that while in every country each 

entity more or less agreed with each other on the rankings, that didn’t reflect how those 

headlines were arranged in the actual newspaper.  

Organizational level. Organizations are also an important force since they are 

responsible for human resources and setting the rules for gatekeepers (Shoemaker, 1991; 

Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). Besides the characteristics of the organization, boundary roles 

take place that control the inputs and outputs of messages (Shoemaker, 1991; Shoemaker 

& Vos, 2009). An input boundary role person selects or ignores messages coming into the 

organization according to the criteria set by the organization (Shoemaker, 1991; 

Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). An output boundary role person prepares and transmits 

messages to the public (Shoemaker, 1991; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). The rules of an 
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organization are set not only to build an image and negate conflict within the newsroom, 

they can also set the tone to guide gatekeepers with specific issues, particularly 

controversial ones (Richardson & Barkho, 2009). For instance, the BBC has developed 

specific guidelines to diffuse audience scrutiny in covering the Israeli/Palestinian conflict 

(Richardson & Barkho, 2009). 

Social institutional level. Beyond the organization, routines, or individual, news 

takes place within a greater society of powerful elites, norms, social standards, culture, 

and so forth. Accordingly, the remaining levels of gatekeeping analysis account for these 

forces. Just as the individual level is changing, Shoemaker and Reese (2014) also point 

out that the social institutional level is more fluid with influences coming in and out of 

the system through new media channels. Social institutional forces specifically include 

markets, audiences, advertisers, financial markets, sources, public relations, governments, 

interest groups, and other media (Shoemaker, 1991; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). 

Government and sources have been credited as prominently shaping news content 

(Bennett, 2011; Entman, 2004), and with advancements of two-way communication via 

social and new media, the audience is gaining a more prominent role in the gatekeeping 

process. Moreover, HNM have traditionally relied on TNM in an agenda-building 

capacity (Powers, 2014), so as they expand to new areas, the relationship may expand or 

evolve. This study therefore, focuses on governments, sources, the audience, and other 

media. 

Governments. The influence of governments on media has been well explored in 

several theories and paradigms.	  In a survey of 1,300 journalists in five countries, 

Patterson and Donsbach (1996) reported that political partisanship does influence the 
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decisions of journalists’ news content. Bennett (1990) emphasizes the overall reliance 

media have on the government but that both parties need each other to do their job. 

Entman (2004) introduced a cascading activation model, which uses a metaphor of a 

waterfall to illustrate that the presidential administration’s messages are filtered down 

through a system of other politicians and elites, which ultimately mold news content. 	  

Scholars particularly have emphasized that post 9/11 news coverage leading up to 

the American and British led invasion of Iraq in 2003 lacked questioning the federal 

government in general and any opposition that was included in the coverage was tainted 

as un-patriotic or a personal attack on the presidential administration (Farnsworth, 

Lichter, & Schatz, 2010). After the first two weeks of the invasion, the U.S. continued to 

report highly positive coverage of allies and negative coverage of Iraqis that only began 

to alter once no weapons of mass destruction were found in Iraq (Kolmer & Semtko, 

2009), prompting many prominent American journalists to concede that they were wrong 

not to question the Bush administration more thoroughly (Nacos, 2007). In the U.K., 

highly negative coverage before the 2003 invasion was prominent in until British troops 

were deployed, the changed to showing more support for the government afterwards 

(Murray, Parry, Robinson, & Goddard, 2008). During the Benghazi attack hearing, the 

Obama administration was reproached for its handling of the Benghazi consulate attack 

(Wolf, 2013). Yet, little public criticism or observation has been made towards the press 

for decreasing its Libyan coverage following the death of Gaddafi (Morey, Thyne, 

Hayden, & Senters, 2012).	  Wolfsfeld and Shafer (2006) consider contemporary reporters 

to be generally reactive in nature and lack investigative qualities, which leads to few 

political stories being discovered first by the media.  
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Sources. Sources as social institutional forces differ from routine forces in how 

much power they are perceived to have because instead of being routinely interviewed 

for information, sources can influence how news messages are shaped (Shoemaker & 

Reese, 2014). In other words, how journalists’ access their sources is a routine, but the 

information sources give or not give, their availability to journalists, and their own 

personal interests are a social institutional force (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). Journalists 

continue to heavily rely on sources (Esser & Umbricht, 2014) and the majority of those 

sources are government (Bennett, 2011). Official sources are relied upon because they are 

perceived to be credible and important (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). Consequently, when 

asked why catchphrases like “axis of evil” and “war on terror” during the Bush 

administration were magnified in the news, journalists answered that they weren’t 

promoting those phrases but merely quoting their sources, which were members of the 

Bush administration (Lewis & Reese, 2009). Hermida, Lewis, and Zamith (2014) point 

out that since journalists’ mandate is to evaluate the credibility of sources, they rely on 

elites or government sources. However, there are exceptions such as during the Arab 

Spring Uprising when social media like Twitter did provide a variety of sources; thus, 

decreasing the social institutional level’s influence on the gatekeeping process (Hermida 

et al., 2014). Journalists’ over reliance on government sources also overshadow human 

rights’ issues, creating more focus on political issues (Bogert, 2010). 

 The audience. As far back as the 1950s, scholars recognized that mass 

communication could specialize to specific audiences and that the relationship between 

the audience and the gatekeeper was not arbitrary (Westley &MacLean, 1955). Yet, this 

aspect of the theory, later identified as a social institutional force (Shoemaker & Vos, 
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2009), wasn’t firmly actualized in gatekeeping scholarship until recently when news 

organizations began incorporating new media use into their organization, not to mention 

the general social media landscape that is flooded by user generated comments (UGC) 

and viral trends that impact coverage. One example of this, relating to human rights 

coverage, is the Kony 2012 documentary on Ugandan warlord Joseph Kony that first 

exploded online with 90 million YouTube views and then second transferred to 

traditional coverage (Curits, 2012). Unfortunately, scholars have yet to pinpoint why 

exactly a documentary posted online from a small non-profit based in California incited 

such a global response (Madianou, 2013), only that it happened and that the outcome 

didn’t result in long lasting change (Madianou, 2013). 

Web analytics have been shown to influence editorial decisions in the newsroom, 

mainly because journalists’ fear financial instability and accordingly strive for creating 

content that is enticing for the audience (Tandoc, 2014).Furthermore, Lee, Lewis, and 

Powers (2014) measured how in-direct audience engagement affects news placement by 

audience clicks on headlines. Using longitudinal secondary data of major online U.S. 

newspapers, Lee et al. (2014) found that audience clicks do affect news placement, which 

then affects the news cycle of the day but there is no overall lagged effect of news 

placement audience clicks (Lee et al., 2014). Over a two-month period, Singer (2014) 

analyzed a range of news websites and official social media sources and found that 

audience members have been enabled to add their personal value and interest to a story 

that in turn determines the story’s online visibility. This expands gatekeeping because 

now stories are able to still pass through the gate but may not gain much visibility 

because the audience determines it to be unimportant or what may have seemed 
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inconsequential to traditional news sources become prominent because of audience 

attention. Such as in a textual analysis of Jon Stewart’s appearance on CNN’s Crossfire 

and Stephen Colbert’s speech at the White House Correspondents’ dinner in which they 

both criticized traditional media (Carr, 2012). Carr (2012) reports that the audience’s 

online reaction to both of these events generated enough hype that even CNN’s president 

Jonathan Klein, admitted publicly that Jon Stewart’s comments were accurate (Carr, 

2012). In this case, gatekeepers remain gatekeepers but the interests and subsequent mass 

gravitation of the audience towards certain messages, influence traditional gatekeepers 

through a two-way communication approach, albeit not always a direct approach, 

incorporating reflexivity (Carr, 2012) into the gatekeeping process. It is fair to say that 

through ratings and circulation numbers, news organizations have always been interested 

in the audience (mostly for economic and popularity reasons); however, there is now less 

guess or anticipating what the audience would like (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009) and more 

observing feedback via UGC.   

Other scholars have placed the audience in a more active role, not only potentially 

influencing news content, but also becoming a gatekeeper, too through acts of citizen 

journalism.  Some of the strongest examples of how social media have empowered the 

audience to take on the gatekeeping mantel are in countries where high media censorship 

stifles traditional media. The ‘Green Revolution’ or the 2009 Iranian protests against 

Ahmadinejad’s re-election was dubbed a ‘Twitter revolution’ when some protestors 

began using social media to spread photos and messages about what was happening there 

(Ali & Fahmy, 2013). Ali and Fahmy (2013) note that Western media then picked up the 

story before the Iranian government implemented even stronger media regulations. Users 
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here differ from Carr (2012) or Lee et al.’s (2014) studies because they were not only 

spreading messages or commenting on existing messages, making some more salient then 

others, they were producing their own content when traditional gatekeepers could or did 

not. This is an important distinction if the gatekeeping label is to be placed on the 

audience. UGC is not necessarily citizen journalism.  

 Ali and Fahmy (2013) conclude that although the audience did spread messages 

during the Iranian protests and later during the Arab Spring Uprisings, traditional media 

maintain their role as dominant gatekeepers, using social media content as another news 

source. Robertson (2013) found that in total, only 1.7% of news stories produced by 

major traditional media (BBC World, CNN International, Russia Today, Al Jazeera 

English) referenced social media during the Arab Spring. Indeed, while the “old” media 

did mention the presence of Twitter and other social media outlets, it was important for 

all news stations to rely on their reporters on the ground, even with limited access 

(Robertson, 2013). This study, like other recent literature, expands who may be 

considered a gatekeeper but also includes Ali and Fahmy’s (2013) observation that the 

general audience may have fleeting moments of gatekeeping but are overshadowed by 

traditional media.   

New audience sway however, does not mean gatekeepers are ready to relinquish 

their traditional duties, and UGC written under the domain of news’ organizations must 

also pass through a gate (Harrison, 2010). In a survey of British journalists about their 

perceptions of UGC and how that influences their daily routine and workplace culture, 

Singer (2010) reports that journalists believe they have acquired skills that users do not, 

as well as perceive anonymous comments as having the potential to be more outrageous. 
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Journalists also believe that UGC is of lower quality than traditional news and inaccurate 

information can occur more frequently (Singer, 2010). As far as users being able to 

perform a gatekeeping role, journalists doubted that they are able to “police” themselves, 

but felt the greatest benefit of UGC were as a source of news and a valuable indicator of 

user interests (Singer, 2010).   

Other media. In most media systems, several news organizations exist, creating 

both competition and cooperation in the industry (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). News 

organizations compete with each other for ratings, scooping a story first, accessing 

exclusive information or interviews, and an overall drive to outdo one another, but they 

also cooperate with each other when at press conferences or events (Shoemaker & Vos, 

2009). Certain elite news organizations such as the New York Times receive more 

attention from other media than an average news organization, even influencing the 

content of other media, a process called intermedia agenda setting (Golan, 2006). 

Television news in particular is influenced by newspaper coverage both within the U.S. 

(Golan, 2006; Roberts & McCombs, 1996) and Europe (Lopez-Escobar, Lamas, 

McCombs, & Lennon, 1998). The advent of digital and social media has shifted 

intermedia agenda setting to include the impact of political blogs (Heim, 2013; Meraz, 

2011), Twitter feeds of political candidates (Conway, Kenski, & Wang, 2015), political 

activism websites (Ragas & Kiousis, 2010), and NGO social media use (Blumell & 

Gilmore, 2014; Rodriguez, 2016), for example. In a study of 11 different countries, Du 

(2013) found that intra-nation intermedia agenda setting is happening and purports that 

through this process western dominated messages are beginning to shift. While this study 

acknowledges the continuing dominance of western based media (Castells, 2010; Hafez, 
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2013) despite being in an era where there is more potential for diverse input (there is 

access and content available but technological advancement has not decreased to 

dominance of western media such as Hollywood movies). Thus, it also aims at 

understanding how TNM and HNM interact by measuring presence of both in coverage 

and through in-depth interviews of HNM professionals.  

Social system level. The fifth level of analysis accounts for ideologies, social 

structures, and culture (Shoemaker, 1991; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). Social systems are 

broad macro levels consisting of relationship structures of people and the institutions they 

create (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014).  This level of analysis is difficult to both 

conceptualize and operationalize, since culture is vast and fluctuating. Berube (2006) 

draws upon Raymond Williams and Dick Hebdige’s definitions of culture when he states 

that culture may be seen as an overarching base for human behavior and is the, “totality 

of and the motive for all social interactions” (p.77).  Furthermore, Berube (2006) explains 

that Williams defined culture as not just imaginative or intellectual collections but a way 

of life.  

While scholars have elaborated on journalistic cultures within the newsroom, not 

very many studies have measured direct societal cultural influences on gatekeepers. 

Instead, “journalism” cultures have been well studied (Esser & Umbricht, 2014; Hallin & 

Mancini, 2004; Hallin & Mancini, 2011, Hanitzsch, 2007; Hanitzsch et al., 2011), 

indicating the perceived uniqueness of newsrooms and working environments for 

journalists. These classifications are based on the culture of the newsroom that the 

journalist works within and how that affects news’ outcomes. Of course societal cultures 
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and journalism cultures are not mutually exclusive concepts; but culture as a social 

system force is understudied. 

 One study that considers how culture may affect news outcomes is by Chessman 

and Nohl, along with the BBC (Cheesman, Nohl, & BBC WS US Elections Study, 2011), 

where they examined how stories may be altered at the BBC World Service when 

translated from English to Arabic, Persian, Tamil, and Turkish. Results indicated a re-

localizing process but for stories that were considered to be sensitive to the respective 

country (Cheesman, Nohl, & BBC WS US Elections Study, 2011). Overall, the routines 

and organization are more or less the same for the employees, but societal sensitivities 

and culture altered the final outcome.  

Measuring culture. This study draws upon two major classifications for 

measuring culture: Geert Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and Mary Douglas’ grid/group 

theory. Since 1980, Hofstede’s cultural dimensions have been expanded, recalibrated and 

tested in 76 countries (http://geert-hofstede.com), and are the result of scholars’ research 

across various fields such as anthropology and sociology (Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 

2010). Hofstede’s measures have been described as “the most sophisticated project 

undertaken in international business research” (Leung, 2006, p. 1). Dimitrov’s (2014) 

investigation of eight top academic journals over a period of 30 years found Hofstede’s 

cultural dimensions are the most used cultural comparative measures.  

Specifically, the six dimensions are power distance, individualism vs. 

collectivism, masculinity, uncertainty avoidance, long-term orientation, and indulgence 

(Hofstede et al., 2010). First, power distance acknowledges that each society has 

inequality or power structures and measures how a society deals with this inequality or 
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power distance (Hofstede et al., 2010). For example, how employees feel about 

expressing opinions to their superiors, the parent-child dynamic, and how teachers 

manage classrooms are used (Hofstede et al., 2010). Countries with high power distance 

levels expect children to be obedient to their parents, consider teachers to be all-knowing, 

white-collar workers are valued above blue-collar workers, and above all, privilege is an 

accepted and normal part of society (Hofstede et al., 2010). 

   Second, uncertainty avoidance explores how humans cannot predict the future 

absolutely and whether or not that unknowing feels threatening (Hofstede et al., 2010). It 

is measured by individuals’ reported levels of anxiety with higher levels of uncertainty 

avoidance leading to xenophobia, a stressful family life, set rules of taboo, and a longing 

for homogeneity in society (Hofstede et al., 2010).  

 A common measure of culture, individualism vs. colelctivism, is the third 

dimension. Individualistic countries encourage the use of “I” and rely on media as a 

major source of information (Hofstede et al., 2010). Moreover, friends are voluntary, and 

an individual is only responsible for their immediate family. There are rights to privacy 

and tasks are valued above relationships. On the other hand, collective societies focus on 

building relationships and interpersonal communication (Hofstede et al., 2010). 

Furthermore, while there is a strong obligation to care for one’s own network of family 

and friends, exclusionism occurs in collectivist societies wherein outsiders are treated 

indifferently (Hofstede et al., 2010). Interestingly, Hofstede’s (Hofstede et al., 2010) 

research includes the adoption of human rights into societies as being influenced by 

whether the country is individualistic. It is explained that while others have concluded 

that GNI per capita is an influencing factor of the adoption of human rights, it is 
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important to remember that the framework (at least at the beginning) were drafted by 

mostly individualistic countries and therefore easier for them to adopt (Hofstede et al., 

2010).  

 Fourth, masculinity encompasses traditional gender roles of society and how these 

roles are enacted in a particular country (Hofstede et al., 2010). When a society has a 

high level of masculinity, men are expected to be competitive, ambitious, and successful 

and by extension the same values are applied to the public sphere. Furthermore, women 

ought to channel their ambitions towards men’s successes, there are fewer professional 

women, and dominant religions praise the male role (Hofstede et al., 2010). Whilst some 

of these measures fall between the biological sexes, the dominance of masculinity or vice 

versa in a society, leads to wide spread acceptance of certain values regardless of gender 

(Hofstede et al., 2010). 

 Fifth, long-term orientation is the refining of qualities such as patience and 

perseverance with the hopes of future rewards, whereas short-term orientation focuses on 

preserving “face” and traditions while fulfilling social responsibilities (Hofstede et al., 

2010). More specifically, long-term orientation countries focus on personal addictiveness, 

concrete sciences, market position, large savings, ethics are circumstantial, and 

disagreement is acceptable. Finally, indulgence versus restraint explores to what extent a 

society affords enjoying life and having fun or enforces strict cultural norms (Hofstede et 

al., 2010). 

Although Hofstede’s cultural measures has been a major source of comparative 

cultural research, there have been scholars who have scrutinized it. Blodgett, Bakir, and 

Rose (2008) for instance, tested its validity. Face validity was evaluated by asking MBA 
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students and faculty members from various fields of research to match Hofstede’s 32-

item cultural instrument to the cultural dimensions. The subjects were able to correctly 

identify the variables between 26% and 63.1% of the time. This, they state, indicates that 

the measures lack face validity (Blodgett et al., 2008). However, the authors also report 

that overall, Hofstede ought to be commended for developing such complex measures 

and that by no means should be thrown out, rather refined to better achieve higher 

validity (Blodgett et al., 2008). Scholars have also added other cultural measures or 

combined Hofstede with other cultural measures in order to increase validity when 

measuring culture (Albers-Miller & Gelb, 1996; Baack & Singh, 2007; Yeganeh, 2014, 

for example). Another challenge for Hofstede’s measures which reports culture on a 

national level, is that countries of high immigration can begin to see groups of different 

cultural values emerging within the country. Gevorgyan (2010) found that Chinese 

Americans responded more favorable to advertisements with collectivist orientations 

rather than individualistic. More than this, Chinese Americans sought to see the presence 

of Chinese culture in advertisements, particularly political ads (Gevorgyan, 2010).  

In 1970, Mary Douglas (1995, p.2) introduced a grid group model of a 

“distribution of values,” later evolving into Cultural Theory. Douglas’ measures aim at 

making sense of religions, ideologies, and worldviews (Spickard, 1989). Mamadouh 

(1999) summarizes that Cultural Theory’s claims are that culture matters, social relations 

are shaped by justifications and preferences, and people’s desires are culturally biased. 

The two dimensions of analysis are group (a boundary around a community) on a 

horizontal axis, and grid (regulation) on a vertical axis (Douglas, 1995, p.2). Although 
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more dimensions could be identified, Douglas states that two are enough for thorough 

analysis (Spickard, 1989).  

Each individual living within a group is constrained or bounded by some limit 

placed upon her or him by the group resulting in varied degrees of collectiveness 

(Douglas, 1995). The further right one is placed on the group spectrum, the more clearly 

bounded she or he is within the social group (Douglas, 1970). The grid dimension 

measures structure (Douglas, 1995). Caulkins (1999) explains that group investigates 

identity and grid behavior. In her third version of the theory, Douglas (1982) adds that 

whether strongly individualistic (she identifies as an ego-centered network) or strongly 

bounded by a group (she identifies as group-centered social organization), all 

configurations share common resources. The grid dimension also exerts pressure on an 

individual but not for group loyalty as the horizontal axis measures but by sets of rules 

(Douglas, 1970). In her third version, Douglas (1982) adds four components of grid: 

insulation (how separated social classes are), autonomy (to what extant a person can 

make individual decisions), control (how much control a person has over others), and 

competition (to what extent equal-status persons can negotiate rules) (Spickard, 1989).  

These two scales measured together create four distinct social types (Gross & 

Rayner, 1985) that may all be present in any given country or society although one type 

may be more dominant over another (Thompson, Ellis, & Wildavsky, 1990). People that 

report both high group and grid levels were previously described as belonging to a 

hierarchy, but after heavy criticism, are now labeled positional (Douglas, 1995). Those 

who report low group and grid levels are labeled as individualists and are not affected by 

the constraints of group boundaries or by social conventions (Spickard, 1989). In her 
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second version of Cultural Theory, Douglas (1973) added that individualists can also 

influence others although they are not influenced themselves (celebrities for example). 

People described as having low group levels but high grid levels are isolates (also 

referred to as fatalists) and have “little to say about the ways they live their life, it is 

organized from the outside” (Mamadouh, 1999, p.400). People reporting high group but 

low grid levels are described as enclaves (often referred to as egalitarianism) and are 

strongly bounded by a group but with few rules or strong authority (Mamadouh, 1999). 

Originally, these four types were labeled A, B, C, and D (Douglas, 1978); they 

since have had several labels both within Cultural Theory’s measures and outside, for 

example, individualism vs. collectivism (individualists and positional) is also measured 

by Hofstede et al. (2010). Other studies have molded these four types to suit the area of 

research such as science (Cerroni & Simonella, 2014) or politics (Caulkins, 1999), or 

incorporating other frameworks with Cultural Theory (Bruce, 2013). Each of the four 

types contains unique cultural biases (Douglas, 1978), which result in vulnerabilities of 

each type; moreover, conflict between types arise when either or both use these 

vulnerabilities as unwavering rules of logic, unwilling to be persuaded by another 

(Douglas, 1995). Fatalism types (B) are apathetic, risk-averse, are alone within complex 

structures, and blame fate for failure; positional types (C) function within a bureaucracy, 

rely on decisions from the top, are a part of strongly incorporated groups with complex 

structures, and blame deviants for failure; individual types (A) consider risk as 

opportunity, are within weak structures and group incorporation, and blame 

incompetence for failure; finally, egalitarianism types (D) have strong boundaries against 
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outsiders, are within strongly incorporated groups but weak structures, and blame the 

system for failures (Schwarz & Thompson, 1990; Caulkins, 1999; Douglas, 1995).   

Like Hofstede, Cultural Theory has also been applied to measuring nations 

(Thompson et al., 1990) with some similar findings like individualism in the U.S. and a 

mix of power distance (Thompson et al., 1990; Hofstede et al., 2010). Indeed, Hofstede’s 

individualism vs. collectivism is highly correlated with Douglas’ group dimension 

(Maleki & Hendriks, 2015). The grid dimension relates to Hofstede’s power distance and 

although not “completely converged, they can be considered good estimators for 

operationalization of the grid dimension in cross-national level.” (Maleki & Hendriks, 

2015, p. 254).  

Gatekeeping in the 21st Century 

What was once a parsimonious theory featuring an average copy editor, Mr. Gates 

(White, 1950), has now evolved into a complex theory in transition (Vos & Heinderyckx, 

2015). By investigating literature over the past five years, many new gatekeeping terms 

have been developed, all relating to the advent of social media and the internet. 

Gatewatching for instance was introduced by Bruns (2011) and then applied to j-bloggers 

in China by Yu (2011). Gatewatching places the traditional gatekeeper as an interpreter 

of a bigger system involving continuous messages from the public sphere. Barzilai-

Nahon (2008) conceptualized network gatekeeping that explores the relationship between 

the gatekeeper and the gated, or more specifically the gated’s salience to the gatekeeper. 

Singer (2014) proposed secondary gatekeeping as the process of how news stories can 

expand after passing through the gate because the audience now has the ability to focus 
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on certain stories and add their own input. All of these fragments are changing who is the 

gatekeeper and what is the gatekeeper’s role.  

Other scholars subscribe that traditional gatekeepers still hold a position of 

prestige over the gated (Bui, 2010; Vos & Heinderycks, 2015), calling on scholars to 

adjust the theory to a new environment without disregarding it. Shoemaker and Reese 

(2014) propose that the 21st century has elicited more fluctuating roles for both 

gatekeepers and outside forces, expanding what was once clearly definable. In Vos and 

Heinderyckx’s (2015) latest book, they argue that gatekeeping is still relevant because 

scholars still need to understand how information passes through the gate. They also note, 

like Shoemaker and Reese (2014) that globalization is influencing the social system (Vos 

& Heinderyckx’s, 2015) but that diverse media systems do not always result in diverse 

news content (Vos & Heinderyckx’s, 2015). 

 As one way of updating gatekeeping, Bro and Wallberg (2015) proposed three 

new models of gatekeeping, adapting the theory to the new media era, which can exist in 

a myriad of combinations. Model one is a process of information and holds the traditional 

gatekeeping concept of processing information but broadens the sources of gatekeeping 

from wire services, to many different sources available online. It also expands where 

messages can be published. Model two is a process of communication in that journalists 

can now connect and interact with their audience. This two-way communication has 

opened the doors to citizen journalists, public journalists, and the audience to produce 

content and interact with traditional gatekeepers. The third model is labeled a process of 

gradual elimination, which presents journalists as the middle-person who will eventually 

be eliminated when decision makers communicate directly with the audience (Bro & 
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Wallberg, 2015). While the third model overlooks major functions of journalists to act as 

interpreters (Weaver & Willnat, 2012), organizers of information (Metz, 1991), and 

watchdogs in society (Berry, 2009) to name a few and assumes that audiences will 

become active enough to seek out the possibly thousands of decision makers in every 

country throughout the world with whom to directly communicate, it does rightfully 

purport how possible actors who once relied on agenda building measures to relay their 

messages to the audience via traditional media may now directly communicate with their 

audience and become gatekeepers themselves. Accordingly, this study builds on Bro and 

Wallberg’s (2015) second and third model to acknowledge the different ways actors are 

communicating with each other (See Figure 2).   

INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE 

Humanitarian News Media as Gatekeepers 

Transnational NGOs, particularly human rights’ NGOs, have had a long tradition 

of informing both the public and media (Bogert, 2010). This study does not seek to 

eliminate the potential agenda building role that HNM may have on TNM (Thrall, 

Stecula, & Sweet, 2014), particularly since these organizations are considered experts in 

the human rights field (Powers, 2014). It does draw upon Barzilai-Nahon’s (2008) 

definition of a gatekeeper to identify HNM as human rights’ news gatekeepers, which is 

that gatekeepers have an authoritative and functional dimension. HNM include an 

authority dimension because they are industry regulators; in this case the industry is 

information on human rights related issues. AI for example, is credited as the largest 

human rights’ organization in the world, with a strategy that their information 

dissemination can even capture government’s attention in order to enact change (Welch, 
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2001). The functional dimension must contain “formal and professional designations and 

positions in context to the gatekeeping they exercise” (Barzilai-Nahon, 2008, p. 1457). 

The HNM included in this study have incorporated newsroom like structures into their 

organization, and have hired journalists to produce their news content for them (Fenton, 

2009). For example, when human rights crises occur, HRW media personnel are there 

along-side traditional media with cameras documenting the happenings (Bogert, 2010). 

Indeed, HRW has more field reporters than The New York Times or The Washington Post 

have foreign correspondents, yet their prerogative may differ from a traditional journalist 

in both scope and authority (Bogert, 2010). Likewise, the U.N. is the largest transnational 

and intergovernmental organization in the world (Conforti, 2005), and as such has several 

news-related entities such as a news centre and a radio station. 

Whilst HMN have traditionally had a smaller following through radio, small 

films, and later web coverage, relying on agenda building for exposure (Denham, 2010), 

social media platforms now provide a direct link to audiences. Seo, Kim, and Yang’s 

(2009) survey of transnational NGOs identified that informing the media as a top priority 

for using new social media platforms. Observing the 2010 United Nations Climate 

Change Conference in Cancun, Adolphsen (2014) noted that while working in a confined 

space and time, journalists heavily relied on NGO personnel for story ideas, clarification, 

expertise, and at times visuals. 

 Understanding, that these prominent NGOs have established themselves as 

credible experts that provide information to the public, it is not surprising that with social 

media, they are now able to reach audiences directly without relying on traditional media 

(Lang, 2013). Indeed, investigating the Twitter use of the 2009 climate change protests, 
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Segerberg and Bennett (2011) observe traditional gatekeeping practices by NGOs not 

only in adding content but removing links or tweets. Gatekeeping therefore operates in a 

communication system through filters or those who control the filters (Segerberg & 

Bennett, 2011). In an anther study of U.S. and U.K. websites dealing with fair trade, 

Bennett, Foot, and Xenos (2011) point out that networks (in this case stakeholders in fair 

trade) are created throughout society, but usually regulated by gatekeepers. In a social 

movement analysis, Bennett et al. (2011) conclude that in the U.K. NGOs were acting as 

gatekeepers and in the U.S. business sources.  

 This study also does not seek to eliminate traditional gatekeepers, but rather 

expand on who can be a gatekeeper, how forces work on these new gatekeepers, and if or 

how their content differs from TNM’s content. An expanding definition of a gatekeeper 

must be met with specific criteria as to not incorporate all PR entities or even all human 

rights’ NGOs. This study labels these expanded gatekeepers as HNM and includes the top 

human rights’ NGOs in the world: Amnesty International (AI) and Human Rights Watch 

(HRW), as well as the largest intergovernmental body, the U.N. These three 

organizations were specifically chosen because of their expertise in human rights and 

their newsroom efforts to inform the public. AI has previously been labeled a part of 

NGO journalism for their research and communication with the public (McPherson, 

2015). This study will build off of McPherson’s (2015) concept that certain NGOs can 

produce news content, particularly since they often hire journalists to produce such 

content (McPherson, 2015) and add specific criteria necessary to be HNM. Firstly, HNM 

must include an infrastructure that resembles a newsroom with reporters, editors, and 

even producers for visual content (McPherson, 2015). HNM utilize all forms of new 
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media such as blogging, podcasts, social networking, and their own online news 

platforms (websites), which requires expertise, resources, and time that an average 

individual could not achieve alone (Fenton, 2009). Secondly, HNM must be primarily 

information disseminators. An exploratory study analyzing Twitter use of AI and HRW 

found that both organizations devote 75% of their tweets to information giving (Blumell 

& Gilmore, 2014). Thirdly, HNM must consistently produce information and reports 

about a myriad of human rights issues and not exclusively content concerning the 

organization itself. Finally, HNM must be an officially recognized transnational 

intergovernmental or non-governmental organization whose purpose is to regulate, 

uphold, or promote humanitarian or human rights efforts.   
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CHAPTER III 

THE EVOLVING ROLE OF HUMAN RIGHTS NGOS AND TRANSNATIONAL 

ORGANIZATIONS 

Human Rights  

 Before defining human rights NGOs, it is useful to establish what are human 

rights. The U.N. defines human rights as, “inherent to all human beings, whatever our 

nationality, place of residence, sex, national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, language, 

or any other status” (“What are,” n.d., para. 1). Before human rights were formulized 

legally, traces of humane treatment and ethics can be traced throughout major 

civilizations and beliefs of major world religions for centuries, though fraught with 

human rights violations (Ishay, 2004). Certain times throughout history, the general 

public has also demanded their rights when they were not granted such as the French 

revolutions (Forsythe, 2012), the women’s suffrage movement (Sagan, 1995), or the U.S. 

civil war that led ultimately to signing the Emancipation Proclamation (Schwartz, 2015) 

to name a few. Unfortunately, while all three of these events did invoke change, equality 

was not achieved.       

  These and other events can be identified as to contributing to building human 

rights, but it wasn’t until after World War II that members of the U.N. consciously began 

to draft and adopt the framework (Morsink, 1999). From this, two overarching 

classifications of rights emerged: civil and political rights and economic, social, and 

cultural rights. The international covenant on civil and political rights (ICCPR) focuses 

on the legal rights of a person (see Table 1). The international covenant on economic, 

social, and cultural rights (ICESCR) protects a person’s right to work under fair 
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conditions, protect their culture, and have an adequate standard of living (see Table 1). 

Despite the ICCPR having 168 signatories and the ICESCR having 164 signatories, a 

division has emerged between nations as to which type of rights on which to focus 

(Whelan, 2014). Both of these conventions were drafted at the U.N. by similar nation 

states (major countries at the time) and are meant to be universal; nevertheless, they are at 

times divided by culture and politics. For instance, Asian nations have pointed out that 

civil and political rights are too individualistic and can disrupt societal order (Forsythe, 

2012). Western countries on the other hand, the U.S. especially, heavily emphasize the 

ICCPR and often ignore the ICESCR (Forsythe, 2012). This is then reciprocated within 

western coverage (Ramos, et al., 2007).  

 Besides, the specific rights themselves, the conventions have also been drafted 

differently with the ICCPR being specific and requiring immediate repercussions and the 

ICESCR containing broad language with standards that are based on resources (Whelan, 

2014). For instance, article six of the ICCPR states that the death penalty shall not be 

imposed on anyone who commits a crime under the age of 18 (“ICCPR,” 1966). Article 

seven of the ICESCR states that all workers should have healthy and safe working 

conditions (“ICESCR,” 1966). The former article can be instated through implementing 

new laws for judges to follow, whereas the latter article would require businesses to 

possibly change their work environments and implement a monitoring system to ensure 

that health and safety codes are maintained. This can require resources that developing 

countries may not have access to or business owners in developed countries don’t want to 

comply with or vice versa. Countries like the former Soviet Union, former Yugoslavia, 
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and Mexico advocated for the consequences of violating the ICESCR to have the same 

vigor as the ICCPR, but western countries did not support their efforts (Whelan, 2014).  

 Another major hurdle for a universal adoption of the framework is that while the 

U.N. drafted the conventions, member states decided the organization could only 

implement non-adjudicatory mechanisms to enforce them (Whelan, 2014). More 

specifically, the Human Rights Committee is a body of experts that monitors how the 

ICCPR is being upheld by ratified countries and the Committee on Economic, Social, and 

Cultural Rights is a body of experts that monitors ratified countries of the ICESCR 

(“Human Rights Bodies,” 2014). Consequently, the enactment of human rights laws are 

at a national level, oftentimes by policymakers who have not been properly informed on 

human rights law and violations (Apodaca, 2014). There are also regional governing 

bodies such as the European Court of Human Rights, the African Court on Human and 

Peoples’ Rights, the Arab Human Rights Committee, and the Inter-American Court of 

Human Rights (“Regional Systems,” 2015). 

Nevertheless, national independence is perceived as being threatened by some 

political actors if either the U.N. or regional governing bodies attempt to enforce 

regulations too forcefully (Forsythe, 2012), as when British Prime Minister David 

Cameron said that he wished to instate a right to veto judgments made by the European 

Court of Human Rights or withdraw from the European convention in order to maintain 

Britain’s autonomy (Watt, 2015). Castells (2010) argues that multilateral agreements like 

the framework fall into a global public sphere that can easily be thwarted by national 

political interests. Public spheres are constructed between state and society where citizens 

may express autonomous viewpoints (Castells, 2010). Habermas’ (1991) original 
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paradigm sought for all to have access and consist of freedom of idea exchange. Volkmer 

(2014, p.7) notes a weakness of Habermas is an overreliance on European 

historiographies and “disembedded” public forms of communication that “are situated 

within polity regimes of transnational accountability…” The global public sphere has 

developed rapidly throughout the mid-20th Century into present day, with media, 

academia, and NGOs being important players (Castells, 2010).    

 There is a give and take between nations and the global public sphere wherein 

nation states or actors choose when to participate and when to be absent. There are 

several examples of the international community coming together to donate humanitarian 

aid after natural disasters like the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami (Collyer, 

2010), or more recently the earthquake in Nepal (Regan, 2015). However, nations may 

also withdraw from the global public sphere to maintain their “sovereignty” (Castells, 

2010). Such as the U.S. refusing to sign the Kyoto protocol (Sanger, 2001) or not 

ratifying the conventions on the rights of women (CEDAW), the rights of the child 

(CRC), or the ICESCR (“US Position,” 2015). This is coupled with the U.S.’ overall 

harsh criticisms of the U.N.  (Schiller, 2010), its recent withdrawal of funding for 

UNESCO (Blomfield, 2011), and even its invasion of Iraq in 2003 that was later labeled 

illegal by former Secretary of State Kofi Anon (MacAskill & Borger, 2004) all 

demonstrate the U.S.’ resistance to prioritize a global society over national political 

interests. Furthermore, U.S. public opinion generally perceives the U.S. being major 

donors to U.N. auxiliaries (Schiller, 2010). President Eisenhower’s statement, “It is better 

to lose a point now and then in an international tribunal and gain a world in which 
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everyone lives at peace under the rule of law” (Forsythe, 2002, p. 980) seems now 

forgotten.   

Human Rights NGOs and Transnational Organizations 

 Human rights cannot exist solely through government implementation but also 

through the cooperation of international organizations, advocates (Apodaca, 2014) and 

NGOs (Brysk, 2014). The term non-government organization (NGO) was first coined by 

the U.N. in 1945 to describe organizations that were independent from government 

bodies, not seeking to be elected to office, not criminal in nature, and nonprofit (Lang, 

2013). Lang (2013) adds to this relatively broad definition that NGOs are voluntary and 

“pursue activities for the common good instead of just for their members” (p.12). 

Although NGOs have existed before the U.N. labeled them as such, factors like 

technological developments, the increase of communication practices, the rise of global 

environmental, social, and economic issues, and political developments have aided in the 

dramatic increase of international NGOs from 400 to 25,000 during the twentieth century 

(Davies, 2014). This is not including the hundreds of thousands of NGOs and nonprofit 

organizations that function on a national, regional, or local level (Lang, 2013).  

 Human Rights NGOs collect, filter, translate, and disseminate information 

concerning human rights violations (Guo & Saxton, 2014). For example, in China, NGOs 

are assisting local activists to communicate, document evidence, and information 

searching through digital platforms that are closely monitored and censored (Chen & 

Reese, 2015). Baehr (2009) writes there is a need to understand human rights NGOs’ 

effectiveness overall but that they are influential sources of information to governments. 
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The two largest human rights NGOs are AI and HRW and part of the object of study for 

this study along with the U.N.      

Amnesty International. Soon after its creation, AI began to establish itself as a 

trusted source on human rights issues because of its fact finding missions where AI 

experts traveled to high risk areas and to do extensive local research (Cmiel, 1999). As 

their reputation grew, AI also became experts in information gathering. However, before 

social media and the internet, they relied on receiving letters and faxes from parties like 

letters from family members of prisoners, lawyers, and even prisoners themselves on 

occasion (Cmiel, 1999). AI was also limited in how they educated themselves about other 

countries by having to collect newspapers from around the world in paper form and 

interview anyone passing through London who may know about remote areas of the 

globe (Cmiel, 1999). Even in this limited capacity, global offline networks formed 

between AI, governments, activists, concerned elites and citizens, and other NGOs 

(Cmiel, 1999).  

New communication technologies have enabled AI to grow into the global NGO 

that it is today. In the early 1990s, not only did it start connecting with the public via the 

internet, it created internal communication online networks between its headquarters and 

local chapters, facilitating the quick distribution of information (Metzl, 1996). AI has 

been an early adopter of social media (Khamis & Vaughn, 2011). One challenge of a 

social media environment for AI is verifying accounts in its information gathering 

process (McPherson, 2015). For instance, because of the many local chapters and strong 

interconnected international civil society networks built over several decades and tireless 

effort of collecting in-person, in-depth interviews with all those involved in a human 
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rights violation, AI employees become familiar with all of the players involved 

(McPherson, 2015). However, new media means hundreds, possibly thousands of more 

players emerge, all needing verification before being reported on (McPherson, 2015).  

Human Rights Watch. During the social media era, HRW has not only been 

active online (Khamis & Vaughn, 2011; Metzl, 1996), it has actively campaigned for new 

laws to protect social media users (Roth, 2011). As Roth (2011) explains, Facebook and 

Twitter are transforming political activism but authoritarian governments have caught on 

and censored use in their country. Unlike private conversations, social media leaves a 

virtual paper trail for governments to monitor and exploit (Roth, 2011).   

 HRW was also an early adopter of Twitter (Khamis & Vaughn, 2011) and has 

since used Twitter’s interactive quality and quick updating to highlight overlooked 

human rights’ issues (Levine, 2014). In one case, local HRW staff started live tweeting 

about the Central African Republic to draw attention to the violence occurring their under 

the hashtag #CARcrisis (Levine, 2014). Both HRW and AI have the resources to now 

incorporate satellite technology in their monitoring, gaining access to some of the most 

censored and dangerous parts of the world (Levine, 2014). HRW has documented the 

destruction of Syria’s infrastructure, resettlement in Tibet, and in Central African 

Republic has confronted Seleka commanders with images of Seleka forces burning down 

villages (Levine, 2014).   

United Nations. While not an NGO, the U.N. is the largest intergovernmental and 

transnational organization in the world (Conforti, 2005), yet it is difficult to find 

scholarship concerning its news centre and communication efforts. For example: searches 

on Ebsco and Google Scholar of “United Nations News Centre” and “United Nations 
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Media” yield few applicable results. The most relatable research comes from Segerberg 

and Bennett (2011) when they examined Twitter use surrounding protests at the 2009 

United Nations Climate Summit in Copenhagen, which they named the United Nations 

News Centre as an information source alongside BBC. The U.N. has also been an early 

adopter of the internet (Washburn, 1996). In the 1990s it established an internal U.N. 

network to build relations with NGOs, IGOs, and national governments (Washburn, 

1996). Further back than social media, the U.N. established its own media outlets via 

radio (Bass, 1969), later its online news center, and most recently its social media 

platforms.  

New Media and Human Rights NGOS 

With the introduction of any technology in the past, soon social change ensued 

such as the invention of the printing press and the reformation or television and the civil 

rights movement (Borer, 2012). NGOs serve various functions for the public and social 

media’s efficient and affordable application has been a useful tool for activists as they 

attempt to reach local, national, and global audiences (Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012; Nah & 

Saxton, 2013). Before social media, the internet provided (and continues today) an 

extremely important platform for delivering timely information (Metzl, 1996). The 

internet was considered to be superior to technology before it because of its speed, cost, 

scope, and interactivity (Metzl, 1996). The main use of the internet for NGOs in the 

1990s was to rely on email listservs, to gather and give information, inform followers and 

solicit support (Metzl, 1996). A notable example is when a draft of the Multilateral 

Agreement of Investment (MAI) treaty was leaked online in 1997 (Warkentin & Mingst, 

2000). Soon, over 600 NGOs and organizations in 70 different countries accessed that 
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document and consequently began strongly opposing MAI, mostly through online means 

(Bray, 1999). The MAI never came to fruition and Warkerntin and Mingst (2000) state 

that this example illustrates how digital communication can be used to gain the public’s 

attention and form bonds between NGOs and the global public sphere. Another 

successful example of early internet use, is the Women’s World Conference in Beijing in 

1995; yet, was met with criticism since NGOs in developing countries and especially the 

south did not have access to the internet at that time (Hughes, 1996).  

Using the internet or new media for electronic empowerment (Ifukor, 2010) or to 

advance political causes offline evolved to become labeled cyberactivism (Howard, 

2011). Social media has advanced cyberactivism tremendously and as such, a large 

portion of NGOs and non-profits regularly use it (Guo & Saxton, 2014) to disseminate 

information, connect with their stakeholders, to fundraise, and elicit action (Lovejoy & 

Saxton, 2012). NGOs also use social media to draw attention to issues that are ignored by 

traditional media or give context to those that are (Guo & Saxton, 2014). As NGOs have 

incorporated all types of social media into their activism, different functions have 

emerged (Khamis & Vaughn, 2011). Facebook is useful for attracting likeminded persons 

and for planning protests, YouTube is a platform for citizen journalism, and Twitter aids 

in communication and for on the move coordination (Khamis & Vaughn, 2011).  

In the past ten years, there have been a series of movements, events, and 

awareness campaigns that originated online and through social media, even if they then 

moved to the terrestrial world (Youmans & Work, 2012). The Green Revolution in Iran 

(Ali & Fahmy, 2013), we are all Kaleel Said (Khamis & Vaughn, 2011), Haitian 

Earthquake Crisis Camps (Poole, 2010), Occupy Wall Street (Tremayne, 2014), the Arab 
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Spring (Bruns, Highfield, & Burgess, 2013; Robertson, 2013); Red Equals Sign (Penney, 

2015), Kony 2012 (Madianou, 2013), #Icebucketchallenge (Keck, 2014), and 

#Bringbackourgirls (Keck, 2014) are a few notable cases. While all of these case studies 

illustrate that social media can be used to get the public’s attention, as a platform for 

global expression (even in censored areas), to fundraise, to inspire governments to act, 

and offer assistance in times of crisis, there are some who criticize cyberactivism as 

slacktivism (Penney, 2015). Christensen (2011) explains this critique has developed over 

the last two decades to point out symbolic online actions such as joining a Facebook 

group or changing one’s profile picture does not incite long term, meaningful change.    

Furthermore, with the exponential growth of NGOs, resulting in many pop-up 

organizations like Invisible Children (producers of Kony 2012), the public has become 

more cynical of their motives and sophisticated brand messaging (Engelhardt & Jansz, 

2014). Chouliaraki (2012) elucidates a “post-humanitarianism” phenomenon that occurs 

when NGOs appear to be more concerned about their branding, popularity, and 

communication strategies than asserting a need for action and global unity in times of 

crisis, which then affects their credibility within the global public sphere. Of course, most 

organizations will face some opposition regardless of their ethics or effectiveness, but 

criticism as a result of skeptical public sentiment is then amplified through social media 

(Engelhardt & Jansz, 2014). Madianou (2013) uses Kony 2012 as an example of post-

humanitarianism not simply because of the acute public backlash that focused heavily on 

the filmmakers and not the issue they were covering, but because the film itself centered 

on a narcissistic view that the “empowered” must reach out to the helpless. This 

highlights how NGOs who participate in NGO journalism carry the additional burden that 
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most journalists do not, and that is that they are not only telling a story or sharing facts, 

they are meant to be representing the best interests of the public (Guo & Saxton, 2014) 

and speaking on behalf of those who cannot always speak for themselves (Brysk, 2014).   
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CHAPTER IV 

NEWS COVERAGE OF HUMAN RIGHTS 

Though there are several transnational news organizations that have formed 

through globalization, Hafez (2013) argues that there is no global media system but rather 

an economic one consisting of organizations that are not co-oriented towards similar 

goals; Implying that transnational news organizations are not necessarily focused on 

producing international news, but rather function at a national level in many countries. 

News organizations regularly rely on domestic audiences to be economically profitable 

that results in reporting news that exists within a global public sphere from a local or 

national point of view (de Beer, 2010). Localized international coverage varies between 

countries and reflects in citizens’ interests or at least anticipated citizens’ interest to be 

most advantageous to the news organization (Stanton, 2007). Stanton (2007, p.13) states 

that western media in general approach coverage from a belief that their audience is only 

interested in what affects their “individual existences.” For example, In a study of 17 

countries’ international coverage, Wilke, Heimprecht and Cohen (2012) ranked the USA 

second to last (Japan ranking lowest) in number of countries covered and noted that most 

international stories related to American interests. Countries with higher international 

coverage were Egypt, Switzerland, Belgium, Germany, Israel, and China (Wilke, 

Heimprecht, & Cohen, 2012).   

Covering human rights’ violations can therefore be challenging for journalists 

since human rights are meant to be universal and protect all citizens no matter their 

country of origin (Shaw, 2012). Even in today’s seemingly global access of information, 

many human rights’ abuses are only reported in local media or completely blocked 
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through government censorship (Apodaca, 2014). Also, a “digital divide” or a lack of 

access to the global public sphere because of physical, economic, or government 

conditions limits some in developing areas of the world (“Journalism, Media and the 

Challenge,” 2002). Consequently, serious violations can go unnoticed by the global 

public sphere if news media do not take interest or suppose the public not care 

(Balabanova, 2014). Journalistic norms can also overlook some human rights’ violations 

on the tenants of not being considered newsworthy (Balabanova, 2014). Forsythe (2012) 

purports the great famine in China that claimed 30 million lives in the 1960s went 

virtually unreported in news media as one example. Krumbein (2015) explicates why 

certain human rights violations are covered by news media: the violation fits into an 

already existing narrative, it is a civil or political right, the violation occurs in the country 

where coverage takes place or in a country with important ties to the host country, the 

violation is a significant event, important actors (such as celebrities) speak on behalf of 

the victims of the violation, and the violation occurs where there is an open media 

system. Another incongruity of news media coverage and human rights is that in times of 

conflict, such as wartime, news is constructed as good vs. evil (one side must win over 

the other) instead of violations of human rights (“Journalism, Media and the Challenge,” 

2002).   

Intrinsic to transnational media ignoring, glossing over, or oversimplifying 

complicated issues in developing countries are years of colonialism, ethnocentrism, and 

imperialism (Baraldi, 2006). Efforts to create a non-elitist global society through such 

measures as the framework are continuously overshadowed by strong economic forces, 

creating inequality and poverty (Baraldi, 2006). Globalization of media has been labeled 



Texas Tech University, Lindsey E. Blumell, May 2016 
	  

54	  
	  

a part of cultural imperialism (Robertson, 2012: western values, ideologies, products, 

styles, music, and so forth penetrating the globe with little reciprocation). On a global 

level, few movies have achieved the economic success or recognition of Hollywood films 

even though there are functioning film industries in several countries (Schiller, 2010). 

News media being controlled by major corporations are a part of this elitism that can 

result in narrow news coverage from an ethnocentric viewpoint that is oversimplified 

(“Journalism, Media and the Challenge,” 2002). Furthermore, globalization in general 

and by media has been dominated by north to north or north to south dialogue (Ferguson, 

1992). Parallel to this, is a weakened global public sphere after events like 9/11, when 

western media heavily nationalized and localized coverage of international events, 

replacing globalized coverage with national and regional interests (Volkmer, 2002). 

Coverage of international events consequently places little responsibility on the global 

community in times of human rights violations, such as poverty in Africa in which Kogen 

(2015) notes that American coverage did not place any responsibility on the U.S. 

government to act.   

More positively, Volkmer (2014) writes that national and global spheres are 

emerging together, and new media allow for more perspectives from Asia, South 

America, and Africa, instead of solely western dominated narratives. From this 

viewpoint, journalists play an important role in the global public sphere for promoting 

counter-narratives, and in particular for implementing human rights (Forsythe, 2012); an 

unobstructed news system is a human right itself (Joyce, 2013). When media do cover 

human rights’ violations, public opinion shifts, which then influences governments to act 

(Peksen, Peterson, & Drury, 2014). Kosovo coverage, leading to the Dayton accord 
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incited compassion from the public and government officials (Hoijer, 2004). Plaut (2014) 

states that news media can be a megaphone for human rights violations, as well as a 

source for rallying the public behind a cause, a public record that can be used to inform 

and as evidence in court, and an inspiration for society to change harmful or neglectful 

actions. Joyce (2013) adds that news media should encourage debate and accountability 

in their human rights coverage to avoid short news cycles that can quickly shift the issue 

to personal agendas. This promotes a global public sphere where those affected by human 

rights violations may be participants and not solely victims (Shaw, 1996). Balabanova 

(2014) classifies human rights coverage into five overarching themes: humanitarian 

intervention (Kosovo in 1999; Libya in 2011), Genocide (Rwanda in 1994), asylum and 

immigration, freedom of speech (Charlie Hebdo shootings), and torture (Abu Ghraib).  

Human Rights, Peace, and Advocacy Journalism 

Brysk (2014) defines human rights defenders as the “highest embodiment of 

global citizenship, mobilizing for the lives, freedoms, and dignity of strangers” (p.340). 

Though coverage of human rights issues does not equal a defender per se, journalists 

have been documented to take on a more advocacy role when reporting on human rights’ 

violations such as genital mutilation (Plaut, 2014). Journalist Martin Bell even expressed 

during his coverage of the war in the former Yugoslavia, that “not to take a side, was to 

be complicit in genocide” (Plaut, 2014, p. 848). Journalists advocating (Burns, 2014) for 

the stories they cover has been documented in South America concerning tobacco control 

(Waisbord, 2010), in the US amongst marginalized minorities (Mercado, 2015), in China 

to promote best journalism practices (Zeng & Li, 2013), and so forth.  
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Human rights reporting as a normative practice of journalism is an emphasis that 

is often overlooked or lumped into international or global journalism; however, as Shaw 

(2012, p. 2) explains, human rights based journalism differs because its objective is “to 

educate the public, increase awareness in its members of their rights and monitor, 

investigate and report all human rights violations.” In recent years, the usage of the term 

“human rights” has drastically increased in traditional news sources (Ron, Ramos, & 

Rodger, 2005). Yet, in the realm of human rights reporting, research is most often 

conducted from a monitoring point of view that falls under law or international relations, 

limiting the field (Mishra, 2006). Human rights journalism can empower audiences by 

informing them of injustices; encourage a participatory environment, decrease prejudice 

and stigma associated with victims of human rights inequalities, and gives accountability 

to a global society (Shaw, 2012).  

Closely related to human rights journalism is peace journalism, which aspires to 

be a more productive counterpart to war journalism because it promotes a truth and 

people-oriented perspective instead of propaganda and elite-oriented perspective (Webel 

& Galtung, 2007). Furthermore, the aims of peace journalism are to humanize all sides 

instead of creating an “us vs. them” mentality, highlighted especially during the Cold 

War decades (Powell, 2011). Lynch and McGoldrick (2005, p. 209) state that this 

‘dualism,’ presented in the scope of traditional objective style journalism, incites further 

violence by pitting one side pretentiously over another. Whereas, human rights and/or 

peace journalism emphasize humanizing all actors involved and goes beyond just official 

sources (Lynch, 2006).  

  



Texas Tech University, Lindsey E. Blumell, May 2016 
	  

57	  
	  

CHAPTER V 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND HYPOTHESES 

When WWII ended, world leaders recognized the importance of attempting to 

achieve universal equality and so began to draft the framework like the ICCPR (with 168 

signed parties) and the ICESCR (with 164 signed parties). The framework is brief in 

description of each article or right, and consequently there is room for interpretation or 

even confusion (Apodaca, 2014), and so this study first seeks to understand how HNM 

and TNM interpret or even ignore the legality of human rights. Oftentimes human rights 

issues are eclipsed or brushed over in news coverage because they are not tied to political 

interests, or have little consequence to the host country where the news organization 

resides (Bogert, 2010). Nevertheless, both TNM and HNM can act as witnesses to human 

rights issues and provide expert insight into the happenings (Joyce, 2013). Furthermore, 

whereas TNM have a wider scope to cover all news content, do they then consider human 

rights issues in the context of human rights law and global issues, or is it rather treated as 

other national interest or political issues? The first research question then seeks to 

understand to what extent the framework is present in coverage of human rights issues by 

TNM and HNM:  

RQ1a: How does the human rights framework manifest or not manifest through 

coverage of human rights’ issues? 

 Since HNM specialize in human rights, it is anticipated that they will focus more 

on the framework than TNM. Therefore, the second half of the first research question 

focuses directly on HNM and the gatekeeping process they undertake while producing 

human rights news content: 
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RQ1b: How does the gatekeeping process manifest, as described by media 

professionals, when HNM create human rights news content?  

Western media have been shown to focus almost exclusively on the ICCPR 

(Ramos et al., 2007), this study looks at whether or not HNM differ from TNM to include 

the ICESCR and thus hypothesizes:  

H1: TNM cover more stories relating to civil and political rights whereas HNM 

cover stories that relate to civil and political and economic, social, and cultural 

rights. 

One reason for this narrow and lopsided coverage is due to economics, since 

international news generally offers less chance for profit (Seib, 2004). This has lowered 

not only international content dramatically, but also a decreased readiness of networks 

when international conflicts occur (Seib, 2004). Another development that often occurs 

when presenting international news stories, especially by U.S. organizations, is that the 

story is reported in a local context or is localized (Graber & Smith, 2005; Kolmer & 

Semetko, 2009). For example, if there is a potential threat of a terrorist attack in a 

European country, content will rather focus on the chance of a terrorist attack in the U.S. 

Consequently, TNM will be less apt to present human rights’ issues from a global 

perspective than HNM: 

H2: HNM present human rights coverage from a more global point of view 

whereas TNM present human rights coverage from a more localized point of 

view.  

In regards to gatekeeping forces or gatekeeping’s levels of analysis, this study 

focuses on the fourth and fifth levels or social institutional and social system forces. 
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Firstly, social institutional forces consist of external elite institutions or influential groups 

that journalists consider when producing content (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). Such forces 

are now “sharing” a public sphere more and more with journalists because of new media 

advancements, which then challenges journalists to consider these forces while still 

maintaining professional standards (Shomaker & Reese, 2014). For instance, Shoemaker 

and Reese (2014) state that NGOs are an influential force within the social-institutional 

level, but they are understudied. Therefore, this study will code for NGOs as sources in 

human rights’ coverage, but extend Shoemaker and Reese’s (2014) observation a step 

further to understand HNM’s gatekeeping practices. Specifically, audience, sources, other 

media, and government forces are considered within the social institutional level.    

A large portion of recent gatekeeping research takes into account the audience’s 

evolving role in the news process because of social media (Ali & Fahmy, 2013; Bro & 

Wallberg, 2015; Bruns, 2011; Coddington & Holton, 2014; Landerville et al., 2015, 

Meraz & Papacharissi, 2013, Singer, 2014). Although, some have gone so far as to state 

that traditional gatekeepers could eventually be phased out (Bro & Wallberg, 2015), this 

study accepts that gatekeeping will continue (Vos & Heinderyckx, 2015) but that 

traditional gatekeepers will need to adapt to the changing social institutional level 

(Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). Therefore, the next two research questions incorporate the 

audience’s role through sharing and liking on social media platforms and how HNM 

consider their audience while producing news content:        

RQ2a: What human rights categories are most popular in the coverage according 

to audience likes, retweets, and shares? 
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RQ2b: How do HNM professionals consider their audience when producing their 

content?  

Although HNM have an increased focus on human rights’ issues over TNM, 

audience popularity for each institution’s content will be similar because of the 

homogeneity of media agendas (Lee, 2007), regardless of whether it comes from new or 

traditional media, and so the next question asks:   

RQ3: How do TNM and HNM audiences compare according to retweets, likes, 

and shares? 

 Transnational TNM exist in a global public sphere, yet all originate from one 

specific country, even if they have since expanded to include bureaus in several 

countries. When studying news messages, scholars have concluded that news, even 

international news is presented from a nationalistic point of view rather than a global one 

(Graber & Smith, 2005; Kolmer & Semetko, 2009) and consequently national sources 

such as government officials and political or social elites strongly influence coverage 

(Entman, 2004; Bennett, 2011). Furthermore, governments can influence journalists both 

through the input of regulations and in the output through press releases, interviews, and 

press conferences (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). As an identified force at the social 

institutional level, therefore this study asks about the importance of source use (including 

government and elite sources) in human rights coverage. 

RQ4: How do sources manifest in TNM and HNM coverage?  

Moreover, based on previous research on how strongly traditional media rely on 

government officials (Entman, 2004; Bennett, 2009) and each other in an intermedia 

agenda setting capacity (Golan, 2006; Roberts & McCombs, 1996), this study 
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hypothesizes that government and elite sources will be used more frequently for TNM 

than HNM:  

H3: TNM rely more on elite sources in their coverage than HMN.  

On the other hand, since HNM are firstly human rights’ NGOs and secondly news 

producers and have been often used as sources for TNM (Powers, 2014), they will rely on 

themselves as sources of information more than TNM: 

H4: HNM rely on human rights sources in their coverage more than TNM.  

Next geographical focus was included because developed countries, particularly 

the U.S., concentrate on themselves rather than outside countries, even when reporting 

international stories (Bennett, 2011; Entman, 2004; Graber & Smith, 2005). Since 

HNM’s mandate is to be the watchdogs of human rights violations, their coverage could 

have a broader reach of countries over TNM: 

H5: HNM coverage includes more variety of countries than TNM. 

A unique contribution of this study is to measure how cultural forces that are 

found on the fifth level of gatekeeping or the social system (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009) 

influence news messages and in this case, human rights related news messages. 

Oftentimes, culture is measured as a way of defining journalistic cultures (Hanitzsch, 

2007; 2011) or media systems (Hallin & Mancini, 2004; 2011), but not as a social system 

force. Therefore, this study incorporates Douglas’ (1970; 1973; 1982) Cultural Theory 

and Hofstede et al.’s (2010) cultural dimensions to measure potential cultural influence 

on both journalists and news’ content. Importantly, in order to maintain equivalency 

(Wirth & Kolb, 2012), only power distance and individualism vs. collectivism were 

considered which relate to grid and group measures (Maleki & Hendriks, 2014). 
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Although, more cultural dimensions may be added, as Douglas (1973) concludes, these 

two dimensions can produce enough results as to understand the influence of external 

culture on both the content and the individual. Moreover, although it may be assumed 

that journalists working for HNM are in a specific quadrant, such as environmental 

organizations all being enclaves, Caulkins (1999) points out that cultural types vary 

between organizations. Additionally, the purpose of measuring cultural forces in the 

content analysis is to not conclusively rank each organization with a degree such as 

Hofstede et al. (2010) or place them in a quadrant like Douglas (1970), but rather to 

understand if preexisting cultural measures for power distance and individualism vs. 

collectivism manifest in coverage of human rights issues. Consequently, the final 

research question asks: 

RQ5: How do cultural dimensions, namely individualism vs. collectivism 

(group) and power distance (grid), as identified in the social system, manifest 

in TNM and HNM coverage? 

One measure of the power distance, grid, or hierarchy dimension is how 

inequality is handled and perceived. In high power distance countries, inequality or 

rather privilege and status symbols are accepted as normal (Hofstede et al., 2010). At 

work, in school, and at home those in subordinate positions place trust in their 

superiors and rarely challenge them (Hofstede et al., 2010). China measures 

significantly higher in power distance than the U.S. or U.K. (http://geert-

hofstede.com/) and so it is expected that coverage will not challenge those in power 

such as the government or large corporations and consequently be more positive than 

the coverage of other TNM. Hofstede has not measured Qatar, where Al Jazeera is 
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based; however, other MENA region countries rank very high in power distance 

(http://geerts-hofstede.com/). Al Jazeera is included with other TNM and not Xinhua 

because it has been given more journalistic freedom and was formed by many former 

BBC journalists (Hillenbrand, 2007). Therefore, it is expected that Al Jazeera will be 

more critical of those in power than Xinhua. Beyond being from a high distance 

society, Xinhua is state owned and censored and therefore challenging the 

government or reporting negative news would happen less frequently than the other 

organizations. However, since objectivity is a standard practice of TNM (or at least 

striving for objectivity), they will be les critical or neutral in their coverage. On the 

other hand, HNM have a specific mission aside from creating human rights news 

content to educate and defend human rights, and so their coverage will be more 

critical than TNM in general and thus this study hypothesizes: 

H6: News coverage of human rights issues is more positive from TNM than 

HNM; however, overall coverage from Xinhua is more positive than all other 

coverage.   
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CHAPTER VI 

MIXED METHODOLOGY 

 This study utilized a mixed methods approach to answer the research questions 

and hypotheses proposed. In the first issue of the Journal of Mixed Methods Research, 

editors Tashakkori and Creswell (2007) state that using mixed methods consists of 

qualitative and quantitative approaches and can manifest through different research 

questions, two types of sampling procedures, two types of collection procedures, two 

types of data, two types of data analysis and two types of conclusions. Mixed methods 

began developing in the late 1950s as a way to neutralize the weaknesses or biases of 

each method singularly, with the assumption that “collecting diverse types of data best 

provides a more complete understanding” (Creswell, 2013, p.19). Creswell (2013) 

proposed three primary models to follow in mixed methods: convergent parallel mixed 

methods, explanatory sequential mixed methods, and exploratory sequential mixed 

methods. This study employed explanatory sequential mixed methods, which uses 

quantitative research first to retrieve results that are then built upon by the details of 

qualitative research (Creswell, 2013). Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009) assert that 

philosophically, mixed method researchers orient themselves towards pragmatism, the 

idea of not choosing a side to the paradigm struggle but rather uses “what works” for the 

research problem at hand (p. 7). One advantage of mixed methods is that it can confirm, 

explore, verify and generate theory in the same study (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009).  

 Leech, Dellinger, Brannagan, and Tanaka (2010) proposed a validation 

framework (inspired by Dellinger & Leech, 2007) to assist mixed methodologists in 

designing rigorous studies, consisting of five elements: foundational, construct validation, 
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inferential consistency, utilization/historical, and consequential. Firstly, the foundational 

element examines literature and empirical findings (Leech et al., 2010), which has been 

done above. The second element combines both quantitative and qualitative construct 

validation and for this study, design quality, legitimation, and interpretive rigor (Leech et 

al., 2010) were all employed. Thirdly, Leech et al. (2010) explain that mixed methods 

research consists of having a suitable design that is consistent and adequate. Accordingly, 

this study has been designed to fit gatekeeping theory. Just as previous gatekeeping 

research has looked at both content and gatekeepers’ perspectives (Berkowitz, 1990; 

Snider, 1969; White, 1950), this study aims at understanding the content that is being 

produced by TNM and HNM and the perspectives of HNM professionals. A quantitative 

content analysis was performed using a deductive approach by applying the framework to 

measure how human rights issues are covered in news and statistically compare TNM 

and HNM. The results from the content analysis helped inform the questions asked of 

HNM professionals during in-depth inductive interviews. 

 Legitimation is also included in construct validity when conducting mixed 

methods research. Onwuegbuzie, Johnson, and Collins (2009) explicate legitimation 

types, several of which were incorporated into this study to ensure cohesive results with 

sound meta-inferences. Onwuegbuze et al. (2009) explain that sample integration or the 

extent to which the relationship between the qualitative and quantitative sampling can 

produce combined or meta-inferences. This was done by directing questions to HNM 

professionals based on observations made through a content analysis. Inside-outside 

legitimation explains and describes both an insider’s view and the observer’s view 

(Onwuegbuze et al., 2009), which was done by first presenting analysis from the 
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researcher’s point of view via content analysis and then presenting the view of the 

participants. Since both quantitative and qualitative each have advantages and 

disadvantages, weakness minimization can compensate a weakness of one approach 

through the strength of the other (Onwuegbuze et al., 2009). Madey (1982) for instance, 

discusses using statistically significant results of content analysis and then give insight to 

them through qualitative research. Furthermore, this study employed weakness 

minimization through the method itself, too. Content analysis is a widely used method for 

journalism scholars because understanding news content is vital to understanding 

journalism. However, it can only measure what is manifest and not why it is latent. 

Therefore, it is useful to also interview those who produce the content to understand the 

process of how news content is produced. Multiple validities legitimation (Onwuegbuze 

et al., 2009) uses validity measures from both quantitative and qualitative practices, 

which is explained further below. Once all data was collected, conversion (quantitizing 

qualitative data or vice-verse) was used by providing frequencies of qualitative research 

as to not over or under exaggerate the emergent themes found (Sandelowski, 2001).  

      The third part of construct validation is interpretive rigor (Onwuegbuze et al., 

2009), which means that the accuracy and authenticity of a study’s analysis and 

observations are assessed (Tashakkor & Teddlie, 2003). Specifically, construct validation 

refers to within-design consistency, conceptual consistency, and interpretive agreement 

(Plano-Clark & Creswell, 2008). Most of interpretive rigor are addressed in the results 

and discussion sections, to answer within-design consistency which asks whether or not 

the design is consistent with the research question (Tashakkor & Teddlie, 2003), this 

study does achieve that by tailoring the variables and questions to the research questions 
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and hypotheses. Further details are provided below. This also overlaps with the third 

through fifth elements of the validity frame, which all deal with the inferential, 

utilization, and consequence of the data (Leech et al., 2010).    

Content Analysis 

 A quantitative content analysis (Kripendorff, 2013; Neuendorf, 2002) was 

conducted using six large news organizations from Europe, Asia, and North America and 

three human rights organizations. In their Handbook of Comparative Communication 

Research, Esser and Hanitzsch (2012) point out that comparative studies in 

communication research have dramatically increased in recent years and is vital for the 

field because it can prevent scholars from overgeneralizing, placing too much emphasis 

on a single country’s norms of understanding, foster global relationships between 

scholars, and offer alternative solutions in practical settings. They also state that critical 

to comparative research is that it, “guides our attention to the explanatory relevance of 

the contextual environment for communication outcomes” (Esser & Hanitzsch, 2012, p. 

6). Understanding contextual influences such as national governments, audiences, 

sources, ideologies, and cultures is important to this study because the framework is 

developed in a global sphere but when human rights related issues are covered by news 

organizations (even transnational news organizations such as those sampled here), these 

social institutional and social system forces may influence the outcome of the messages.      

Two TNM organizations (one broadcast; one wire service) were chosen from 

three geographical regions: Associated Press, CNN, Thomson Reuters, BBC, Xinhua 

(English), and Al Jazeera. These organizations were chosen in part from a Google most 

influential news list (Bercovici, 2011) with the addition of two prominent Asian English 
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publications. Wire services were chosen over newspapers because wire services were 

created to provide news regionally and nationally, and eventually internationally; 

whereas most newspapers were created to be local first and then national or international 

second (Silberstein-Loeb, 2012). As well, two large transnational human rights NGOs 

and one intergovernmental organization were analyzed (background given in chapter 2): 

AI, HRW, and the U.N. The online analytics tool Buzzsumo Pro was used to calculate the 

total number of shares and average share of each organization on Facebook, Twitter, 

LinkedIn, Google+, and Pinterest for 2015 (see Table 2). CNN’s average shares is the 

highest of all organizations at 11,717, BBC follows at 9,922, Al Jazeera is third at 2,645, 

next is Reuters at 1,110, then AI at 676, HRW at 495, Xinhua at 469, AP at 359, and 

finally the U.N.’s average share is the lowest at 157.     

 Associated Press. In 1892, the Associated Press (AP) emerged from a few 

regional wire services and eventually became the largest wire service in the U.S. The AP 

formed a franchise business model wherein daily newspapers could become members (by 

varying degrees) in order to be privy to the AP’s coverage in exchange for providing their 

own news first to AP (Silberstein-Loeb, 2012). The model worked and by the beginning 

of the 20th Century, AP had 637 members, including the New York Times (Silberstein-

Loeb, 2012). As of 2016, AP is still a not-for-profit cooperative owned by 1500 U.S. 

newspapers and operating in more than 100 countries (“AP’s History,” 2016). 

 Cable News Network. In 1980, started by Ted Turner, the Cable News Network 

(CNN) became the first television station to broadcast news 24 hours a day (“Cable News 

Network,” 2015). CNN’s ability to broadcast live footage from around the world 

transformed not only television but also news consumption in general, particularly during 
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the first Gulf war (Strobel, 1996). CNN’s ability to broadcast international events into 

people’s living rooms led to a foreign policy environment that was media driven, referred 

to as the CNN effect (Strobel, 1996). Some have since challenged the extent to which the 

CNN effect has influenced the U.S. government (Van Belle & Potter, 2011); 

nevertheless, it remains an international news organization with a presence in 200 

countries. 

 Thomson Reuters.  In 1951, Paul Reuter set up the first Reuters office in London 

to communicate stock market news between London and Paris (“Reuters: A Brief 

History,” 2007). Reuters quickly spread to several countries and its reputation was 

solidified through scooping stories such as Lincoln’s assassination (“Reuters: A Brief 

History,” 2007). Reuter was able to maximize the wire service’s international reach by 

building networks with other cities and areas within the former British Empire (Winder, 

2010). In 2008, Reuters merged with Thomson Corporation (“Reuters: News Agency,” 

2015) and are in 94 countries worldwide.  

 British Broadcasting Corporation. In 1922, the British Broadcasting 

Corporation (BBC) became the world’s first public service broadcaster on radio (Kung-

Shankleman, 2000). The BBC includes entertainment content, but has also always 

produced news, beginning with nightly bulletins that were broadcast throughout the 

British Isles (“The BBC takes,” 2016). By the early 1930s, BBC News was being 

broadcasted throughout the former British Empire and by 1938 its first foreign language 

service began in Arabic (“The BBC takes,” 2016). BBC News now operates via radio, 

television, and new media in 150 countries.  
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 Xinhua News Agency. Xinhua started as Red China in 1931 and is unique not 

only because it is China’s most powerful news organization, but its political connection 

to the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) (Xin, 2006).  When the People’s Republic of 

China formed in 1949, Xinhua was named the only legitimate national news agency and 

had the responsibility of closely covering all CCP activities, as well as ensuring that other 

news organizations within China were doing the same (Xin, 2006). It also provided 

exclusive international news to Chinese news organizations, which later loosened in the 

1980s (Xin, 2006). China’s media marketization of the 1980s and 1990s, changed 

Xinhua’s business structure, news content (eventually began investigative reporting), and 

operations as it now had to compete with other Chinese news organizations (Xin, 2012). 

Xinhua is in 106 countries with English, French, Spanish, Russian, Arabic, and 

Portuguese services available (“Welcome to Subscribe,” 2000).  

 Al Jazeera News. Al Jazeera began in 1996 as a government funded television 

news station in Qatar and later spread to Al Jazeera English in 2006 (Witaker, 2011). It 

achieved international credibility because of its professional standards and willingness to 

be critical of governments and discuss previously taboo topics (Witaker, 2011). Al 

Jazeera began with only six hour long broadcasts daily, but became a 24-hour news 

station that broadcasted to the MENA region as an important source of news since 

illiteracy rates still remain high in the region (Hillenbrand, 2007). Al Jazeera is now 

present in 140 countries.   

INSERT TABLE 2 HERE 

 Sampling strategy. In the latest edition of their content analysis text, Riffe, Lacy, 

and Fico (2014) discuss the importance of adapting sampling to an online environment. 
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Challenges of online content are that it is interactive, immediate, multimodal, and 

includes hyperlinks (Karlsson, 2012). Riffe, et al. (2014) point out that although there is a 

steady increase of online content analyses, many of the sampling techniques are arbitrary 

and not systematic. Accordingly, Wang and Riffe (2010) tested sample sizes of the New 

York Times’ website and found that six random days within a one year span yielded 

effective and efficient results. Therefore, six random days of fall 2015 (September, 

October, and November) were chosen as a sample, two days per month, using each 

weekday at least once (September 3, September 28, October 9, October 14, November 

16, and November 24). Only weekdays were considered to ensure maximum news 

content. Once days were randomly generated, Topsy (www.topsy.com)1, an online 

analytics tool for Twitter was used to retrieve all tweets for the appropriate time frame. 

Links to full stories found on each organization’s corresponding webpage embedded in 

the tweets were also coded due to the limitations of Twitter. The same days were used for 

both HNM and TNM. Because TNM include more topics than human rights issues, all 

tweets were categorized (human rights related or not related) but only human rights 

related stories were fully coded. Tweets were coded until ten human rights related stories 

were completed on each day, for a total of 60 coded stories per organization (N=540), 

plus six additional stories for TNM that exceeded the ten a day limit for selected days. 

Although, tweets and corresponding stories were the main units of analysis because of 

their high frequencies and content, Facebook posts of the selected days were also coded 

to understand categories posted and audience reactions to the posts (likes and shares). In 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 As of December 16, 2015, Topsy was no longer in service. 
2	  Under the Convention Against Torture (CAT) signatories are still permitted to enforce the death penalty; 
however this variable is included since many human rights organizations consider the death penalty to be a 
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total, there were significantly fewer Facebook posts than tweets and stories with a total of 

31 posts (N=31).  

 Code development. In order to answer the research questions and hypotheses, 

several variables and categories were developed for this study using a codebook (see 

Appendix C). Most tweets included links to stories found on the organizations’ websites 

and so the majority of the variables were developed to code for information included in 

the actual stories and not the tweets or Facebook posts (see Table 3). However, to gage 

audience interest, the number of retweets, shares, and likes were coded of the tweets and 

Facebook posts first (Segerberg & Bennett, 2011). Secondly, the presence of a reporter 

and her or his gender were recorded (Shoemaker, 1991; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). 

INSERT TABLE 3 HERE 

 Next, three variables with subsequent categories were developed for the social 

institutional level (see Table 3). To observe whether or not a story has a government 

focus rather than a human rights focus, four categories were developed. In his book on 

human rights journalism, Shaw (2012) states that there are differences between 

government focused stories over human rights ones because government stories include 

the following angles: threats to one’s country, military support, terrorism, and 

international relations. Another social institutional force variable measured was the 

sources used (Shoemaker, 1991; Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). This study builds on a 

previous study that measured different categories of sources (Hellmueller, Blumell, 

Huemmer, & Mellado, 2014) by creating six overarching types: government (politician, 

PR spokesperson, leader, or government official), law (Judge, lawyer, police or 

detective), human rights (AI, HRW, the U.N, activist, or other NGO), business (CEO, 
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professional, PR spokesperson), elite society (religious leaders, celebrity, experts, or 

other media) and society (ordinary citizen). Secondly, geography was measured by 

coding for which country or countries the story features. Geographical focus is included 

because previous literature shows an ethnocentricity of developed countries leads to 

minimize international stories (Bennett, 2011; Entman, 2004; Graber & Smith, 2005).  

 Next, variables and categories were developed to measure possible cultural forces 

through Hofstede’s (Hofstede et al., 2010) cultural dimensions and Douglas’ (1970; 

1973; 1982) Cultural Theory. Since prior investigation has mostly been based on 

interview or survey methods, variables were developed for the content analysis based on 

described measures (Hofstede et al. 2010; Douglas, 1970; 1973; 1982) that were then 

supplemented with interview questions (see Appendix B). This study uses Douglas’ 

interpretation that cultural biases are rigid for individuals throughout all parts of life 

(Mamadough, 1999); and accordingly, ideologies can be applied to the professional 

setting, in this instance human rights news production. Also, Hofstede et al.’s (2010) 

differentiation between what a culture proposes is desirable in terms of beliefs (ideology) 

and what is desired or the actual choices the majority in a culture make (practical matters) 

is particularly useful for mixed methods approach since perceptions (observed through 

interviews) and output (observed through content analysis) may not always be identical.   

Gross and Rayner (1985) are credited for being one of the first to develop 

empirical measures for group and grid through dichotomous variables that were then 

combined into indices. The authors measure low group scores between 0-0.5 and high 

group scores between 0.51-1.0 and the same for low and high grid scores (Melton, 2003). 

For group, Gross and Rayner (1985) propose five measures: proximity (closeness 
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between members), transitivity (how much interaction between members is transitive), 

frequency (budgeted time members interact), impermeability (the likelihood of outsiders 

joining the group), and scope (the activities members do together versus a part). Four 

measures were proposed for grid: specialization (the number of roles a member takes on 

within a timespan), asymmetry (the amount of symmetry or lack their of in role 

interaction between members), entitlement (ascribed roles as compared to all member 

roles), and accountability (interaction between dominant and subordinate members) 

(Spangenberg, & Spangenberg, 1988). Although some have criticized Gross and 

Rayner’s (1985) measures early on for not being tested in real-life before being published 

(Spangenberg, & Spangenberg, 1988), Melton (2003) points out that these measure were 

meant to be a guide to be adapted to the contexts of future research. This includes 

focusing on some measures over others such as Caulkins (1999) who focused on 

impermeability for group and asymmetry for grid (Melton, 2003). Since cultural 

measures are meant to be adapted to specific social contexts, Gross and Rayner’s (1985) 

accountability and scope measures were focused on and incorporated with Hofstede’s et 

al.’s (2010) descriptions of each respective dimension.  

Nine categories were originally developed for accountability under power 

distance or grid: social system status quo, political system status quo (inside country of 

focus), political system status quo (outside country of focus), elite society status quo, 

international community status quo, challenge inequality, challenge individual citizens, 

and acknowledgment of lower SES. These nine variables were designed to measure if the 

story challenges individuals or institutions with status in society (government, 

governmental actions, or elites), social norms (society), or laws (rule of law); and 
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secondly to acknowledge inequality (challenge inequality, or acknowledge lower SES). 

To challenge in this study included criticizing, placing blame or responsibility, 

questioning actions, and/or calling to action. In this case, the presence of all these 

variables equal a lower power distance dimension and so were later reversed coded to 

maintain Gross and Rayner’s (1985) grid measures (0-.5 for low and .51-1.0 for high).  

Collectivism vs. individualism or group, scope was measured by 12 categories: 

party called to action (x2), individual victim effects (the story describes the consequences 

of an action or event to an individual or specific group of individuals), collective victim 

effects (the story describes consequences to a group as a whole), individual example (the 

story highlights one or more individuals although based on a general event or issue), 

opinions expressed by reporter, opinions expressed by source, onus on the individual, 

onus on society or network, sacrifice of individuals (an individual sacrifice is listed as a 

means for the good of the whole, such as censorship to maintain national security), 

individual rights over collective (individual rights are maintained despite damage to the 

collective, such as KKK rallies in public), and justification for collective cohesion 

(collective action is justified as good for the whole, such as Tiananmen Square actions in 

the name of economic prosperity). In order to obtain low group (0-.5) and high group 

(.51-1.0) scores, individual victim effects, individual example, individual story, onus on 

victim, opinions expressed, and individual rights over collective were later reversed 

coded.            

Once all coding was complete, a factor analysis was run. Results show a Kaiser-

Meyer-Olkin measure of .76, above the recommended value of .6, and Bartlett’s test of 

sphericity was significant (χ2 (231) = 3892.93, p < .001). Factor loadings were then 
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examined, grouping scores of .40 or higher together (see Table 4). Several categories 

with low factor loadings were then eliminated, leaving five categories for power distance 

or grid: elite status quo, inequality, lower SES, political system status quo (outside the 

country), and international community status quo, and seven categories for collectivism 

vs. individualism or group: party called to action (primary and secondary), collective 

victim effects, individual victim effects (recoded), onus on individual (recoded), onus on 

society, and justification of collective action.   

INSERT TABLE 4 HERE 

Next, human rights framework variables and categories were developed to code 

for civil and political rights based on the ICCPR, economic, social, and cultural rights 

based on the ICESCR, and the general acknowledgement of international, regional, or 

national human rights laws (see Table 5). Content validity was applied here (like the 

previous variables that rely on previous literature), since this type of validity measures 

the extent to which the measurement instruments are relevant and representative of the 

construct they measure. In order to make sure the appropriate content was covered, the 

articles included in ICCPR and the ICESCR, which are both U.N. conventions that 

outline various human rights, were utilized. One potential weakness of this strategy is the 

opposition that some countries have to the ICCPR and ICESCR. However, given that the 

ICCPR consists of 74 signatories and 168 parties, and the ICESCR consists of 70 

signatories and 164 parties, they are the closest treaties that represent a global 

commitment to human rights (understanding that they are the legal implementations of 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights) (“Human Rights Explained,” n.d.).  
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In total 15 categories were developed based on the articles of the ICCPR: injustice 

in the legal system, women’s rights in regards to the ICCPR, death penalty,2 physical 

cruelty, unlawful imprisonment, censorship, LGBT rights in regards to the ICCPR, 

religious persecution, government corruption, political unrest, unlawful military combat, 

marriage and family rights, refugee status, children rights in regards to the ICCPR, and ill 

treatment based on race or ethnicity. In total 12 categories were developed based on the 

articles of the ICESCR: employment rights, workplace conditions, migrants, unions and 

strikes, social security, women’s rights in regards to the ICESCR, LGBT rights in regards 

to the ICESCR, children’s rights in regards to the ICESCR, poverty, medical assistance, 

education, and cultural rights. Both the ICCPR and ICESCR categories included an 

“other” category in case the 27 other categories listed were not exhaustive. Finally, 

variables and categories were developed as to whether or not a specific human rights law 

or framework was mentioned in the story and whether or not the law was from the U.N., 

regional institutions, or nations.    

INSERT TABLE 5 HERE 

 The final section of the codebook focused on story elements, namely story angle 

and story sentiment (see Table 3). Story angle was included based on previous research 

that concluded news is rarely global in nature even if it is international (Graber & Smith, 

2005; Kolmer & Semetko, 2009), which is particularly important for this study since 

human rights are meant to be universal and accessible to all persons, regardless of 

country origin. Therefore, story angle was coded by whether or not the story was 

presented completely in one country, an international story localized to a particular 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  Under the Convention Against Torture (CAT) signatories are still permitted to enforce the death penalty; 
however this variable is included since many human rights organizations consider the death penalty to be a 
violation of rights.	  
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country, several countries included in the story, or a global story that does not include a 

specific country. Story sentiment was lastly added to the codebook after initial coding 

revealed that human rights related stories could be positive, negative, or neutral. As, 

Krumbein (2015) observed in a content analysis of human rights coverage in China, 

Hong Kong, and U.S., Chinese coverage was mostly positive, U.S. coverage mostly 

negative, and Hong Kong a mix. Accordingly, story sentiment was coded on a five-point 

scale ranging from 1 as totally negative and 5 as totally positive (see Table 3). Coding for 

this variable was done on a per sentence unit.    

 Coding procedures and intercoder reliability. Intercoder or interrater reliability 

measures the level of agreement that different coders have when coding the same sample 

and is crucial to content analysis (Riffe et al., 2005). For this study, three coders were 

used in order to achieve high degrees of reliability suitable for coding. Before intercoder 

reliability began, a process of pilot coding occurred. Although most of the codebook was 

developed based on previous research and measures (as detailed above and in Table 3), 

HNM are a part of an emerging field of study and the number of variables included 

warranted sessions of pilot coding in order to revise and clarify any ambiguities, 

ultimately improving the content validity of the codebook. The original codebook 

consisted of 63 variables and 58 categories that were used in a sample of 25 human rights 

news stories, pilot coded by two of the final three coders. Before pilot coding began, 

coders were trained on each individual variable and category to understand how to code. 

Cohen’s Kappa (Landis & Koch, 1977) results ranged from poor, slight, fair, or moderate 

(0-0.60) for 55 of the variables or categories and substantial to high (.61-1.0) for 66 

variables or categories. After reviewing initial results, the codebook was revised that 
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included explicating, combining, and eliminating superfluous variables. Additionally, 

four outside reviewers with varying degrees of expertise in regards to journalism, human 

rights, and gatekeeping, went through each variable to point out any confusion or un-

exhaustive measures present. Since some of the variables in the codebook could be 

described as having a degree of latent meaning, Riffe et al. (2005) state that intercoder 

reliability may be more difficult to achieve and interpretations may get lost on untrained 

or outside people. By choosing outside reviewers without experience, variables that 

needed additional operationalization were identified. The codebook was also presented in 

a presentation at an American, Danish, and Swedish university for additional feedback.  

Furthermore, Riffe et al. (2005) recommend a three-part approach for developing 

a codebook. The first is to include an introduction, which was added at the beginning of 

the codebook for each coder to read and become acquainted with the study (see Appendix 

C). The second is to include how the data is to be processed (stories to include or not 

include), which was done by indicating stipulations of which stories not to completely 

code (see Appendix C). Thirdly, is that each variable is given specific instructions as to 

how to code, which was also included in the codebook (see Appendix C). Three coders 

were then trained on the operationalization of each variable and a subset of 50 stories or 

about 10% of the complete sample was coded for intercoder reliability. According, to 

Riffe et al. (2005), taking from Matthew Lombard 

(https:matthewlombard.com/reliability/index_print.html) that 50 units at least or 10% of 

the total sample should be coded for intercoder reliability. ReCal2 (a common online 

program that calculates Scott’s Pi, Cohen’s Kappa, and Krippendorff’s Alpha) was used 
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to calculate reliability. Krippendorff (2004) suggests α ≥ .8 as an acceptable level of 

reliability but also states that other scholars have used α ≥ .667 as being acceptable.  

Results after the first round of coding showed that 59 variables and categories 

achieved acceptable alpha scores (α = .79−1.0) and 35 variables with moderate to low 

alpha scores (α = −.09−0.536). Additionally, 21 variables reported 90-100% agreement, 

but had negative alpha scores. Neuendorf (2006) states that variables with high 

percentage agreement but low alpha most likely contain rare cases. For example: if a 

dichotomous variable is coded with 48 zeros and only two ones, it would not achieve a 

high alpha score, even if the percentage agreement between coders was 100%. After 

examining the variables and categories, it was determined that the 21 variables did 

contain rare events. For the second round of coding, the sample was sure to contain more 

variety of stories to prevent rare events (Neuendorf, 2006). After the second round of 

coding, 13 categories that still qualified as a rare event were combined or eliminated. 

After additional training, the 35 variables and categories that did not meet sufficient alpha 

scores were also coded during the second round of coding. Results showed a sufficient 

alpha score for 30 of the variables and categories (α = .79−1.0). After additional 

operationalization of the five remaining variables, a third round of coding took place that 

yielded sufficient results (α = .79−1.0). In the end, 33 variables and 67 categories 

remained for the final codebook (see Appendix C). 

In-depth Interviews 

 This study also employed in-depth interviews of ten media specialists who work 

for HMN. Prior to conducting the interview, proper procedures for obtaining HRPP 

approval were made (see Appendix A). Once approval was obtained, HNM professionals 
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began to be contacted through an HRPP approved email invitation that included an 

information sheet as per HRPP standards to start arranging interviews.    

 Research in-depth interviews are a qualitative method intended to improve 

knowledge and have special features that extend them beyond regular conversations 

(Wengraf, 2001). They are used for storytelling, explanations, gathering information, 

validation, and inquiry about the past (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011). In-depth interviews are 

meant to be interactive in nature, structured yet flexible, and contain a series of probes 

(Ritchie, 2003). This is to collect the maximum data available by encouraging and 

sparking recall from participants (Ritchie, 2003). Researchers use in-depth interviews 

because they allow for probing, clarification, and forthright answers that are not always 

achieved with surveys (Legard, Keegan, & Ward, 2005). Social scientists have the 

advantage over natural scientists in that their subjects are capable of using words to 

express complex concepts and viewpoints (Seidman, 2013). 

  The format of interviews was semi-structured to allow for the participant to add 

any additional information they felt was useful to the study. There was a set list of 

questions (see Appendix B) that were used to act as an outline to the interview, but there 

were also improvised follow-up questions according to the participant’s responses 

(Wengraf, 2001). Directive and non-directive questions were asked to address the 

research questions, and to offer cohesive findings that relate to the content analysis. To 

understand how quasi-newsrooms function at HNM, questions were asked on the daily 

routines, the news creation process, and functions of both the participant and the overall 

organization. Next, questions were asked about the individual (their background, 

education, and experience) as to better identify the background of media professionals 
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who work for HNM. A question to address how the framework is incorporated into 

coverage was then asked. To address social institutional forces, questions concerning 

how sources are chosen and used, how the audience is considered in the news creation 

process, and to what extent the participant considers political forces were all asked. Then, 

questions concerning cultural sensitivity were asked followed by what HNM 

professionals consider the similarities and differences between their news content and 

what is produced by TNM. Although, several studies that measure culture using either 

Hofstede et al.’s (2010) or Douglas’ (1970; 1973; 1982) measures use survey method as a 

mode of inquiry, this study follows Cerroni and Simonella’s (2014) qualitative approach 

in measuring individuals (HNM professionals) in their social environment (how they 

apply their cultural bias to their writing) (Mamadough, 1999). Finally, participants were 

asked if they had anything more to add.        

Participant sampling. This study follows Robinson’s (2014) four-step process 

for sampling based on using the qualitative interview method. Step one is to develop the 

criteria of who could be a potential participant (Robinson, 2014). This has been identified 

through the first three chapters of this study by explicating humanitarian news media 

(HNM) consisting of NGOs and intergovernmental organizations, namely the U.N.  

 According to Robinson (2014), step two is to ascertain how large of sample size 

is needed to satisfy epistemology and practicality. No set number of in-depth interviews 

is mandated for this method, and so researchers rely on sufficiency and saturation of 

information as a guide for sample size (Seidman, 2013).  Sufficiency measures whether 

or not the sample consists of a representative range of people within the defined 

population (Seidman, 2013). Saturation is achieved once the researcher is no longer 
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obtaining new information or when participants’ answers become repetitive (Seidman, 

2013). Understanding these criteria, I relied on McCracken (1988) who stated that in 

most circumstances, eight in-depth interviews are sufficient, plus two more for saturation. 

Furthermore, Morse (2000) adds that when the researcher has a clear topic identified and 

participants can provide quality data so that large amounts of information are given by 

each participant than 6-10 participants is satisfactory. Before the interview process began 

the content analysis was completed and therefore, a clear topic was identified and the 

data collected from the content analysis was used to inform the interview process. 

Furthermore, media professionals, who are experts in their field, were interviewed and so 

were able to provide in-depth details in their answers and therefore provided quality data. 

Sufficiency was also met because although the participants had similar jobs, there was a 

range of participants from different HNM organizations and in different locations.     

 Step three consists of choosing whether to use probability or non-probability 

sampling (Robinson, 2014). Non-probability sampling was used since the target 

population is very specific and difficult to access. Using probability sampling can be 

ineffective when studying specific domains such as this, and as such Tongco (2007) 

suggests using purposive sampling, particularly given the difficulty of accessing this 

population when compared to the average population. The fourth and final step by 

Robinson (2014) is to actually source participants. This purposive sampling began in a 

two step-flow to first contact the media liaison at each specific organization, explain the 

project and work through that contact to gain access to the individual media 

professionals. If no media liaison answered or was available, then personal emails were 

sent to media professionals. Once HRPP approval was granted (see Appendix A), official 
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websites were all searched to find contact information along with the names of media 

professionals. If no specific person was identified, then an email was sent out to a general 

email. Due to the large size of these organizations, and the multiple locations each have, 

emails were first sent to the headquarters of each organization. Specifically, emails were 

sent to AI’s London office, HRW’s New York office, and the U.N.’s New York office. 

Additionally, since HRW’s original headquarters was in London and the U.N.’s human 

rights headquarters is located in Geneva, emails were also sent out to each respective 

office. 

After the first round of emails, only the London HRW office, the U.N. News 

Centre, and the U.N. human rights headquarters replied. Reasons for not getting a reply 

from all of the offices are probably that a specific person was not listed to contact and 

therefore the emails were not opened by someone interested in the project and the high 

volume of emails received daily. From the replies, two people were interviewed. After 

the interviews were complete, further searching was made to find individual media 

professionals working at HNM and several more interview requests were made, resulting 

in two more interviews. After contacting each organization’s headquarters, regional 

offices were then contacted until interviews were completed (see Table 6). In order to 

maintain standards set by the HRPP, participants were told that their names would not be 

revealed, and in some cases participants chose not to have their organization specified. 

Furthermore, only general information is used to describe each participant as to not reveal 

her or his identity. In order to protect their identity, all participants are referred to with a 

pseudonym. Although only one participant had the official title of “international 

reporter,” all those interviewed wrote or edited news content and posted on social media, 
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as well as additional duties of information or press officers; therefore, they could be 

considered NGO journalists though not specifically named or limited to journalistic 

duties. Moreover, seven out of ten participants had previously studied journalism and 

worked as journalists before their current positions with HNM.  

INSERT TABLE 6 HERE 

 Interview mode. Potential modes of interviewing are face-to-face, telephone, 

mail, email, or instant messaging (Weisberg, 2005).  Because participants are located in 

various countries, there was a limitation to which mode could be used. Conducting 

interviews via telephone is an efficient, real-time, and accessible mode of collecting data 

(Weisberg, 2005).  Although, the telephone can be considered impersonal (Weisberg, 

2005), in this circumstance real-time is useful for follow-up questions. It is also cost 

efficient when compared to the logistics of face-to-face interviewing. All of the 

interviews were recorded so they could be later analyzed, but for confidentiality 

purposes, will be permanently deleted after analysis is complete. The interviews ranged 

from 30-60 minutes in length. Given the hectic schedules of some of the participants, 

email answers were also used as a way of clarifying and answering questions. All 

telephone interviews were recorded on a private computer and then transcribed by the 

researcher. One participant did not complete all of the questions, but did provide 

significant background information and so therefore was still included in the analysis.    

Interview analysis. Once all interviews were conducted and transcribed, analysis 

began using thematic analysis. Attride-Stirling (2001) introduced procedures for 

conducting a thematic analysis to be a methodical tool for qualitative textual analysis. 

Thematic analysis consists of extracting themes in a three-step manner from lowest-order 
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(basic) to super-ordinate (global) (Attride-Stirling, 2001). The first step is to identify 

basic themes that are, “simple premises characteristic of the data, and on their own say 

very little about the text or group of texts as a whole” (Attride-Stirling, 2001, p.389). In 

order for basic themes to be understood fully, they need to be read within the context of 

the other basic themes (Attride-Stirling, 2001). The second step is to join together related 

basic themes to create main ideas or organizing themes (Attride-Stirling, 2001). 

Organizing themes are intended to be significant clusters that summarize basic themes 

(Attride-Stirling, 2001). Finally, global themes are identified by grouping organizing 

themes together in order to classify principal metaphors of the data (Attride-Stirling, 

2001). One sample of texts may produce more than one global theme, but they are much 

fewer in number than organizing or basic themes (Attride-Stirling, 2001). For this study, 

each interview was analyzed at each stage of the thematic analysis in order to group the 

texts together into lowest order to super-ordinate themes. That meant that each interview 

was read through to become familiarized with the texts and then secondly organized by 

basic themes. After all basic themes of each interview were identified, organizing themes 

were named by grouping together related basic themes. Lastly, global themes were 

classified to encompass overall themes of all the interviews combined. Thematic analysis 

was used for this study because the process of identifying lowest order to super-ordinate 

themes is a methodical procedure than can produce nuanced observations in the data. It is 

also a useful tool to connect the qualitative data of this study to the quantitative data 

generated by the content analysis. Identifying basic themes can break down the texts to 

the same basic levels as variables and categories used to code the news stories. However, 
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it also provides additional latent meaning to the quantitative data that can only be 

obtained through human inquiry.            
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CHAPTER VII 
ANALYSIS 

 
 A mixed methods approach was taken to answer the research questions and 

hypotheses as explained above. Results of the content analysis are reported alongside 

findings of the interviews in order to incorporate the data from both methods cohesively 

throughout the analysis.  

Human Rights Framework in the News Coverage 

The first research question sought to understand to what extent the framework 

was present in the coverage of both TNM and HNM. A series of various calculations 

were performed to answer RQ1a. Variables and categories were not mutually exclusive 

as one story could contain more than one topic, but rather coded dichotomously. Since 

TNM produce a range of content, the total percentage of human rights related coverage 

was calculated (only human rights related stories were fully coded and included in the 

remaining analysis) for each TNM per day and then averaged (see Table 7) with fairly 

similar results. The highest average was Al Jazeera (48.8%) and the lowest was Reuters 

(20%), with CNN (40.8%), BBC (39.8%), Xinhua (32.5%), and AP (32.0%) falling 

within the two ranges. Overall, TNM averaged 35.5% of its content devoted to human 

rights related issues.  

INSERT TABLE 7 HERE 

To understand how frequently the term human rights and if a specific framework 

was mentioned, chi-square tests were calculated for all organizations (see Table 7). The 

term human rights was used significantly different between all the organizations, X2(8, N 

= 546) = 95.13, p < .001. Standardized residuals were used for all chi-square tests, using 

a level of at least +or- 1.9. The term “human rights” was used significantly more by AI, 
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HRW, and the U.N. (3.9, 4.7, and 2.5 respective residuals) and significantly less by AP, 

CNN BBC, and Xinhua (-2.5, -2.5, -2.9, and -2.4 respective residuals). Listing an actual 

framework (namely laws, treaties, or conventions) was not common for any of the 

coverage; however, once again significantly different between TNM and HNM, X2(16, N 

= 546) = 81.91, p < .001. AI, HRW, and the U.N. included the framework more 

frequently (2.0, 4.4, and 3.7 respective residuals) and Reuters and BBC less frequently (-

2.7 and -3.0 respective residuals). Finally, specific frameworks were categorically coded 

and then calculated to understand how U.N., regional, or national frameworks were 

specifically mentioned, again with significant results, X2(40, N = 546) = 136.46, p < .001.  

Next, chi-square tests were run for each organization and the coded categories for 

the ICCPR and ICESCR variables, yielding significant and insignificant results. In total, 

30 categories were included for the calculations. Significance was found in 19 of the 30 

categories. Overall, the organizations covered ICCPR categories (see Table 8) most of the 

time (80%), but significance still resulted, X2(8, N = 546) = 74.15, p < .001, because 

Xinhua and the U.N. covered ICCPR categories significantly less than the other 

organizations (-2,1 and -2.3 respective residuals). Under ICCPR categories, injustice, 

women’s rights, death penalty, physical cruelty, imprisonment, censorship, LGBT, 

government corruption, political unrest, refugees, and marriage and family were all 

significant and military combat, children, race and ethnicity, and other were not. As the 

organization that covered the ICCPR second least, Xinhua covered six of the sixteen 

categories less than the other organizations. On the reverse, as the organization that 

covered the ICCPR the most, AI significantly covered seven of the sixteen categories 

more than other organizations; HRW covered seven of the categories significantly more. 
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Specifically, injustice in the court system was covered significantly more by AI and 

HRW (2.8 and 6.0 respective residuals) than other organizations, X2(8, N = 546) = 58.63, 

p < .001. Women’s rights in regards to the ICCPR was also significant, X2(8, N = 546) = 

33.61, p < .001; Reuters and Xinhua covered the category significantly less (-1.9 and -2.6 

respective residuals) and AI covered it more (3.1 residual). The only organization that 

covered the death penalty significantly more than others was AI (4.6 residual), X2(8, N = 

546) = 31.27, p < .001. Similarly, the only organization that covered physical cruelty 

significantly more than the others was HRW (2.8 residual), X2(8, N = 546) = 23.08, p = 

.003. CNN and Xinhua did not cover imprisonment at all and were thus significantly less 

(-1.9 respective residuals); however once again AI and HRW were more (3.2 and 2.7 

respective residuals) for a significant chi square, X2(8, N = 546) = 34.66, p < .001. While 

it may be expected that TNM would cover censorship more than HNM, only AI and 

HRW had significant residuals (2.4 and 1.9), X2(8, N = 546) = 17.77, p < .05. In regards 

to LGBT rights within the ICCPR, CNN and HRW were significant (2.0 and 3.1 

respective residuals), X2(8, N = 546) = 24.95, p < .01. Xinhua covered government 

corruption significantly less than other organizations (-1.9 residual) and HRW 

significantly more (3.1 residual), X2(8, N = 546) = 74.15, p < .01. Whilst AI had positive 

significance in many categories, under political unrest it had negative (-2.6 residual) with 

Reuters positive (2.5 residual), X2(8, N = 546) = 27.54, p = .001. Only Reuters covered 

marriage and family rights significantly more than other organizations (2.6 residual), 

X2(8, N = 546) = 17.33, p < .05. Covering the refugees category was present in all 

organizations except for Xinhua (-2.0 residual), with HRW higher (1.9 residual), X2(8, N 

= 546) = 18.42, p < .05.  
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INSERT TABLE 8 HERE 

ICESCR categories (see Table 9) were covered less (30% overall) than ICCPR for 

all the organizations except for Xinhua and the U.N. (2.7 and 4.7 respective residuals), 

and significantly less for Reuters and AI (-1.9 and -2.1 respective residuals), X2(8, N = 

546) = 58.88, p < .001. In 8 of the 12 categories, the U.N. had significant results. The 

U.N. covered women’s rights in regards to the ICESCR the highest (4.5 residual), X2(8, N 

= 546) = 38.60, p < .001. Xinhua and the U.N. covered employment the highest (4.0 

respective residuals), X2(8, N = 546) = 45.14, p < .001. Poverty was not covered at all by 

AP and Reuters (-2.0 respective residuals) and higher by the U.N. (4.5 residual), X2(8, N 

= 546) = 38.36, p < .001. Medical assistance was also covered higher by the U.N. (4.2 

residual), but lower by Reuters (-2.0 residual), X2(8, N = 546) = 32.35, p < .001. Finally, 

education was again covered higher by the U.N. (6.2 residual), X2(8, N = 546) = 49.76, p 

< .001.  

Further calculations were then made to test if the level of the framework manifest 

in a story was a function of the category of human rights (ICCPR or ICESCR). A 

multiple regression was conducted after all three variables were combined with their 

categories to create ratio level indices. Beta coefficients for both variables indicate 

confirmation of the relationship: ICCPR (β = .25, t = 5.31, p < .001) and ICESCR (β = 

.18, t = 3.81, p < .001), F(2, 543) = 15.43, p < .001, R2 = .05. However, given the low R2 

value, the explanatory power of the relationships is low. Overall, the level of ICCPR and 

ICESCR categories mentioned in the coverage are predictors of the level of the 

framework also mentioned in the story. 

INSERT TABLE 9 HERE 
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Related to the RQ1, H1 stated that TNM cover more stories relating to ICCPR 

categories than HNM and HNM cover more stories relating to both the ICCPR and 

ICESCR. Independent t-tests were run for the combined ICCPR, ICESCR, and the 

framework variables and the organizations combined into TNM and HNM levels of 

measurement. Results show significant differences for all three variables between TNM 

and HNM. ICCPR categories were covered more by HNM (M = .16, SD = .12) than 

TNM (M = .13, SD = .08), t(544) = -2.89,  p = .004. ICESCR categories were also 

covered more by HNM (M = .08, SD = .13) than TNM (M = .05 and SD = .08), t(544) = -

2.86, p = .004. The biggest difference was the level of including the framework with 

HNM (M = .38, SD = .42) higher than TNM (M = .09, SD = .22), t(544) =-10.62, p < 

.001. Referring back to the previous chi-square and frequency calculations for each 

organization individually, Xinhua and the U.N. were the only organizations to cover 

ICESCR categories higher than the remaining TNM and HNM. Nearly half of all Xinhua 

human rights coverage related to the ICESCR (47.5%) and over half of U.N. coverage 

related (61.7%). Surprisingly, AI covered ICESCR categories the least of all 

organizations (14.8%) and HRW covered ICESCR categories the third least (18.3%). 

While it was predicted that all HNM would balance coverage between ICCPR and 

ICESCR categories more than TNM, it was only true for the U.N. with 53.3% ICCPR 

coverage. AI and HRW coverage was almost completely devoted to ICCPR categories 

(95.1% and 90% respectively) with little combined coverage of both ICCPR and 

ICESCR. In fact, five of the six TNM covered ICESCR categories more than both AI and 

HRW; nevertheless, significantly higher coverage by the U.N. resulted in significant t-

test results. Consequently, H1 is partially supported.    
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Content production process. Throughout the interviews, participants were asked 

how the content they produce is chosen, written, and disseminated in order to ascertain 

the possible gatekeeping procedures participants performed (RQ1b). A major impact on 

their work for all participants was being connected with the headquarters of their 

organization, and consequently all operated in a top-down and bottom-up system. 

Specifically, all three HNM are strongly centralized with headquarters in London (AI), 

New York (HRW and the U.N.), or one of the other U.N. auxiliary headquarters such as 

Geneva for the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR). Daily 

communication is generated from the headquarters directly to the public and filtered 

through the regional offices to be translated into local languages; however, for all three 

organizations, regional offices have the freedom to choose what to highlight according to 

their audience. As a regional media professional working for AI in a Nordic country, 

Anne explains, “Then after that, it’s up to us in the sections, 60-70 sections, to decide 

what to communicate for our channels. Then we translate it and put it out on our 

website…” Rickard, who works in an Asian regional office, adds that at his NGO, 

communication is both planned and reactive to highlight their own in-depth research of 

human rights issues but to also react to unforeseen events. Planned communication goes 

through a long internal process that many stakeholders (researchers, national offices, 

legal and policy advisors for instance) are involved with and are guided by specific 

guidelines, “There are several factors taken into account - ability to conduct research, 

timeliness / relevance of the topic, potential for impact, etc.” Rickard further describes 

that reactive communication is fluid and depends on timely newsworthy events: 
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What we react to on the day is usually decided in a morning meeting at 

our…headquarters every day (the equivalent of an editorial meeting at a 

newspaper), when we look at human rights related developments and how we 

can add value to a story… 

 Felix, who works at a HRW regional office for German speaking countries says 

he has constant contact with headquarters to not only be guided on content but to 

maintain cohesiveness between all the regional offices, “We have weekly meetings of the 

communication team where we discuss upcoming reports and the issues tweeted for 

social media, so there is a close interaction with not only the NY office but all the offices 

around the world.” He adds that his main criteria for what he decides to focus on via the 

webpage, press releases, or social media is based on what believes can have an impact on 

European foreign policy and garner local media attention.  

 There is a similar top-down and bottom-up approach at the U.N. and its many 

auxiliary organizations. Luis, a person who oversees many other personnel and offices, 

states that it, “…is very decentralized so basically all of your different divisions and 

branches have the possibility of developing their own content.” Matthias adds that 

headquarters is aware of regionally produced content even if not fully in charge of it, 

“Geneva or New York does not decide what goes out, but may provide advice on content 

and timing.”  

 Concretely, of all organizations, the U.N. is most focused on creating 

communication and news content that includes specifically the organization’s 

involvement with the issue they are reporting on. Unlike AI and HRW that attempt to put 

a human rights’ perspective on many current events and position themselves to be 
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featured in a story as an expert, the U.N.’s content is more indicative of traditional public 

relations’ content, though still written in a news format for a general audience. For 

instance, part of Luis’ duties is to vet story ideas for the website or social media: 

I get colleagues who come to me and say, “We want to do a story on this 
because there is something going on in this country.” and I ask, “What are we 
doing about it?” They say, “For now, we are monitoring…” Well monitoring 
may not be enough…we need to do something else. So then they get it. We 
can do anything…we can put together a story of any kind as long as it has our 
stamp of some kind. 
 

 Linda, who also works for the U.N., says that their content is unique to TNM, “the 

first thing to say is that they are not stories in the journalistic caliber in the sense that 

there is no editorial independence so to speak, they are very much advocacy pieces.” This 

gives insight to the findings of the content analysis, which showed the U.N. differs from 

other HNM because it covers ICESCR categories much more. Since ICESCR categories 

are usually proactive instead of reactive (Whelan, 2014) and relate to issues like poverty, 

education, medical assistance, culture, and so forth, they lend themselves to advocacy 

pieces. Linda explains further, “we also often refer to these stories as success stories 

because they are also a part of communicating to an external audience what we do that is 

producing results.” 

Half of the participants discussed the balance of providing human rights content 

that is intrinsically tied to the framework without isolating most of the audience. Former 

journalist Emil uses his professional background to decide not only what stories to focus 

on but also how to focus on them:  

Basically I use my own journalistic sensibilities…we are doing a lot of things 
dealing with terms that are not very accessible to those people not working in 
these fields…it’s not our expert’s strong side to formulate themselves 
accessibly. So I do a lot of that actually…basically translating expert lingo 
into accessible lingo.   
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Making HNM content accessible to a mass audience that isn’t overcomplicated 

with legal jargon is exhibited in the fact that even in HNM coverage, the framework is 

only mentioned between 25-37% of the time (see Table 8). Furthermore, the 

comparatively high rate that AI and HRW cover ICCPR categories, similarly to TNM 

illustrate the journalistic norms being commonly applied as Emil discusses further in 

regards to how stories are chosen, “it’s a combination of geography, substantial change, 

new efforts, new projects, and not too many processing dues.” Sarah adds that her 

journalism background adds to her job working for HRW, “I think about content in a 

different way to others (always looking for a ‘story’, rather than facts per se) and looking 

to engage audience in our content.” 

 Regardless of many journalists filling these roles and the content produced that is 

disseminated to a general audience via social or digital media, all AI and HRW 

participants acknowledged that a major factor to their content building is trying to get the 

attention of TNM. U.N. participants also acknowledged the desire for TNM attention but 

more importantly to communicate to the public about what they are doing. A major goal 

of all HNM is to humanize the issues that they and TNM report on such as the Syrian 

refugee crisis, “To put a human face to the crisis. To put the individual refugee in the 

center of the discussion and then we are using the media to show the experience of the 

refugee…” (Felix). Being an expert in the field of human rights takes great effort and 

resources, which participants understand limits the field and even journalists ability to 

cover the same issues, “our verification/checking/legal processes are hugely thorough, 

detailed and complicated. Our reputation lives or dies by the quality of our research, so 

we cannot get away with writing anything that is in any way inaccurate” (Sarah).  
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 Although, it may be classified as an agenda building process (Cobb & Elder, 

1971), HNM are unique in that they can provide newsworthy content to the general 

public as well as TNM, which TNM classify as important to cover but may not have the 

same access. The participants openly acknowledged that their in-depth reporting on 

current events issues is an invaluable resource to journalists for several reasons:  

Our content tends to be much more in-depth – our researchers spend 

weeks/months working on a report, whereas a journalist often only spends a 

few days max. We also don’t just write a story, we describe how to fix the 

problem too (make recommendations to govts) (Sarah).      

Indeed, HNM play a major role in reporting newsworthy events that relate to 

human rights because of their in-depth reporting and far reach: 

We have people out in the field talking to people on the ground. Often in 

areas where ordinary journalists are not allowed to come in, or are afraid 

to come in, or are not allowed to come in because it is too dangerous…we 

are there (Anne). 

All participants from AI and HRW acknowledged that TNM have fewer and 

fewer resources to conduct in-depth coverage of human rights’ issues like in the past, and 

therefore have increased their own news content production to pitch to TNM as stand -

alone features within their content instead of being a source to interview: 

It's been a mixed bag of success so far, but we have managed to place some 

of our features with high-profile media outlets including Vice, New 

Statesman, El Pais, etc. The features are usually based on individuals with 

powerful stories to tell who we interview.  
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In summary, HNM mirror organizational structures, content, and norms as TNM, 

particularly since many of them were trained as journalists. However, they continue to 

perceive themselves as helpers to TNM that can now communicate to a general audience 

about human rights, not the other way around. Direct communication may be seen as 

having less impact than TNM, but still critical to the organizations as Mathias puts it, 

“…we provide our own content as well so as not to depend on outside editors as 

‘gatekeepers’ for what we say. In that respect, the past 2-3 years has seen a tremendous 

professionalization of our use of social media.” 

Story angle. The second hypothesis stated that coverage from HNM is more from 

a global point of view than TNM (H2). For the angle of the story variable, coding was 

done from least global point of view (1 = the story mentions only the country where the 

action takes place, in the same manner a local story would be reported), localized (2 = the 

story takes an international event and localizes it to host country), several countries 

mentioned (3 = the story highlights a specific country but then mentions other countries), 

through to the most global, or everywhere (4 = the story is presented from a global point 

of view where the action does not take place in a specific country). Nevertheless, it can 

be debated whether or not this can be considered an ordinal scale or a nominal variable. 

Indeed, the possible options were exhaustive and varied between lowest to highest or vice 

versa, but some may consider the differences between each option as being different and 

not on a scale. Therefore, a Mann-Whitney U test and chi-square test were both run for 

comparison. Firstly, a chi-square yielded significant results, X2(8, N = 546) = 67.60, p < 

.001. TNM coverage was significantly less global than HNM coverage (-4.2 residual) and 

HNM coverage was less from a host country point of view (-2.5 residual). A Mann-
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Whitney U test was then run with significant results, z = -6.54 (U = 22579, p < .001). 

From either consideration, HNM did present their coverage from a more global point of 

view than TNM. Besides the story angle, geography of the story was also coded, with a 

category of “everywhere.” Chi-square tests run for the “everywhere” category were 

significant, X2(1, N = 546) = 69.98, p < .001; HNM (4.5 residual) using the category 

significantly more than TNM (-3.3 residual). Given the significance of all three tests, H2 

is supported.  

The Audience 

 The next series of research questions address the role of the audience and the 

audience’s preference to the type of human rights coverage based on retweets, likes, and 

shares on both Twitter and Facebook. This was done quantitatively and qualitatively to 

provide both statistics and specific examples. RQ2a asked which human rights categories 

are most popular with the audience according to retweets, likes, and shares. To answer 

this question, the means of Twitter retweets, Twitter likes, Facebook likes, and Facebook 

shares were first calculated for each organization (see Table 10). Facebook likes were 

only accounted for by frequencies, means and qualitative findings because the total 

number of Facebook posts was ten or less for each organization. Facebook likes (M = 

1741.23) and shares (M = 826.96) were on average much higher than Twitter retweets (M 

= 198.55) and likes (M = 146.75), although their frequencies were much lower than 

tweets. Overall, CNN had the most retweets (M = 424.82), Twitter likes (M = 418.77) 

Facebook likes (M = 4353.4), and Facebook shares (M = 3035) and Xinhua had the 

lowest retweets (M = 54.38), Facebook likes (M = 210), and shares (M = 3), and Al 

Jazeera had the lowest Twitter likes (M = 44.6).  
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INSERT TABLE 10 HERE 

Table 11 records the most retweeted and liked tweet and most shared and liked 

Facebook post. Since the most retweeted and liked tweets were the same and the most 

shared and liked Facebook posts were the same, each were only included once in the 

table. Four of the top tweets related to the refugee or migrant crisis, but with varying 

focuses. For instance, CNN focused on an American perspective, ‘At least 24 U.S. 

governors say they oppose accepting Syrian refugees in their states.’ Al Jazeera on the 

other hand gained attention with their European focused tweet, ‘Hungarian PM: "We 

don't want more Muslims."’ Both were on politicians rejecting refugees. The remaining 

most popular tweets focused on marriage equality, a blockade in India, the US bombing 

of a Doctors Without Borders hospital in Afghanistan, and the international day to end 

violence against women. The tweet that was most retweeted (N = 3475) in all the 

coverage was from the BBC concerning the photograph that went viral of the drowned 

Syrian boys, ‘This is Alan & Ghalib Kurdi - and this is Kobane, the Syrian town they fled 

only to die at sea.’ The most liked tweet (N = 2972) in all the coverage was from the 

U.N., ‘Wednesday is Intl Day to End Violence against Women.”  

Four of the top Facebook posts related to the refugee or migrant crisis. After the 

November 2015 attacks in Paris, HRW urged officials to help out another crisis, ‘The EU 

must take URGENT action on refugees in the wake of horror in Paris.’ The most liked (N 

= 9264) and shared (N = 12045) post was on a Kentucky clerk who temporarily went to 

jail for refusing to issue marriage licenses to same-sex couples from CNN, ‘#KimDavis 

tearfully returns to work this morning and will continue defying Supreme Court order, 

says licenses "will not be authorized by me."’ The remaining top posts focused on human 
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rights in general, prostitution in the Philippines, and law enforcement officers losing their 

licensees because of sexual assault convictions.  

INSERT TABLE 11 HERE 

Understanding audience reaction to human rights related tweets within all online 

networks is beyond the scope of this study. However, as a caveat to the analysis provided 

herein, analytics for the top 25 domains of the search term “human rights” were run using 

the online analytics tool Buzzsumo Pro (see table 12 and figure 3). For Twitter, five 

(HRW, BBC, U.N., Al Jazeera, and AI) of the nine organizations in this sample were in 

the top domain shares. The same organizations, excepting the U.N. and AI were also in 

the top Facebook domains. Overall, BBC, HRW, and Al Jazeera were in the top domains 

for Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Google+, and Pinterest combined (see Table 12). This 

represents 5% of the total domain share for the term “human rights” by Al Jazeera (Al 

Jazeera and Al Jazeera America), a 4% share for BBC, and a 3% share for HRW (see 

Figure 3).   

INSERT TABLE 12 HERE 

INSERT FIGURE 3 HERE 

 Correlations were then conducted between likes and retweets ratio variables and 

several other ratio and dichotomous variables. Firstly, Pearson correlations were 

conducted between retweets, likes and the combined ICCPR and ICESCR variables. 

Although not directly in question, interestingly, retweets and likes have a strong positive 

correlation, r = .87, p < .001. With a high r coefficient, the correlation indicates that there 

is a strong connection between retweeting and liking a tweet. Between retweets and 

ICCPR (M = .14, SD = .09) no significance was found, r = -.003, p >. 05. Likes and 
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ICCPR also yielded no significance, r = -.032, p >. 05. Again there was no correlation 

found between retweets and ICESCR (M = .06, SD = .10), r = -.03, p >. 05 or between 

likes and ICESCR, r = -.01, p >. 05. Point biserial correlations were then run between 

retweets and likes and each ICCPR and ICESCR category to understand if any significant 

correlation was present. Of all 17 categories under ICCPR (see Table 13), only LGBT 

rights had a positive correlation with retweets, rpb = .10, p < .05 and with likes, rpb = .20, 

p < .001. The refugee category was positively correlated with retweets, rpb = .08, p < .05 

and marriage and family rights was positively correlated with likes, rpb = .14, p < .001. 

Government corruption on the other hand had a negative correlation with retweets, rpb = -

.11, p < .01 and likes, rpb = -.11, p < .01, and physical cruelty had a negative correlation 

with likes, rpb = -.11, p < .01.  

INSERT TABLE 13 HERE 

There were no significant correlations between likes and retweets and ICESCR 

categories (see Table 14). It is worthy to note that the categories listed above with 

significant positive or negative correlations with retweets and likes all had low r 

coefficients, which indicates weaker strengths of association even though their were 

significant p values.  

INSERT TABLE 14 HERE 

 Outside ICESCR and ICCPR categories, point bivariate correlations were also 

calculated for story elements and government focus categories (see Table 15). No 

correlation was found for sentiment and human rights mentions; furthermore, only 

terrorism was significant for retweets, rpb = .09, p < .05 and likes, rpb = .10, p < .05, again, 

with small r coefficients. To understand if there was any difference between retweets of 
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TNM (M = 190.32, SD = 323.91) and retweets of HNM (M = 215.37, SD = 295.73), an 

independent t-test was ran without significance, t(544) = -.88, p > .05. An independent t-

test was also run for likes of TNM (M = 146.90, SD = 264.44) and likes of HNM (M = 

143.72, SD = 219.64), again with no significance, t(544) = .14, p > .05.     

INSERT TABLE 15 HERE 

 Next, a one-way MANOVA was calculated between the individual organizations 

and retweets and likes, with significant results, F(16, 1072) = 10.36, p < .001; Wilk’s Λ = 

.75, partial η2 = .13. Examining the test of between-subjects effects showed that the 

organization have significant effects on both retweets, F(8, 537) = 11.36, p < .001; partial 

η2 = .15, and likes, F(8, 537) = 16.80, p < .001; partial η2 = .20 (see Figure 4). Post hoc 

comparisons using the Bonferroni test (adjusted α, 0.05) indicated the retweets of CNN 

(M = 428.15, SD = 37.86) were significantly higher than AP (M = 171.49, SD = 36.95), 

Reuters (M = 127.55, SD = 37.25), Xinhua (M = 54.38, SD = 37.55), Al Jazeera (M = 

86.83, SD = 38.18), and HRW (M = 73.67, SD = 37.86). Retweets of BBC (M = 277.07, 

SD = 37.86) were significantly higher than Xinhua, Al Jazeera, and HRW. AI’s (M = 

309.16, SD = 37.55) retweets were significantly higher than Reuters, Xinhua, Al Jazeera, 

and HRW. Finally, retweets of the U.N. (M = 261.72, SD = 37.86) were significantly 

higher than Xinhua, Al Jazeera, and HRW. In regards to likes, CNN (M = 418.77, SD = 

29.11) was significantly higher than all other organizations. Besides CNN, likes of 

Xinhua (M = 51.11, SD = 28.87) were significantly lower than AI (M = 190.85, SD = 

28.87) and the U.N. (M = 191.90, SD = 29.11). Likes of AI were also significantly higher 

than Al Jazeera (M = 45.10, SD = 29.36) and HRW (M = 47.62, SD = 29.11). Finally, 

likes of the U.N. were also higher than Al Jazeera and HRW.      
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INSERT FIGURE 4 HERE 

 In a final analysis to understand audience responses to human rights coverage, the 

two country variables (primary and secondary countries mentioned) were re-coded by 

continent or region (North America, Central and South America, Europe and the British 

Isles, MENA, Africa, Asia, Australia and the Pacific Isles, and everywhere), followed by 

a two-way MANOVA. No significant results were yielded for either the main country 

variable, F(14, 1026) = .32, p > .05; Wilk’s Λ = .99, partial η2 = .004 or the secondary 

country variable, F(12, 1026) = .28, p > .05; Wilk’s Λ = .99, partial η2 = .003.   

 In order to answer RQ3, which asked how TNM and HNM audiences compare 

according to retweets, likes, and shares, more point bivariate correlations were 

conducted, this time separately between TNM and HNM and then compared. TNM 

correlations indicated significance for five categories. Firstly, the ICCPR general 

category had a positive correlation with retweets, rpb = .11, p < .05 but not with likes, rpb 

= .10, p > .05. The strongest positive correlation for both retweets, rpb = .18, p < .001 and 

likes, rpb = .31, p < .001 was the LGBT category in regards to the ICCPR. The marriage 

and family rights category was also significant for retweets, rpb = .10, p < .05 and likes, 

rpb = .18, p < .001. The refugees category also had a significant positive relationship for 

retweets, rpb = .13, p < .05 and likes, rpb = .12, p < .05. Finally, there was a negative 

correlation between the ICESCR general category and retweets, rpb = -.14, p < .01 and 

likes, rpb = -.13, p < .05. For HNM, there was a negative correlation for government 

corruption related stories of retweets, rpb = -.19, p < .01 and likes, rpb = -.18, p < .05. As 

well as a negative correlation for political unrest of retweets, rpb = -.17, p < .05 and likes, 

rpb = -.16, p < .05. Unlike TNM, HNM had a significantly positive correlation for the 
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ICESCR general category for retweets, rpb = .17, p < .05 and likes, rpb = .20, p < .01. 

Three ICESCR categories had positive correlations, including likes for social security, rpb 

= .19, p < .05, medical assistance retweets, rpb = .17, p < .05 and likes, rpb = .23, p < .01 

and education retweets, rpb = .17, p < .05 and likes, rpb = .19, p < .01. Although 

qualitatively, there was overlap between the top TNM retweets, likes, and shares and the 

top HNM retweets, likes, and shares in regards to refugees, significant correlations were 

not the same for the individual categories of TNM and HNM. Furthermore, while TNM 

had a negative correlation for the ICESCR category, HNM had a positive correlation.  

 Audience consideration. RQ2b asked how HNM professionals consider their 

audience while producing their content. All participants stated that is was important to 

them to tailor their content for their audience, which is both broad and specific depending 

on the platform they use and the information they disseminate. Undoubtedly, attracting 

the attention of TNM is a top priority and consequently their needs are constantly 

considered, “…we're trying to create content that is attractive to journalists and media 

outlets and that they want to cover…As much as possible we try to set target audiences 

and media outputs before publishing a media output” (Rickard). Targeting TNM includes 

building trusted relationships so that HNM can be considered in various capacities, “it is 

to get local media interested in either reporting what we are reporting or to include us in 

their own investigation” (Anne). Even in a new and social media age, the power of TNM 

continues and are thus relied on by HNM: “As a public institution, we have an obligation 

to tell the broad public what we are doing, and why. That's where mass media comes in 

and our ability to interest journalists in what we do” (Mathias). 
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 Nevertheless, it is still important for HNM (particularly at the headquarters where 

most news content is being produced) to attract a general audience, “Sometimes we have 

different audiences (i.e. policymakers versus journalists), but generally we want 

everything we produce to be accessible to all” (Sarah). Linda iterated that there are many 

in-depth reports that are meant to be for specialists and lawmakers but for the stories she 

produces, the content should be understandable to anyone who is on the internet looking 

for humanitarian related news, “The story will try to have an interesting title and an 

interesting lead so that you grab somebody’s attention...” Writing for a mass audience 

while retaining the integrity of the message, which is discussing human rights’ violations, 

can be challenging for HNM (as mentioned above), but it is particularly difficult when 

the audience is taken into consideration: 

It is a constant struggle here to work with the language in order to make it 

more accessible…. And when you go to social media you have to go even 

further and take one more step and make it simpler, use infographics, 

images, etc.” (Luis).  

Social media are now a daily part of HNM and in the past few years, the platforms 

are being used differently, particularly between Twitter and Facebook, “…you can say 

that Twitter is for news media or people that read the news and Facebook is…used to get 

new members, to try and get people to take action, and to write for our urgent actions” 

(Anne). Indeed, participants considered Facebook to be a localized form of 

communication to keep their regional or national audiences connected and possibly 

mobilize group members. Twitter on the other hand is a news tool that can target specific 
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groups (lawyers, news media, politicians, for instance) and people in various geographic 

locations: 	     

When we produce news we have our experts tweet them at the people we 
need to reach so by and large most people will go from Twitter, directly to a 
relevant news story and then that will be related stuff to their field of interest 
because we are in so many countries…there is such a diverse group of people 
from time to time but it isn’t maybe all of them we need to reach at the same 
time. (Emil) 
 

 The way the two platforms are treated can account for the marginally fewer posts 

than tweets observed in the content analysis. Comparing posts from TNM and HNM, it is 

clear that they use Facebook differently. As explained by the participants, the top posts 

from all three HNM call stakeholders to action or attention to an event. AI and HRW for 

instance called upon followers and the EU to stand up for human rights and the refugee 

crisis, while the U.N. was endorsing a film premiere about human rights (see Table 11). 

Posts from TNM on the other hand concentrated on news stories of the day.  

The lack of correlation between the retweets and likes and TNM and HNM 

indicates that the audience for the two differs, or at least how they react to content differs. 

Although HNM have millions of followers and are top domains in online discussions 

about human rights (see Table 12), human rights as a topic of interest continues to be 

specialized. As the participants indicated, TNM coverage of human rights’ issues can be 

disseminated to a large mass audience, whereas those who seek out the social or new 

media coverage from HNM generally have a heightened interest in the topic, as Anne 

demonstrates, “it’s also for anyone who wants to learn more about human rights issues 

really.” The mobilizing aspect of NGOs is where HNM differ from TNM. Amal 

discussed how social media has continued to grow in popularity in the MENA region 

where he is from. As someone who witnessed the Arab Spring, Amal stated that many 
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got involved in the protests without fully understanding why because of the power of 

word of mouth communication and social media.   

Sources 

 The next research question sought to understand how sources manifest in human 

rights coverage in TNM and HNM (RQ4). Firstly, chi-square analyses were conducted 

for each source category and the organizations, with significant results (see Table 16).  

Government sources were used the most overall (43.8%) and manifested differently 

between the organizations, X2(8, N = 546) = 132.28, p < .001. CNN, Reuters, and Xinhua 

used government sources the most (4.2, 2.9, and 2.8 respective residuals), whereas AI, 

HRW, and the U.N. used government sources the least (-3.8, -2.8, and -4.0 respective 

residuals). Next AI, HRW, U.N., and other NGO sources were all individually calculated 

with significant results. Not surprisingly, AI used itself as a source more than any other 

organization (10.7 residual), X2(8, N = 546) = 142.83, p < .001. AP, CNN, BBC, Xinhua, 

and the U.N. did not use AI as a source at all; HRW, Al Jazeera, and Reuters did use AI 

as a source but not with significant residuals. HRW also used itself as a source 

significantly (10.5 residual), X2(8, N = 546) = 136.78, p < .001 and was not used at all by 

AP, BBC, Xinhua, AI, or the U.N.. Al Jazeera, Reuters, and CNN did use HRW as a 

source but again without significant standardized residuals. All organizations used the 

U.N. as a source but with varying percentages, X2(8, N = 546) = 79.51, p < .001. The 

U.N. used itself more than the other organizations (7.1 residual), but AP and BBC used it 

less (-2.5, -2.4 respective residuals). Unlike AI and HRW, all organizations used the 

“Other NGO” variable, with significant results, X2(8, N = 546) = 19.07, p < .05. Reuters 

did so more than the other organizations (2.0 residual) and BBC less than all other 
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organizations (-2.0 residual). Business and expert sources were used sparingly and 

without significant Pearson chi-square results. Elite sources were used more by AP (1.9 

residual) and less by AI (-2.5 residual), X2(8, N = 546) = 19.89, p < .05. Other media 

sources were used more by CNN and BBC (2.2 and 2.8 respective residuals) and less by 

the U.N. (-2.9), X2(8, N = 546) = 32.48, p < .001. Police and court sources were used the 

most by AP and CNN (3.0 and 3.9 respective residuals) and the least by Xinhua, AI, and 

the U.N. (-2.1, -2.1, and -3.0 respective residuals), X2(8, N = 546) = 59.17, p < .001. 

Finally, Al Jazeera used ordinary citizens as a source much more than all other 

organizations (4.9 residual), X2(8, N = 546) = 132.28, p < .001.  

INSERT TABLE 16 HERE 

 To test the next two hypotheses relating to how TNM and HNM use specific 

sources, chi-square and t-tests were run. To understand if TNM rely on government and 

elite sources more than HNM (H3) chi-square tests were calculated with significant 

results. Government sources constituted 58.6% (4.3 residual) of all TNM sources, while 

only 13.8% (-6.1 residual) of HNM sources, X2(1, N = 546) = 98.75, p < .001. Business 

sources were present in 7.1% of TNM coverage, but significant residuals were only 

present with HNM’s lack of business sources at only 1.1% (-2.4 residual), X2(1, N = 546) 

= 9.01, p < .001. The same was true for elite sources being covered by TNM 16.4% and 

by HNM 7.2% (-2.3 residual), X2(1, N = 546) = 8.95, p < .01. TNM used other media in 

19.5% of sources, which was significantly more than HNM’s 11.6% but with no 

significant standardized residuals, X2(1, N = 546) = 5.32, p < .05. Experts were used in 

11.5% of TNM’s source use and 5.5% of HNM’s but again without significant 

standardized residuals, X2(1, N = 546) = 5.03, p < .05. Police or court sources were used 
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more by TNM at 18.6% compared to HNM’s 8.3% (-2.4 residual), X2(1, N = 546) = 

10.04, p < .01. All variables that could be classified as elite (government, business, elite, 

other media, expert, and judge and court) were then combined into an index and an 

independent t-test was calculated for TNM and HNM. Results show that TNM (M = .22, 

SD = .14) used elite sources significantly more than HNM (M = .08, SD = .13), t(544) = 

11.33, p < .001. After significant results for both the chi-square and t-test, H3 is 

supported that TNM rely more on government and elite sources than HNM. Although not 

predicted in H3, it is reasonable to expect that HNM would then use ordinary sources 

more than TNM, but a chi-square test does produce significant results for TNM (23.3%) 

rather than HNM (18.8%) X2(1, N = 546) = 3.77, p ≤ .05.   

  Next, H4 predicted that HNM rely on human rights sources more than TNM. 

Chi-square and t-tests were again calculated to understand human rights source use of 

each individual source category. TNM used AI as a source only 1.9% (-3.4 residual), 

which was significantly lower than HNM’s 15.5% (4.8 residual), X2(1, N = 546) = 37.04, 

p < .001. TNM also used HRW as a source for only 1.9% (-2.8 residual), again 

significantly lower than HNM’s 12.2% (4.0 residual), X2(1, N = 546) = 25.21, p < .001. 

There was no significant differences between TNM’s 9.6% and HNM’s 10.5% use of the 

other NGO source, X2(1, N = 546) = .11, p > .05. The U.N. was used significantly more 

by HNM at 31.5% (4.3 residual) than TNM at 11.2% (-3.0 residual), X2(1, N = 546) = 

33.72, p < .001. Next, all human rights sources were combined and an independent t-test 

was run with significant results, t(544) = -7.74, p < .001. When the variables were 

measured together, HNM (M =.17, SD =.19) did use human rights sources more than 

TNM (M =.06, SD = .14). Thus, H4 is supported. 
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 Source use. Just as TNM, HNM rely on their own staff to find sources to 

interview. A major difference however is that source interviews are collected for research 

purposes as well as for media purposes, using a similar process as TNM: 

What I have seen with the global work is that it is exactly as how you would 

work as a journalist. It’s researching, and speaking to the people who have 

been affected by an issue. You talk to the relatives, again you talk to 

witnesses, and you talk to others who work with human rights.  (Anne) 

Sources are usually people who have been affected by human rights’ violations, 

which requires serious vetting, verification, and sensitivity, as Mathias explains, “…we 

choose our sources with great care. Our own organization…provides a vast range of 

background data and our field offices are daily collecting, verifying, triangulating and 

clearing operational information for our use.” Felix states that by doing this they can 

empower their sources, “We try to give them a voice in the media, social media, and also 

in the political arena…this is our idea of human rights and what I believe is an important 

for our work.” 

Of course because many of those interviewed are in heightened or dangerous 

situations, extra care must be taken, “This is all about protecting the individual…we have 

a commitment as a humanitarian organization to portray individuals as agents in their 

own lives and not as victims of disasters” (Linda). Mathias further explains that their 

coverage may differ from TNM because the top priority is given to the operations and 

protecting those involved, “an underlying question is always whether publication will 

benefit or potentially harm the humanitarian operation and those we are trying to 
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help…some information may for example be better conveyed through diplomatic 

channels, and not through mass media for maximum effect.”  

As experts in human rights, all three HNM use themselves as sources regularly 

throughout their coverage with AI at 41%, HRW at 37%, and the U.N. at 57%. AI and 

HRW also use the U.N. and other NGOs as a regular source (see Table 16). Though 

participants explained the integral function that ordinary citizens play in their research, as 

sources of media content they are directly quoted or specifically referenced between only 

13-30% of the time, less or equal to TNM (see Table 16).     

Cultural Dimensions  

 The fifth and final research question asked how cultural dimensions, namely 

collectivism vs. individualism (group) and power distance (grid) manifested throughout 

the coverage (RQ5). In order to answer this question, a one-way MANOVA was first run 

between organizations and the collectivism vs. individualism and power distance indices 

with significance, F(16, 1068) = 7.51, p < .001; Wilk’s Λ = .81, partial η2 = .10. Further 

examination of between subject effects also showed significance for both the collectivism 

vs. individualism dimension, F(8, 535) = 9.19, p < .001, partial η2 = .12 and the power 

distance dimension, F(8, 535) = 5.80, p < .001, partial η2 = .08. Bonferroni post hoc 

comparison tests (adjusted α, 0.05) also confirmed significant differences between the 

organizations and the cultural dimensions (see Figure 5). Xinhua’s (M = .57, SD = .03) 

coverage was expected to be more collectivist than other organizations, but was not 

significantly so. Reuters (M = .57, SD = .03) scored the same as Xinhua and both were 

the highest of all TNM, but not significantly. HRW (M = .68, SD = .03) was significantly 

higher than AP (M = .46, SD = .03), CNN (M = .44, SD = .03), BBC (M = .50, SD = .03), 
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and Al Jazeera (M = .51, SD = .03).  The U.N. (M = .73, SD = .03) had the highest 

collectivist level of all organizations, significantly higher as the same organizations as 

HRW as well as AI (M = .55, SD = .03) but not HRW. AI was more individualistic than 

other HNM, scoring in between the more individualistic scores and the more collectivist 

levels.   

 Bonferroni post hoc comparison tests also found significant differences between 

the organizations in relation to power distance (see Figure 5). The U.N. (M = .80, SD = 

.02) had the lowest power distance level, significantly lower than CNN (M = .87, SD = 

.02), BBC (M = .90, SD = .02), Reuters (M = .90, SD = .02), Xinhua (M = .89, SD = .02), 

Al Jazeera (M = .93, SD = .02), and HRW (M = .91, SD = .02). Al Jazeera was also 

significantly higher than AP. AI (M = .86, SD = .02) ranked again in the middle of the 

organizations and was not significantly different from any other organization. Since a 

major goal of human rights organizations is to inform the public of injustices and hold 

guilty parties accountable, it was expected that HNM would have lower power distance 

level. Individualism levels were higher as anticipated with AP, CNN, BBC, and Al 

Jazeera. Surprisingly, Reuters scored higher than Xinhua for collectivism. The U.N. and 

HRW had the highest collectivism levels, with AI significantly lower.  

INSERT FIGURE 5 HERE 

 Independent t-tests were then also calculated to understand cultural dimensions 

compared to combined TNM and HNM. Results show that levels of power distance, 

t(544) = 2.66, p < .01 and collectivism vs. individualism, t(544) = -6.19, p < .05 were 

significantly different between TNM and HNM. TNM’s (M = .89, SD = .12) power 

distance level was higher than HNM’s (M = .86, SD = .15) power distance level; 
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nevertheless, HNM’s (M = .65, SD = .23) collectiveness level was higher than TNM’s (M 

= .50, SD = .27) collectiveness level.     

 Accounting for culture. When asked about the impact of culture on how they 

produce their content, answers varied depending on which part of the world participants 

worked from and whether they were in a regional office or the headquarters. For instance, 

those working in regional offices in Europe felt that communication from New York or 

London fit well with their local contexts, “I think that since the press releases are written 

from the headquarters in the U.K., the cultural likeness between our countries is quite 

high. It’s very seldom that I have to think of that.” (Anne). Felix adds, “I mean of course 

we rephrase it in the way that we think will get the most retweets…But I wouldn’t say we 

use specific language from our colleagues in say France.” The only significant hurdle 

listed was adjusting the semantics of the language since each language contains specific 

construction that can’t always be translated: “English often paints with the language…for 

example: the bloody diamonds…that doesn’t really work here. So I would say it’s more 

of a language thing and not a culture thing…or maybe it is a culture thing” (Anne).  

 Those working out of a western society or at the headquarters were nevertheless 

sensitive to how political and social contexts need to be considered when writing about 

human rights because it is important to communicate a message of wrongdoing without 

being ethnocentric or overbearing: 

It's obviously hugely important to be culturally sensitive and we always keep 
the local context in mind when producing media outputs. There are lots of 
reasons for this - security of our own staff in the country; not coming across 
as offensive or trying to impose "western" human rights values; and also 
actually having impact, since how you frame an argument can make a huge 
difference in different countries. (Rickard) 
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Mathias discussed how at the U.N., information generated from field offices are 

already constructed in terms of the local context and then for extra measure, “respect for 

local culture and traditions needs to pass a second test of being within the confinements 

of what the core humanitarian principles allow - we cannot be seen to for example take a 

political stance for or against any party to a conflict.”  

Notwithstanding wanting to avoid taking political sides or offend countries, HNM 

still score lower in power distance than TNM. The measures for low power distance are 

to challenge those in power (not necessarily attack but also call to action), and to 

acknowledge the inequalities that exist in societies, particularly those who are of lower 

socio-economic status. As expressed by the participants, a major aspect to their 

communication is to give voice to those affected by human rights injustices, and 

accordingly, their power distance levels reflect such when compared to TNM.  

In regards to collectivism vs. individualism, HNM differ in scores between the 

organizations. AI is higher in individualism and HRW and the U.N. are higher in 

collectivism. Of all the HNM, U.N. participants iterated how important it was that they 

communicate to a broad audience, and that content is written as such. Since human rights 

are higher in countries with higher individualism (Hofstede et al., 2010), it may be 

expected for HNM to be more individualistic than collectivist. Here it can be observed 

that there is a difference between individual level forces and social system level forces. 

Many of the participants are from individualistic countries and have adopted the 

framework into their personal ideology, but are working outside their native country, in 

other parts of the world and are (a) conscious that human rights today should not be 

dominated, at least in theory, by western viewpoints only, (b) adapt a characteristic of 
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collectivist societies which is to strive for peace and harmony (Hofstede et al., 2010), and 

(c) broaden their scope of who they should be protecting within in their network 

(collectivist but a much larger in-group). Why not then just adopt universalism, or 

considering individuals important regardless of where they are from (Hofstede et al., 

2010)? That does occur with HNM professionals and is exhibited in the content; 

however, there is an added responsibility by considering those who have suffered from 

human rights violations everyone’s and their responsibility to watch over and act to 

protect (considering the world as a broad in-group) versus feeling that the violation is an 

injustice that ought to be corrected by their own network of people or government.         

Geography     

 The next hypothesis predicted that HNM cover more variety of countries than 

TNM (H5). In total, 81 different countries were specifically mentioned throughout all the 

coverage. Frequencies reveal that TNM actually covered 65 countries in total, whereas, 

HNM covered 49. Chi-square tests showed that only seven of all countries were covered 

significantly different between HNM and TNM. Firstly, HNM (-2.3 residual) covered 

Russia significantly less than TNM, X2(1, N = 546) = 70.98, p < .001. The U.S. was also 

covered significantly less by HNM (-2.9 residual) than TNM (2.2 residual), X2(1, N = 

546) = 9.63, p < .01. Another developed country covered less by HNM (-1.9 residual) 

was the U.K., X2(1, N = 546) = 5.72, p < .05. Israel was also covered less by HNM (-2.0 

residual), X2(1, N = 546) = 6.33, p < .05, as well as Palestine (-1.9 residual), X2(1, N = 

546) = 5.72, p < .05. Finally, HNM (-2.1 residual) covered Turkey less than TNM, X2(1, 

N = 546) = 7.67, p <. 01. In summary, TNM actually covered more countries than HNM 
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(HNM cover more stories without a geographical focused as reported above), 

consequently, H5 is not supported.   

 Countries in focus. The mandate for all HNM is to protect human rights no 

matter the country; however, from a media perspective participants acknowledged that 

some countries will gain more public and media attention than other countries, “Things 

that are happening in Libya are always more interesting than things happening in say 

Kurdistan, at least for a Nordic audience because it’s not as present in people’s minds I 

guess” (Emil). Anne also expressed that within these transnational organizations there is 

discussion on to what extent regional offices should focus on their own country or other 

parts of the world:  

That’s something we are discussing within the movement now, how much 
shall we work on our own countries and of course for some countries it is 
dangerous to work on your own countries, for example Saudi Arabia and 
Scandinavia are two totally different contexts and so sometimes we can work 
with our own country and sometimes we don’t.  
 
Therefore, there is an impasse for HNM both at the headquarters and throughout 

the regional offices of what countries are in need and how to attract public and media 

attention to areas that are not perceived as popular. Regional offices must also deliberate 

on whether or not there is a responsibility to focus on geographical areas outside their 

own. For the U.N., there is an added need for the organization to have an official 

presence within the country (agreements with national governments) and be performing 

some kind of project or task. This can often coincide with current events as different U.N. 

auxiliaries give humanitarian aid and assistance during times of crises.    

More journalistic stories normally revolve around "voices from the field." For 
example, human interest stories with beneficiaries of humanitarian 
programmes and the centre. Other typical topics are about agency action, i.e. 
demonstrating delivery of humanitarian relief, and/or advocacy for resources, 
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access to people in need, international humanitarian law, and communication 
with communities. (Mathias)   
  

Sentiment 

 Lastly, it was predicted that coverage by TNM is more positive than HNM, but 

that Xinhua is the most positive of all organizations (H6). To test this hypothesis, a one-

way ANOVA was run between the organizations and the sentiment variable with 

significant results, F(8, 537) = 14.55, p < .001, partial η2 = .18. Post Hoc Bonferroni test 

comparisons (adjusted α, 0.05) showed that the organizations did differ. As predicted, 

Xinhua (M = 3.25, SD = .98) had the most positive coverage of all the organizations. AI 

(M = 1.95, SD = .96) and HRW (M = 1.88, SD = .72) had the most negative coverage, 

both being significantly lower than AP (M = 2.67, SD = .91), CNN (M = 2.57, SD = .75), 

BBC (M = 2.52, SD = .83), Reuters (M = 2.50, SD = .62) and the U.N. (M = 2.46, SD = 

.91). The most negative coverage of TNM was Al Jazeera (M = 2.26, SD = .78). An 

independent t-test was then calculated with combined TNM and HNM and sentiment 

with significant results, t(544) = 6.27, p < .001. Overall, TNM (M = 2.63, SD = .87) was 

more positive than HNM (M = 2.13, SD = .89). Xinhua being more positive than other 

organizations, AI and HRW being the most negative, and HNM being more positive than 

TNM, H6 is thus supported with the exception of the U.N. being more positive than the 

remaining HNM.  
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CHAPTER VIII 
DISCUSSION 

 
 The purpose of this investigation was fourfold: expand upon a new strand of news 

or at least “news cloning” (Fenton, 2009) identified as NGO journalism (McPherson, 

2015) by labeling three major transnational organizations (AI, HRW, and the U.N.) as 

humanitarian news media (HNM), compare how HNM and TNM (AP, CNN, Reuters, 

BBC, Xinhua, and Al Jazeera) cover human rights issues (specifically in terms of 

incorporating the framework into coverage), discover the gatekeeping practices of HNM, 

and identify the gatekeeping forces (namely from the social institutional and social 

system levels) that influence coverage outcomes of human rights issues. An impetus of 

this study was to further expand upon the role of NGOs as critical members of civil and 

global civil society as called upon by Shoemaker and Reese (2014).  

Recent gatekeeping literature primarily focuses on the audiences’ elevated role 

that is fragmenting the theory into different strands including gatewatching (Bruns, 

2011), network gatekeeping (Barzilai-Nahon, 2008; Meraz & Papacharissi, 2013), 

secondary gatekeeping (Singer, 2014), or eliminating the theory all together (Bro & 

Wallberg, 2015). However, as Vos and Heinderyckx (2015) assert, gatekeeping is in 

transition rather than elimination. Notwithstanding the new prominence of the audience, 

news media still maintain a hegemonic status quo (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014) and 

therefore, this study concentrates on organizations that have an elite status and 

consequently power to enact change as the forefront experts in human rights. As Figure 2 

depicts, TNM have not been eliminated by the audience nor by other elite entities such as 

HNM, they are rather now sharing the space of information dissemination and in this case 

human rights information dissemination with both the audience and other producers of 
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news content (similar underpinnings as network gatekeeping but focuses on the 

relationship between old and new gatekeepers; Barzilai-Nahon, 2008). The scope of this 

study accounts for all three (TNM, HNM, and the audience) within the gatekeeping 

process of curating human rights messages and the possible forces that influence this 

process.   

Defining Humanitarian News Media 

Criteria first needed to be developed in order to classify which organizations 

could be labeled as HNM, as not all NGOs qualify (producing press releases alone about 

the organization for instance is not enough). To do so, the work of Fenton (2009) and 

McPherson (2015) were drawn upon and molded to fit a human rights context. In the end, 

four specific requirements were used to identify HNM: (a) must have a newsroom like 

structure in place with reporters and editors (b) must be primarily an information 

disseminator (c) must produce content about human rights and human rights issues and 

not primarily on the organization itself (will of course quote itself in regards to research 

conducted but this means that the stories produced are on the issue and not on the 

organization) and (d) must be an officially recognized transnational intergovernmental or 

non-governmental organization whose purpose is to regulate, uphold, or promote 

humanitarian or human rights efforts.  

Fenton (2009) stated that it is a common practice for NGOs to hire journalists to 

implement journalistic standards (verifying sources, vetting sources, protecting sources, 

journalistic independence, verifying facts, reporting facts in a timely matter, etc.) and 

practices (evaluating newsworthiness, writing in a particular format, being fair, 

minimizing bias, considering the audience, including more than one source, etc.) to their 
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information dissemination and are consequently “news cloning” or creating news or news 

like content that would be similar to what is produced in a newsroom but with a specific 

focus. Therefore, the first criterion for HNM was to have a newsroom like structure in 

place with reporters and editors, even if they are not always labeled specifically as such 

or are not exclusively in those roles. AI, HRW, and the U.N. all have “news centers” or 

departments that produce content under a “news” label. Participants interviewed verified 

this, as 70% of them were former journalists. When describing how they went through 

the gatekeeping process of evaluating the newsworthiness of stories, what to focus on 

within their stories, and how they found sources to interview, the participants stated that 

what they did was either similar or exactly the same as when they were journalists. Those 

without a journalism background acknowledged that they needed to learn journalistic 

skills (practices and standards) in order to do their job properly. After fully analyzing the 

content analysis and interviews, all three organizations met this criterion.  

McPherson (2015) notes that NGO journalists’ use of social media includes 

information that is verified (often in person), valuable (seemingly infinite amounts of 

information can be obtained online but not all is factual or useful), and centers on human 

experiences. Accordingly, the second and third criterion for HNM were they needed to 

specialize in producing and distributing information about human rights’ issues and the 

information they were disseminating was focused on human rights’ issues rather than the 

organization itself. Understandably, there will be some self-promotion just as TNM 

promote themselves when reporting a scoop first, or having exclusive access to 

information or artifacts; nevertheless, the majority of content must revolve around the 

issue. Under these criteria, the U.N. differs from AI and HRW.  
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All three organizations are classified as information disseminators (the U.N. is 

massive and so has auxiliaries for aid, expertise, government relations, preservation, and 

information dissemination), but content is constructed differently between the U.N. and 

AI and HRW. All U.N. participants explained that the stories they write and the core of 

their communication must relate to what the organization is doing first and the issue 

second. As the largest intergovernmental organization in the world and the source where 

human rights were formally defined for the modern age, the U.N. is theoretically meant 

to be accountable to all 193 of its member states. There have been disastrous 

shortcomings of the U.N. in the past such as the Medak Pocket during the war in the 

former Yugoslavia (Windsor, 2000) or during the Somali crisis (Bariagaber, 1996) to 

name two, but the U.N. participants of this study heavily emphasized their role as being 

important in order to hold the U.N. accountable and offer transparency to the public. 

They are also the most quoted of all three HNM in the human rights coverage of both 

TNM and HNM.  

In summary, the U.N. does not entirely meet the third criterion since their content 

is primarily on the U.N. However, since the U.N. is a massive organization that 

encompasses most of the globe and is the leader of human rights and human development 

in general, producing news content is important for the general public to consume either 

via their social media platforms, U.N. radio, or the U.N. News Centre. In future research, 

the U.N. ought to be categorized slightly differently from AI and HRW since their 

mandate is not the same. Therefore, future studies will amend the third criterion to be 

considered as a classification rather than presence or absence of primarily focusing on the 

issues (see Figure 6). This subdivides the third criterion into journalism news and 
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organizational news, and combinations of both. Classification is based on three factors: 

(a) mandate as expressed by HNM professionals, (b) story topic, and (c) source use. As 

Figure 6 illustrates, none of the HNM in this study have achieved purely journalism news 

coverage, and maybe never will because they are NGOs or intergovernmental 

organizations first and media second, but AI and HRW do offer more journalism news 

coverage than the U.N.    

The fourth criterion is that HNM must be an officially recognized transnational 

intergovernmental or non-governmental organization whose purpose is to regulate, 

uphold, or promote humanitarian or human rights efforts, which all three are.   

INSERT FIGURE 6 HERE 

Human Rights News in Transmedia Contexts  

 Once HNM were defined and the criteria satisfied, sampling and analysis began. 

Coding for HNM’s content alone was not enough because they operate within the context 

of TNM and the audience, and so it was important to be able to compare and contrast 

HNM with TNM and audience reaction to both. Six major transnational TNM were 

included in the sample. Organizations were chosen by presence in countries, impact, 

geography, and level of global coverage (see Table 2). This study included organizations 

from different parts of the world because it accepted the assumption that human rights are 

universal and should not be dominated by one country or ideology. Organizations were 

from the U.S. (AP and CNN), the U.K. (Reuters and BBC), Qatar (Al Jazeera), and China 

(Xinhua). Impact was also important and as Table 2 shows, each TNM chosen have 

between almost 3 and 35 million followers on Twitter, as well as high total shares by the 
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audience (retweets and shares). The TNM organizations chosen also provided a large 

sample of human rights related stories ranging between 20-48% of their total coverage.    

Online news does not operate in a bubble but rather networked and filtered by 

gatekeepers (Bennett et al., 2011). Following Segerberg and Bennett’s (2011) guidelines 

to analyze as many channels from a source as possible to better understand the content 

being produced and reactions to it, tweets, Facebook posts, and the linked articles were 

all included in the analysis. Like Nah and Saxton (2013) report, participants’ primary 

social media use was on Twitter and Facebook, but for different purposes. Khamis and 

Vaughn (2011) classify different social media platforms for different uses in order for 

social activists to maximize each platform’s potential impact. All participants were clear 

that Twitter was primarily a platform where HNM can disseminate their news content 

and Facebook was to mobilize members, solicit responses, recruit new members, and 

maintain morale. The differences between Facebook and Twitter expressed by the 

participants echo that of Khamis and Vaughn (2011) and add insight into why the action 

category identified by Lovejoy and Saxton (2012) in their classification of non-profits’ 

use of Twitter was the least utilized. In their analysis of American nonprofits use of 

Twitter, Lovejoy and Saxton (2012) found that Twitter was mostly used for information 

dissemination, which is also true for HNM. By interviewing those who produce HNM’s 

content, it was discovered that the multi-platform strategies of HNM are designed with 

the intention to use Twitter as close to a mass media platform as possible to distribute 

news content.  

The “professionalization” of social media as Mathias described can be observed 

wherein content is carefully chosen and distributed. Linda stated she has gone from 
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producing content traditionally (television packages, feature stories, articles, etc.) and 

then just copying it to the website verbatim to producing content that is specialized for 

each platform she uses (traditional channels, the official website, Twitter, and Facebook). 

Emil’s comment that his goal was to reach as many people as possible but perhaps not at 

the same time or in the same way reflects the growing customization or like Jansson and 

Lindell (2015) describe as transmedia consumption (content circulating between multiple 

platforms that is open-ended). HNM professionals recognize their global audience is 

broad and wish to inform as many people as possible about human rights, but only 

sending out mass messages to the cyber world is often not effective. HNM have defined 

their audience to be TNM, policy makers, and the general global audience and 

accordingly, customize not only the content but also the channel through which they 

deliver their message.  

It is as McLuhan (2009, p.3) famously stated, “the medium is the message” as 

well as the message itself. HNM do not personally email 7 billion people, or even use 

sophisticated algorithms for pop-up ads alone to create an impact. But, they do email in-

depth reports and features to personal TNM contacts or local policy makers when they 

call governments to action. Likewise, an average person would not spend enormous 

amounts of time perusing an official website to read all the content available, but would 

use Twitter to read short headlines that are linked to specific articles on the website if 

they wish to read more. Human rights lawyers or experts on the other hand, may not 

notice the constant tweets being sent out from HNM’s general account but will take note 

if a fellow human rights expert who is associated with the NGO retweets a message to 

them. It may be a challenge to mobilize groups of people or recruit volunteers via mass 
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tweets from main accounts, so Facebook accounts have been established in local 

languages of the country or region to connect personally with a localized audience. 

Hence, gatekeeping for HNM include choosing the message, which gate for the message 

to pass through, and how it should pass through the gate. Instead of eliminating the gate 

or the gatekeeper (Bro & Wallberg, 2015), more gates and gatekeepers have been added, 

a development that HNM are aware of and have implemented strategies for how to 

maximize the reach and impact of each message.  

The Relationship Between Traditional and Humanitarian News Media 

Other developments, outside the rise of NGO journalism and HNM, have 

challenged models of journalism such as Wikileaks, the green revolution, or the Arab 

Spring. However, several scholars conclude with all three of these impactful events that 

the audience sought the context and authority of TNM instead of having to make sense of 

the large amounts of information they may have access to but not the time to fully 

understand on their own (Ali & Fahmy, 2013; Beckett & Ball, 2012). Participants openly 

acknowledged the importance of TNM despite their ability to communicate directly with 

their audience for similar reasons, but mostly because TNM have the largest reach and 

potential impact on the general public and policy makers. Powers’ (2014) interviews of 

NGO media professionals also found that despite news curating efforts, TNM were 

critical. Over a twenty-year period, AI and HRW succeeded as being the most in being 

covered by TNM (Powers, 2014). This study expands these findings by analyzing how 

this social institutional force (other media is included at the social institutional level; 

Shoemaker & Vos, 2009) affects the gatekeeping process of HNM’s news production 

process.    
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 While answering the research questions and hypotheses HNM’s quest for TNM’s 

attention repeatedly manifested, including for the first research question that asked how 

the framework (specifically the ICCPR and the ICESCR) are evident throughout the 

coverage of both TNM and HNM (RQ1a) and part two of the question that asked the 

gatekeeping processes HNM go through while producing content (RQ1b). As well as the 

first hypothesis, which predicted that TNM’s coverage would be more ICCPR related 

while HNM’s coverage would encompass both ICCPR and ICESCR categories (H1). 

 The dependent relationship of HNM on TNM has been described as troublesome 

because NGOs consequently “brand” themselves in a particular fashion and mold their 

messages to the demands or the perceived demands of TNM instead of the issues at hand 

(Cottle & Nolan, 2007). Chouliaraki (2012) description of “post-humanitarianism” 

echoes a similar sentiment in that NGOs evolution in branding can ultimately affect their 

credibility and this case utilization by TNM as more than a PR source, but like other 

TNM. Thrall, Stecula, and Sweet (2014) elucidate that while human rights NGOs are 

experts in their field, they rely on TNM to gain the public’s attention because alone their 

impact is less. Throughout this study, it became apparent that HNM do tailor their 

messages to garner attention from TNM. Firstly, as discovered through analysis made 

from RQ1a, RQ1b, and H1, AI and HRW focused their coverage on ICCPR issues over 

90% of the time, similar to the tradition of TNM (Ramos et al., 2007). In fact, their 

coverage of ICESCR issues was less than 20%, lower than TNM’s average coverage. 

Here again, there is a distinction between the U.N. and remaining HNM since the U.N.’s 

ICESCR coverage was 60%. As the U.N. participants stated, their coverage revolves 

around the projects they are undertaking or events planned that deal with human rights 
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issues (such as the day to end violence against women), which actions usually relate to 

ICESCR related rights.  

Whelan (2014) denotes ICESCR rights are a challenge to implement with the 

same rigor as ICCPR rights because they are proactive and realized over time (adequate 

medical assistance for all, for instance) versus ICCPR rights that are immediately 

implemented and often reactive or achieved through omission (do not torture, for 

instance). Apodaca (2014) describes this as negative (do not torture) versus positive 

(provide medical assistance to citizens) rights. Relating the two sets of rights to media 

coverage, the violation of negative rights usually produces episodic, timely, and acute 

issues for which western societies emphasize more (Whelan, 2014) and news media can 

generate buzz around, rather than positive rights that are usually legacy issues that remain 

constant or gradually decrease, such as poverty levels in the world. Such issues are 

regularly ignored by TNM because they are always a problem and therefore not usually 

“newsworthy.” From a content perspective, AI and HRW do cover issues that appeal to 

TNM over issues that are not as popular with TNM, even though they cover more variety 

of issues. For example, the most covered issue for all TNM except for Reuters (second 

most covered), AI, and HRW was physical cruelty. On the surface, this could appear to 

be then an agenda-building process; however, AI and HRW are cited as sources for TNM 

only 0-7% of the time. Indicating that either TNM build off of the content that AI and 

HRW produce without quoting them as such or both AI and HRW apply the same 

journalistic practices as TNM and therefore, both HNM and TNM cover similar issues, or 

a combination of both.  
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Secondly, from a content building perspective, participants described their main 

goal for producing content is to attract the attention of TNM and policy makers first and 

the general public second. As Mathias stated, “we generally know beforehand what will 

be picked up or not” and Felix described constructing stories in a way that will receive 

the most retweets. From either the content or content building perspective, what Cottle 

and Nolan (2007) describe as NGOs sacrificing civil society’s agenda for the media’s 

agenda is occurring. Vos and Heinderyckx (2015) state that diverse media does not 

always equal diverse coverage and although HNM definitely differ from TNM in 

specifics or attributes, in the generals or objects, they are similar. Because of the high 

coverage of ICCPR categories and the low coverage of ICESCR categories by two (AI 

and HRW) of the three HNM, the first hypothesis could only be partially supported (H1). 

Since HNM have a mandate to protect human rights in general, it was anticipated that 

independent of TNM’s agenda, all rights would be emphasized. In reality, AI and HRW 

may report on various issues (the website and archives include reports and articles about 

various rights), but there are specific rights that are emphasized and daily planning on the 

part of HNM aims at maximizing exposure to TNM, policy makers and the general 

audience.  

Nevertheless, though presented as a negative development (Cottle & Nolan, 

2007), the participants adamantly believe that HNM play a critical role in informing the 

globe on human rights’ injustices, and although most do not see themselves as pure 

journalists in the traditional sense, they do state they are newsgathering in locations and 

from people that most TNM don’t often access because of the danger involved, a lack of 

resources, or a lack of time. Vos and Heinderyckx (2015) explain that gatekeeping is 
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deeper than just a habit for journalists; it is a moral responsibility as a watchdog of 

society. HNM also take their gatekeeping roles seriously and are also watchdogs, but for 

human rights issues exclusively.  

A pivotal gatekeeping function for HNM as asked by RQ1b, especially in regional 

offices, is what to emphasize in order gain the most attention. The gate is then widened 

and now across several gates, but not eliminated since HNM must first choose what 

stories to cover and what countries or issues to research and report on and then also sift 

through them and highlight those that overlap TNM’s agenda. In other words, HNM have 

the ability to act as an intermediately or in-depth human rights wire service that TNM use 

as a valuable resource for credible information and media artifacts they cannot gather on 

their own not to just interview as a source when covering human rights’ issues. Alas, 

HNM are being underutilized by TNM, at least the transnational organizations sampled 

for this study. In the human rights’ coverage, TNM relied on other media sources (20% 

average) far more than on either AI or HRW (1.4% average), illustrating how NGOs are 

considered as less important than TNM sources as reported by De Wal, Raeymaeckers, 

Deprez, de Vuyst, and de Dobbelaer (2015). Which seems like a paradox since most 

gatekeeping decisions by HNM concerning story topic, story emphasis and channel to 

communicate with are based on gaining TNM’s attention. Not to mention that HNM are 

human rights experts. Although now still considered as advocates first that if relied upon 

too much may jeopardize journalistic independence, as HNM’s coverage becomes more 

established (all have gone through major transitions in the past 3-5 years), they could be 

relied upon more as a source in international coverage just as other media are now.  

Human Rights Framework within Coverage 
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 Further elaborating on the analysis for RQ1a and H1, several tests were conducted 

to understand how the framework is used in human rights related coverage. This included 

if a right covered by the ICCPR or ICESCR was mentioned, if the term “human rights” 

was used, and if a specific treaty, convention, or law was mentioned (U.N., regional, or 

national). All coverage in the content analysis related somehow to human rights, and 

although the term” human rights” has dramatically increased in news recently (Ron et al., 

2005), TNM only used it 14% of the time and HNM 50% of the time. Less still is 

referencing a specific framework, which occurred only about 7% by TNM and 32% by 

HNM. One constant dilemma for participants was how technical they should present their 

coverage in terms of the legality of human rights. Three expressed that they constantly 

discuss with their team of legal experts about what details should be included in their 

coverage, at times making suggestions so that the story is more readable to a general 

audience but are corrected by the legal team saying the result is not exactly the same. 

Joyce (2013) discusses a concern of legal experts when international law is mediatized is 

that complex issues will be oversimplified for the sake of telling a story that could result 

in less legal rigor during trial processes. HNM on the other hand, don’t want their 

expertise in the field to bog down their potential of reaching a broader audience. Most 

who work in these positions do not have a law background and are hired with the 

mandate to communicate effectively, and so a catch-22 arises: to thoroughly emphasize 

the legality of a human rights’ issue can lose a major portion of the audience; but, 

oversimplifying the coverage risks losing the complete context of the issue. Participants 

stated that their solution to this was to separate the in-depth reports that are based in the 

framework and scientific research from their coverage to the general public. This 
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includes writing stories that highlight a few key points from the in-depth reports or 

focusing on the human perspectives from those that are affected by the issue(s) the report 

encapsulates.  Just as story categories go through a gatekeeping process as some are 

emphasized over others, HNM also gatekeep story construction in terms of choosing to 

what extent they will include the legality of human rights. The concern by legal 

professionals that the framework can get lost in coverage (“Journalism, Media and the 

Challenge,” 2002; Joyce, 2013) extends to the media departments of HNM because their 

collective organizations are equipped with human rights experts. 

 A second gatekeeping decision that HNM must make in regards to content 

building is the level of emotion to include since human rights’ issues often deal with 

hardship or tragedy. The International Council on Human Rights (“Journalism, Media 

and the Challenge,” 2002) explains that human rights language can be both 

technical/legal and emotional/moral and therefore HNM must choose how to balance 

their advocacy with their information dissemination. Emil discussed how human rights 

coverage should be centered on the human experience but reporting on people’s tragedies 

can quickly become exploitative and nauseating to the audience. Linda explained that it 

became a conscious decision at the U.N. to portray, “individuals as agents in their own 

lives and not as victims of disasters.” To do so can be difficult for most TNM and even 

HNM because if the person interviewed has not gone through some kind of human rights 

injustice, they would not be newsworthy; similarly, if they were not in some kind of need, 

they would probably not be “compelling” enough to be featured.         

 Assessing Tables 7 and 8, which outline the percentage of each ICCPR and 

ICESCR category for each media organization, there is overlap as mentioned above. Five 
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of the top seven covered ICCPR categories for TNM were the same (even though the 

total percentage varied): physical cruelty, government corruption, political unrest, 

unlawful military combat, and refugees. Three of the top seven covered ICCPR 

categories for HNM were the same: physical cruelty, women’s rights, and refugees. For 

all organizations, physical cruelty and refugees were two of the top seven categories 

covered, with political unrest and government corruption also being in the top seven for 

the U.N. and HRW. Given the much lower total coverage of ICESCR categories, the 

same overlap did not exist, although medical assistance was a top category for six of the 

nine organizations.  

The similarities of coverage firstly between TNM and then between all the 

organizations can be explained by several factors. For TNM, since they quote other 

media (often AP, CNN, Reuters, and BBC) a fifth of the time, it isn’t surprising they 

cover similar story topics; A process that could be described as intermedia agenda setting 

(Sweetser, Golan, & Wanta, 2008). Early studies on intermedia agenda setting focused on 

national news outlets’ effects on daily news, as in Breed’s examination of news flow 

amongst newspapers (McCombs, 1992). In this same tradition, Golan (2006) noted that in 

reference to international news coverage, there was a correlation between The New York 

Times morning edition and nightly television newscasts. All six TNM considered in this 

study are transnational and elite news sources and so further investigation is needed 

before concluding that intermedia agenda setting is occurring or if simultaneous similar 

coverage happens because all are top news organizations and have a similar mandate and 

resources.    	  	     
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Secondly, human rights’ stories are contained within the same news cycle as other 

stories that come and go. For instance, refugees were a top category for the fall of 2015, 

but five years ago may have only received little coverage. Another concern of 

mediatizing international law is the quickness of how news cycles change before a human 

rights’ violation can even begin to be addressed (Joyce, 2013). Moreover, stories quickly 

morph into political and elite actors’ agenda that lead audiences into an echo chamber, 

reaffirming their own established beliefs rather than learning the veracity of an issue 

(Joyce, 2013). Three of most retweeted tweets were on refugees (see Table 11), but while 

CNN focused on some U.S. governors opposing Syrian refugees and Al Jazeera quoted 

Victor Orban’s comment on Muslim refugees, HRW included the hashtag, 

‘#RefugeesWelcome.’ It could be argued that all three focused on specific angles of the 

issue, instead of the entirety of the issue itself, though less popular tweets may have done 

so. These serve as examples as to how news is constructed: focusing on an angle that 

makes the story new, catchy, controversial, or interesting to the audience instead of the 

entire issue (“Journalism, media and the challenge,” 2002).       

Thirdly, the process of rating a potential story’s newsworthiness based on 

timeliness, proximity, prominence, consequence, controversy, and human interest 

(Hough, 1995; Metz, 1991) would be similar between the TNM and thus would have 

similar coverage. Tuchman’s (1972) observation that newsworthiness is rooted in a 

hegemonic system of the journalist is apparent in the coverage. Western countries, 

especially the U.S. who has not ratified the ICESCR, value ICCPR rights more than 

ICESCR rights. Furthermore, politics are considered to be more important than human 

rights, even when discussing human rights’ issues (Shaw, 2012), so it isn’t surprising that 
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government corruption, political unrest, and unlawful military combat are the top covered 

categories, all having a political angle. Although, Xinhua placed greater emphasis on 

ICESCR categories, also in China’s tradition of valuing ICESCR rights over ICCPR 

rights (Krumbein, 2015), similar newsworthiness criteria may have been used to cover 

the ICCPR categories included in coverage and are thus similar to the remaining TNM. A 

top covered category for HNM and TNM, physical cruelty, fits in the evaluation of being 

controversial, having consequence, being human interest, and of often timely.  

To be National or Global 

  The second hypothesis stated that HNM’s coverage would be from a more global 

perspective than TNM’s coverage, which was supported (H2). The fifth hypothesis stated 

that HNM include more countries in their coverage than TNM, which was not supported 

(H5). Considered on an ordinal scale between 1-4 from most localized to most global, 

HNM’s average is 2.7 and TNM’s average is 2.0. Considered as nominal, HNM is also 

significantly more global in their coverage than TNM. Furthermore, geographically HNM 

write more stories that are not based in a particular country but rather from everywhere. 

TNM on the other hand covered a total of 65 countries, while HNM covered a total of 49 

countries.   

The purpose of these hypotheses was to investigate to what extent transnational 

organizations produce global oriented content in a global public sphere. Hafez (2013) 

argues that there is no worldwide media system only an economic one and even the 

Internet is used as a local medium though its reach is global. Through the process of 

globalization, millions of people around the world consume the same music, movies, and 

to a lesser extent news and television; however, distribution between countries is 
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dominated by north-north communication (Ferguson, 1992). Indeed, cultural imperialism 

continues with the dominance of Hollywood and western-based media productions 

(Robertson, 2012). From an international news standpoint, TNM do cover a large range 

of countries, but more from a localized perspective and through a lens that values politics 

and political values over the framework established by the U.N. (the U.S. media in 

particular have harshly criticized the U.N.; Schiller, 2010). By considering HNM within 

the global public sphere and the news content they produce, this study sought to 

understand if they could present a more globalized point of view less influenced by 

national politics. The answer is yes and no. 

Examining at the story angle and the geographical focus variables, HNM are more 

global in their coverage. TNM did include more countries in their coverage, but also 

covered the U.S. significantly more than HNM, reflecting a more nationalistic approach. 

This shouldn’t necessarily be considered a negative finding since two of the media 

organizations are based in the U.S., it just weakens the concept of a global media system 

and rather reflects what Hafez (2013) stated that there is only global economic 

operations. It also weakens the universality of human rights that were conceived to be 

independent of the politics of each nation (though never completely actualized; Forsythe, 

2012). In the case of story angle and geography, HNM are closer than TNM to existing in 

a global public sphere from a global perspective. On the other hand, AI and HRW’s 

content heavily emphasize ICCPR categories and therefore is not filling the gap of 

TNM’s lack of ICESCR coverage. The U.N. on the other hand is more balanced in its 

coverage of ICCPR and ICESCR categories, the closest of all organizations to be 

operating from a global perspective. 
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 Complicating the level of globalization for HNM is the many regional offices that 

gatekeep which countries and types of stories that will be emphasized to local media and 

through local communication channels. Through this process, a top-down and bottom-up 

flow of information happens, depending on the office location and news cycle. AI and 

HRW especially funnel information through to regional offices on a daily basis, which 

then is their job to evaluate what would be most interesting for their local audience. 

When asked how she evaluates which stories will attract the most attention with local 

news media, Anne answered that for all reports she emails her contacts a heads up and 

they contact her if they are interested so she doesn’t have to make the choice. In that case, 

news media continue their gatekeeping duties. In other cases, participants discussed how 

they used their journalistic sensibilities to evaluate what or rather where would be most 

appealing to their audience. Like Emil who realized that Libya is more interesting for his 

audience than Kurdistan. At the U.N., those in the field pitch story ideas to headquarters 

on a daily basis but are met with the stipulation that the organization must be doing 

something concrete in the country, which requires a formal agreement between the U.N. 

and the country, limiting its potential reach.   

 Overall, when considering the potential for a transnational organization to be 

global within a global public sphere, HNM come closer than TNM but are still limited by 

similar restraints as journalists, namely newsworthiness, cultural values, and anticipating 

what TNM and the audience would be interested in.  

The Social Institutional Level 

Once HNM were defined and how human rights are covered by TNM and HNM 

was analyzed, forces from the social institutional and social system were then measured 
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to understand their potential impact on human rights’ coverage. Shoemaker and Vos 

(2009) list several forces on the social institutional level that can influence gatekeeping 

decisions, for this study other media, sources, audiences, and governments were all 

considered. As outlined in detail above, other media (in this case TNM) were a constant 

force in HNM news coverage and all communication. Therefore, they are the strongest 

force that works on HNM of all external forces. This section details the other social 

institutional forces analyzed. 

Audiences. The second research question asked what human rights categories 

were most popular with the audience according to retweets, likes, and shares and how 

participants considered their audience when producing their content (RQ2a and b). 

Shoemaker and Vos (2009) state that especially for international news, gatekeepers must 

anticipate what they feel their audience will be interested in. Gatekeepers monitor 

audience ratings and now analytics to gage audience reception (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). 

The result is to increase popularity and to increase advertising possibilities, since having 

a large market share attracts more advertisers and higher advertising prices (Shoemaker 

& Vos, 2009). For instance, an increased focus on celebrity interviews and celebrity 

related features have resulted in news coverage because audience reaction to it is higher 

on average than other types of interviews (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). Recently, Singer 

(2014) has developed secondary gatekeeping to describe the process whereby messages 

may pass through the gate, but audience reaction to those messages via likes, clicks, 

retweets, comments, and shares determine the visibility of the message.  

Although there were many different categories measured in this study, only three 

of them had a significantly positive relationship with retweets and likes: LGBT rights in 
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regards to the ICCPR, marriage and family rights, and refugees. LGBT and marriage and 

family rights are related because examining the top retweets and likes, the story involved 

was Kentucky clerk Kim Davis’ refusal to issue marriage licenses to same-sex couples 

(Wynn & Kenning, 2015). Davis catapulted into national and international notoriety 

when she refused to follow the Supreme Court’s ruling to recognize the right for same-

sex marriage, even spending five days in jail (Wynn, 2015). Just as the issue of same-sex 

marriage has been dividing in the U.S. (Rodriguez & Blumell, 2014), Davis became a 

polarizing figure for Americans, staunchly supported by many conservative Christians 

who physically rallied outside the jail she was held in and also opposed by many who 

either believed in the right to same-sex marriage or the duty to fulfill civic responsibilities 

(Wynn, 2015). The popularity of LGBT and marriage and family rights consequently 

relates to the timeliness of this specific issue and the hype generated by news cycles, a 

process described as going viral when online (Jenkins, Green, & Ford, 2013). A 

secondary factor is that the popularity of the story is generated by those both opposed and 

in support to the rights themselves. Furthermore, it illustrates the dividing definitions of 

human rights as those opposed to same-sex marriage like Kim Davis, express their rights 

as being compromised when forced to being compliant (Wynn, 2015).  

Media attention to the refugee and migrant crisis in Syria and Afghanistan 

dramatically increased during the latter half of 2015, in part because of the picture of 

Alan Kurdi that went viral (Walsh, 2015), the popularity of hashtag, #refugeeswelcome 

(“Demand to Open Doors,” 2015), and the reaction of countries to the crisis (Martinez, 

2015).  Eight of the top tweets and posts related to refugees and as Joyce (2013) 

mentioned, coverage did morph into other topics, namely politics. Like the LGBT 
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category, reaction from the audience doesn’t necessarily mean support for the issue. For 

example, Reuters’ top post referred to a camerawoman who was caught kicking and 

tripping migrants in Hungary (see Table 11). Liking and sharing could mean supporting 

her action, being shocked by her action, or highlighting the wrongs of her action. 

Interestingly, while government corruption and physical cruelty are two of the top 

categories for all organizations’ coverage (see Table 8), both categories actually have a 

significantly negative correlation with likes for physical cruelty and retweets and likes for 

government corruption. Further investigation is needed to monitor audience interest 

based on more than retweets, likes, and shares (what analytics are primarily based on) 

since categories such as physical cruelty or government corruption may not be liked (can 

be perceived as supporting the action) or retweeted/shared (may be too heavy to share 

with a personal network), but it doesn’t necessarily mean interest in the story is less or 

not valued. Lee et al. (2014) studied audience clicks, which denote interest in a story 

without liking or sharing and found the most clicked articles do receive higher 

prominence. Tandoc’s (2014) ethnographic investigation into the newsroom showed that 

gatekeepers are aware of financial burdens on news organizations and now rely on web 

analytics to emphasize some stories and de-select unpopular stories. Aside from 

analytics, when a story goes viral or creates substantial online discussion (UGC), TNM 

generally react by reporting on the story more (Carr, 2012). With the many ways that 

audiences can be monitored, and now interact with TNM and HNM, they are an increased 

force in gatekeeping and one to which most gatekeeping scholars have devoted almost 

exclusive attention. Nevertheless, for HNM the audience is considered important but a 

force that is more accessible via TNM rather than in direct contact.  
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The third question asked compared the popularity of tweets between TNM and 

HNM. When correlations were run for the categories and the grouped organizations, the 

same positive correlations and negative correlations were found for TNM as reported 

above, but with political unrest and the ICESCR category also having a negative 

correlation. HNM on the other hand, had a positive correlation with the ICESCR 

category, social security, medical assistance, and education. Furthermore, the HNM 

audience responds positively to ICESCR categories, though AI and HRW cover them 

way less than ICCPR categories. The similarities of the audience between TNM and the 

differences between HNM and TNM reflect that while HNM can now communicate with 

a mass audience, they are still specialized to a portion of the audience that differs from 

TNM.  

Overall, the audience is a force that influences the gatekeeping process of human 

rights coverage by the gatekeepers anticipating the wants of the audience based on 

analytics and journalistic sense. However, the audience is also a player within the news 

cycle process that often begins with the gatekeeper or quickly transfers to the gatekeeper 

but when the audience creates enough buzz around a story it prolongs the story’s cycle or 

brings it further into the forefront (Carr, 2012). Kim Davis and the refugee crisis both 

illustrate this pivotal role the audience plays, but one that doesn’t relinquish the 

responsibilities of the gatekeeper. 

 Government and sources. Sources can be considered as part of the routine of a 

journalist or as a social institutional force depending on the power they are perceived to 

have (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). Sources can have an impact when they are the root of 

what journalists know on a story, withhold information, deceive journalists, make 
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demands, limit accessibility to the journalist, and so forth (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). 

How a gatekeeper finds a source is a routine, the content of what sources say is a social 

institutional force (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). Journalists rely heavily on political and 

official sources for information, comments on issues, and verification but are also 

suspicious of PR related sources that promote a person or organization’s agenda 

(Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). As mentioned above, HNM are underutilized by TNM, 

expectedly because they are still firmly in the PR category versus the media category 

(why TNM rely more heavily on other media and not HNM for human rights 

information).   

 Research question four asked how sources manifest in human rights coverage for 

both TNM and HNM (RQ4). Chi-square statistics revealed a difference between the two 

and their source use, as well as difference between the organizations individually. 

Government was the number one type of source used for TNM except for Al Jazeera 

(government was used second most), ranging from 39-80% (see Table 16). HNM used 

government far less, ranging from 10-20%. Three of the six organizations are publicly 

funded (BBC, Xinhua, and Al Jazeera), yet their use of government sources is less than 

CNN and Reuters. When asked about how government is considered while producing 

content, participants responded on two levels. Firstly, since most human rights laws are 

implemented on a national level (Apodaca, 2014), gaining government attention was an 

important priority. Felix discussed that part of his decisions on which issues to focus on 

was based on whether or not they were already on the national government’s agenda, and 

the potential for the story to get onto the political agenda through attention to it. In other 

words, trying to expand the national political agenda by making the public and politicians 
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aware of an issue and hopefully they will then care enough about it to act on it. A useful 

strategy, since public opinion can influence political decision-making in regards to 

foreign human rights issues (Peksen et al., 2014).   

 Secondly, in non-democratic countries especially where there is a restriction on 

the freedom of press, participants were cognizant of trying to strike a balance between 

reporting on human rights’ issues without endangering the organization or citizens 

included within the coverage. In China for instance, AI cannot legally operate within the 

country but have long monitored and reported on the country via their Hong Kong office 

(“China,” 2015). A major focus of AI’s reporting on China is to campaign against the 

death penalty, record the dangers that activists and journalists that don’t tow party lines 

face, and the treatment of ethnic minorities (“China,” 2015), information that could not 

be openly published and disseminated within China. Anne mentioned how a major 

discussion within the human rights’ movement is to what extent regional offices should 

focus on the country wherein they are based or focus on other countries where if 

reporting from within the country would endanger lives because of strict government 

policy. Amal discussed that social media did allow for him to communicate more freely 

but they are still heavily monitored and even restricted in the MENA region. 

Governments as a force therefore vary between countries, depending on local laws and 

regulations. Notably, previous research on how human rights issues are covered in China 

showed that Chinese newspapers (heavily regulated by the government) focus on the 

positive developments of China rather than possible human rights issues (Krumbein, 

2015). Therefore, as part of measuring government force and the cultural dimension of a 

high power distance country, the sixth and final hypothesis stated that Xinhua’s coverage 
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would be the most positive of all organizations, which was supported (H6). On a scale 

from 1-5, 5 being totally positive coverage, Xinhua averaged 3.25. Coverage focused on 

the positive humanitarian actions by the Chinese government both within China but also 

developing countries, and President’s Xi Jinping’s speech at the U.N. to promote peace 

and development. Coverage that was negative did not involve China, such as the Syrian 

crisis. In the same hypothesis it was also predicted that HNM’s coverage would be more 

negative than TNM’s, which it was (The U.N. scored higher than Al Jazeera).  

 The third hypothesis stated that TNM rely more on elite sources than TNM, which 

was supported (H3). To answer this question, all sources that were elite (government, 

business, elite, other media, expert, and judge and court) were combined and a t-test run, 

which indicated TNM rely on elite sources much more than HNM. A caveat to this 

hypothesis is that HNM did not use ordinary sources significantly more than TNM, 

although it may have been expected since the participants expressed the importance of 

putting a human face to human rights’ injustices and using elites sources less may 

anticipate using ordinary sources more, but this was not the case, mostly because Al 

Jazeera used ordinary sources 54% of the time and BBC and CNN used them 30% of the 

time each.  

The fourth hypothesis predicted that HNM rely more on human rights sources 

than TNM was again supported (H4). All human rights sources (AI, HRW, other NGO, 

and the U.N.) were also combined and a t-test run to show that HNM use them more than 

TNM. This largely can be explained by all three HNM quoting themselves between 37-

57% of the time. The U.N. is once again distinct from AI and HRW because it uses itself 

as a source nearly 60% of the time whereas AI (41%) and HRW (37%) quote themselves 
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far less. Heavily relying on itself as an expert source on human rights is both a benefit 

and a limitation to HNM. On one hand, it allows HNM to publish news on human rights 

in an accessible way that attracts general audiences as to avoid sticking exclusively to the 

standard press release format. It also offers at times hard to access information that is 

newsworthy and not reported on by TNM. For instance, HRW’s satellite technology has 

provided imagery of human rights violations in difficult places to access within the 

Central African Republic, Syria, Myanmar, and Tibet for instance and AI has published 

satellite images within North Korean prison camps (Levine, 2014). These are just a few 

examples of the important newsworthy content HNM can produce as a part of its human 

rights’ coverage. On the other hand, using itself as a main source in its coverage, limits 

HNM’s ability to fully transition into “news” organizations rather than organizations that 

produce news content. A transition HNM may not ever be interested in making 

considering their advocacy mandate for human rights.         

The Social System Level 

 Culture as a social system force was measured within the content and asked of 

participants (RQ5). It is important to note that this portion of the study is exploratory in 

nature since few gatekeeping studies exist that measure national cultural influences on the 

gatekeeping process. Journalism cultures have been well studied (Esser & Umbricht, 

2014; Hallin & Mancini, 2004; Hallin & Mancini, 2011; Hanitzsch, 2007; Hanitzsch et 

al., 2011), and of course there is overlap, but there is a gap in the literature as to how to 

measure the social system level of gatekeeping and its impact on the gatekeeping process. 

Therefore, this portion of the study is meant to be a stepping-stone into further refinement 

and development and only represents a first step into how two well-studied cultural 
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dimensions, power distance (grid) and collectivism vs. individualism (group), manifest in 

human rights’ coverage and are considered by HNM.  

 In total, 21 variables were coded in the content analysis to represent cultural 

dimensions but factor analysis eliminated nine of the variables, which left five variables 

for power distance and seven variables for collectivism vs. individualism. Original 

variables were developed based on the measures used by Hofstede et al. (2010) and 

Douglas (1970; 1973; 1982). Hofstede’s cultural dimensions is the most used cultural 

comparative measures in the social sciences (Dimitrov, 2014) and have been developed 

and tested over decades, though criticized at times for needing higher face validity 

(Blodgett et el., 2008) and added dimensions to suit specific contexts (Albers-Miller & 

Gelb, 1996; Baack & Singh, 2007; Yeganeh, 2014). Overall Hofstede is well established 

and his specific criteria for each cultural dimension (Hofstede et al., 2010) were 

particularly useful when developing measures for a content analysis. Dounglas’ Cultural 

Theory was also used because her measures of group overlaps with Hofstede’s 

collectivism vs. individualism and her measures of grid overlap with power distance 

(Maleki & Hendriks, 2015). They are not completely the same of course, but as Maleki 

and Hendriks (2015) point out they are useful together for operationalization purposes.     

 The intention of drawing from both of these comparative cultural measures was 

not to in the end categorize each organization or grouping of organizations like Hofstede 

(http://geert-hofstede.com/countries.html) or place them on a group/grid like Douglas 

(1995). It was to understand how or if two distinct cultural dimensions manifest within 

content when organizations are (a) discussing human rights (b) based in countries of both 

high and low power distance and varying degrees of collectivism and individualism and 
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(c) discussing human rights in countries where cultural dimensions may be different from 

the headquarters of where each organization is based. Four of the TNM organizations 

chosen (AP, CNN, Reuters, and BBC) are based in the U.S. and the U.K.; both countries 

that have a high level of individualism and low level of power distance (http://geert-

hofstede.com/countries.html). Their content however, did not always reflect that. AP, 

CNN, and BBC were all organizations with the most individualistic content but Reuters 

on the other hand had the third highest level of collectivism of all the organizations (see 

Figure 5). AP’s power distance was the second lowest of all organizations, CNN’s the 

fourth lowest, but Reuters and BBC had the third highest power distance.  It is important 

to note that all organizations had high power distance levels overall ranging from 0.8-

0.93 on a 1.0 scale. Xinhua, based in China, and Al Jazeera, based in Qatar, on the other 

hand are countries with high power distance and high collectivism (http://geert-

hofstede.com/countries.html). Again, not all of the findings reflect that. Both Xinhua and 

Al Jazeera have high power distance as expected, but did not have as high of collectivism 

as anticipated (ranging from 0.54-0.58). Since Al Jazeera was founded in western 

journalistic standards (Witaker, 2011), it makes sense that their individualism levels were 

higher.  

 Examining results for TNM specifically, a few observations can be made. Firstly, 

in regards to power distance, variables used to measure this dimension were rooted in 

challenging the status quo of elites, inequality, individual citizens, political systems, and 

the international community (see Table 3). Taking on the role of being a “watchdog” in 

society would result in a low power distance score and consistently include the presence 

of these variables within the content (Berry, 2009). Especially, when considering human 
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rights coverage revolves around injustices and violations of human rights and therefore 

can be explained through the above listed variables. However, the concept of objectivity, 

though flawed, is a driving force of journalism in general but especially in the U.K. and 

the U.S. (Hallin & Mancini, 2004). Furthermore, a large amount of literature has been 

devoted to the failure American and British journalists for a diminished level of 

watchdog journalism such as not questioning the Bush administration and former prime 

minister Tony Blair more during the lead up and during the most recent Iraq war 

(Entman, 2004; Entman, 2007; Graber & Smith, 2005; Kolmer & Semetko, 2009; Nacos, 

2007) or during the economic crisis of 2008 (Vos & Heinderyckx, 2015). Thirdly, like 

Shoemaker and Reese (2014) state, TNM are a part of the same hegemonic system as the 

elites, and consequently challenging elites and the system may not be a priority or 

conscious thought. Journalistic norms, a lack of investigative reporting, and being a part 

of the same system result in higher power distance levels even though some of the 

organizations are based in low power distance countries. Further investigation is needed 

to confirm these observations and uncover any other possible factors such as if using 

online platforms influence power distance or if journalists change how they report a story 

based on the geographical focus.   

 Referring to HNM, it was anticipated that power distance levels would be lower 

and collectivism would be higher when compared to TNM, which was true when 

combined together; however separately, the organizations ranged in displaying each 

cultural dimension. The U.N. had the lowest power distance and the highest collectivist 

content, which Douglas (1999) describes as enclave or egalitarianism, wherein group 

structures are strong but have a weak hierarchy. Of course the U.N. is carefully divided 
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into hierarchical positions within the organization, but tread lightly at times as not to 

threaten nation states or give the appearance they are taking power away from nation 

states (Forsythe, 2012; Robertson, 2012). Again this study does not seek to now label the 

U.N. as enclaves rather interpret why their content manifests the way it does. HRW on 

the other hand, has high power distance and high collectivism while AI has both a 

medium level of power distance and collectivism. Although all organizations seek to 

advocate for human rights and encourage the public and governments to act when 

violations occur, all participants agreed that as the saying goes, “You catch more bees 

with honey than vinegar.” It was also important that the organizations do not take a 

political side of a human rights issue but rather report on all human suffering. Therefore, 

their collectivist levels are higher and power distance levels are lower but both 

dimensions are tempered by the desire not to alienate the countries and the countries’ 

culture on which they are reporting. In other words, HNM understand that their 

organization’s values may differ from other cultures or country’s politics, and so they act 

in a way that will at least not offend others.   

 Overall, measuring cultural dimensions was a useful contribution of this study to 

the literature because it provided a starting point as to how culture in terms of the social 

system level and not solely journalistic culture can be considered as a force. The fact that 

not all the cultural dimensions were the same for the organization’s coverage as the 

country wherein it is based reflects the influence of other forces that trump culture such 

as journalistic norms and standards (or lack thereof in the case of not exhibiting watchdog 

journalism). The strongest indicator of ideology manifesting in the content, also a force 

on the social system level, is referring back to the fact that ICCPR stories are covered 
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much more by western based organizations and ICESCR stories more by nonwestern 

based organizations and by the U.N., which matches the west’s, especially the U.S.’, 

greater emphasis on civil and political rights and nonwestern countries, especially 

China’s, emphasis on economic, social, and cultural rights (Whelan, 2014). In this case it 

is more the human rights categories that are included in the coverage that indicate a social 

system force than how those categories are written about, since story structure is heavily 

rooted in common journalistic practices and norms rather than personal ideals.   
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CHAPTER IX 

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

Limitations  

As with other research, this study is not without limitations that will be mentioned 

here. A major challenge to this study was contacting HNM professionals. Emails to the 

main headquarters of all three organizations produced few results. Regional offices of all 

three HNM were then contacted with better success. Although offices in Central and 

South America, Australia, and Africa were contacted, only one responded from Africa 

and one from the MENA region. Therefore future research should include these 

geographical areas. Ethnographic observation at the headquarters of all three HNM would 

also be a valuable insight to what has been analyzed here.  

Next, only two of the five levels of gatekeeping (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009) were 

taken into consideration for this study. The social institutional and social system levels 

were specifically chosen because these are forces that exist externally from journalists 

and the organization they work for, usually coming from the regional or national level of 

where the journalist works. However, since all organizations in question here are 

transnational, it was desired to know how nationalistic forces manifest in global content. 

In-depth interviews showed that other forces, especially from the routines and 

organizational levels play a major role in the gatekeeping process for HNM. Moreover, 

all participants work for large organizations with major headquarters. There was indeed 

some bottom-up decision making on the individual level because regional offices are 

given the opportunity to suggest content and the freedom to decide to a certain extent 

what regional content will be translated and produced. Nevertheless, each organization 
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monitors that the image and the content being produced are on target and most of the 

major in-depth reports are produced from headquarters and filtered through the regional 

offices. Therefore, more research on the first three levels of gatekeeping is needed.     

Referring to the audience, retweets, shares, and likes were all used to calculate 

response and popularity. This provided a good starting point but does not give a complete 

picture for audience response since many human rights issues are negative and therefore 

may not be shared or liked but that doesn’t mean interest is not there. Measuring clicks 

can also provide further information but considering social media users can scroll through 

messages without having to click on links, a survey or experiment could also provide 

more information. Furthermore, the next step to this study would be to also survey those 

who follow TNM and HNM on social media to better discern who the audience is rather 

than assuming it is either a mass audience or hyper specialized to human rights.  

Sources were coded by several different categories to understand how they are 

used in human rights coverage. While there were 11 different categories, revealing that 

other media is a significant source in human rights coverage, it is a limitation that the 

specific media organizations were not named, which should be done in future research. 

Focusing a study strictly on sources may more easily code these categories. Also, coding 

for actual quotes from sources may also provide more detailed information on how 

sources are being covered and not just what sources are covered.  

Finally, only content in the English language were used. The justification of this 

was that this study called for large transnational organizations, and therefore all of them 

did have English content. Nevertheless, other geographic areas such as South America 
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and Africa, as well as other Asian and European countries ought to be considered for 

future studies to expand on the research conducted here.  

Future Research 

As pointed out in the discussion, there are several avenues for further exploration 

in order to build on what has been presented here. Conducting a quantitative content 

analysis provided many overarching observations for the organizations and statistically 

comparisons between TNM and HNM and so forth. However, after studying the top posts 

and retweets, it became apparent that popularity of a human rights issue is more rooted in 

the nature of news cycles and episodic events rather than thematic issues and so a 

qualitative inquiry into how these issues are being written on would be useful to continue 

uncovering the nuanced differences between TNM and HNM. Along with this 

exploration can be the consideration of other human rights frameworks outside the 

ICCPR and ICESCR, such as the convention on the rights of children (CRC), the 

convention on the elimination of all forms of discrimination against women (CEDAW), 

and the convention against torture (CAT) to name a few because they elaborate on the 

basic rights that are included in the ICCPR and ICESCR.  

 Classification for HNM was created based on NGO journalism (McPherson, 

2015) and news cloning (Fenton, 2009) and after the analysis, AI and HRW fit HNM 

better than the U.N. and therefore future studies would be necessary to understand if there 

are other NGOs that fit into this category. Also, the concept of humanitarianism should 

be expanded to include the environment as a human right because the work of Green 

Peace and other environmental based organizations (“Greenpeace News,” n.d., para 1).  

Many studies have been conducted of journalists and their gatekeeping processes 

and therefore previous literature was enough to build off of for this study. However, 
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interviewing journalists that work for TNM would also provide a lot of useful 

information. Firstly, the same questions that were asked HNM could be asked of 

journalists to understand how they consider human rights and the gatekeeping process 

they go through and the forces that work on the gatekeeping process. Secondly, 

journalists can be asked if they would ever consider HNM in the same realm as TNM. 

As explicated in the discussion chapter, measuring culture as a social system force 

for this study was exploratory and future refinement is needed to build upon the measures 

that have been created and possibly add other cultural dimensions to expand the 

framework. Half of the variables that were developed for the codebook were eliminated 

after factor loadings showed they were not sufficiently alike. That did leave enough to 

measure power distance and collectivism vs. individualism, but in the future more 

measures could be added. Surveying journalists and media professionals from TNM and 

HNM would also be useful to build upon what is presented in this study. 
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CHAPTER X 

CONCLUSION 

 This study sought to better understand the rise of NGO journalism (McPherson, 

2015) through humanitarian news media (HNM). By conducting in-depth interviews of 

media professionals producing news content for HNM, seven major unique gatekeeping 

processes were identified: (a) which human rights stories ought to be covered at 

headquarters, (b) subsequently which of those stories ought to be emphasized at a 

regional level, (c) to what extent the legality of human rights should be included in news 

content, (d) to what extent emotion should be used in the storytelling process of 

individual experiences, (e) to what extent the content should be local, global, or a 

combination of both,  (f) which gate should the message pass through (Twitter, Facebook, 

website, email, etc.), and (g) who should deliver the message (the general organization, 

the reporter, the legal expert, etc.).  

 Classification of HNM was also refined to better classify the differences between 

AI and HRW and the U.N. Originally, four criteria was used to identify and test HNM: 

(a) presence of newsroom structure, (b) primarily an information disseminator, (c) news 

primarily on issues and not the organization, and (d) an officially recognized 

transnational NGO or intergovernmental organization with a humanitarian or human 

rights mandate. The third criterion has now been altered to include a classification of 

journalism and organizational news with varying levels of NGO journalism output (see 

Figure 6). This will help future studies clarify the differences between news content from 

a traditional sense of covering the issues not the organization and a more PR driven 

agenda that focuses more on the organization.  
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 Social institutional and social system forces were observed in the content and also 

through interviews. Participants revealed that more than the social system, other media, 

the government, and the audience were taken into consideration by HNM, though 

participants openly acknowledged the importance of being culturally sensitive. Two 

cultural dimensions were developed based off of Mary Douglas (1999) and Hofstede et 

al. (2010): power distance and collectivism vs. individualism. The characteristics of 

power distance are easier to operationalize in news content than collectivism vs. 

individualism because the dimension is defined by how society deals with those in power 

and the gap between those of lower and higher status. This translated well for human 

rights coverage in terms of challenging different actors both nationally and globally 

(elites, individuals, governments, and international community), as well as challenging 

the disparity between those in higher and lower status. Factor loadings for the five 

variables ranged between .75 and .95. When tested with the organizations, all had quite 

high power distance, which reflects more the objectivity norm of journalism and the 

status of TNM and HNM (being a part of the hegemonic status quo) than the culture of 

higher and lower power distance present in the countries where TNM and HNM are 

based.  

Collectivism vs. individualism is more difficult to measure both in coverage and 

via interviews. Individualistic countries may have a higher level human rights in general 

(Hofstede et al, 2010), and most HNM are headquartered in western countries and aided 

by western born professionals even in non-western countries; however, HNM 

acknowledge that they don’t wish to be elitist or force values on other societies. The 

result is a balance of considering all cultures when producing content. In terms of the 
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content analysis, the factor loadings were not as strong (ranging from .43-.68) and 

eliminated original variables that were expected to be significant. In the end seven 

variables remained that related to a party called to action, collective action, onus on 

society or individual, and whether the story was based on an individual or the collective.   

HNM still heavily rely on TNM for exposure, despite expanding their own efforts 

by using social media to directly communicate with a general audience and implementing 

newsroom like structures, formats, and journalists. Nevertheless, the journalistic input 

that HNM have both in an either agenda building or intermedia agenda setting capacity 

(depending how one considers HNM) and their own news efforts are highly valued by 

media professionals who strongly believe that they are providing newsworthy content 

that regular journalists don’t always have access to or time to thoroughly investigate. AI 

and HRW in particular devote a major part of their job to producing media artifacts like 

footage and photos, as well as specific stories from those affected by a human rights issue 

in order to help TNM in their news reporting. Efforts that while do legitimize the 

organization, offer more than solely organizational news. While this is not fully utilized 

by TNM, or at least manifest in their content, as this is a new development for HNM, it 

may continue to grow and mature in the upcoming years, positioning HNM as more than 

PR but just as TNM quote each other in their coverage.  

Lessons Learned 

As a researcher, there were several takeaways from conducting this study that I 

believe can be beneficial from journalism, NGO, and human rights perspectives. The 

intent of this dissertation was to create a study that would be a hybrid of what has been 

traditionally separated between journalism, law, and PR endeavors, understanding that 
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digital online platforms have transformed the way that advocacy human rights NGOs and 

intergovernmental organizations like the U.N. are communicating with their audience. 

While press releases and news conferences are not yet antiquated, it is natural for HNM 

to incorporate news cloning or NGO journalism into their daily output in order to better 

communicate to a global public sphere.  

Gatekeeping theory was particularly appropriate to utilize in order to understand 

how HNM handle the dilemma of what human rights violations to pick and choose from 

in the content production process. Even though digital online media platforms have 

seamlessly endless capacities to upload and store information, both TNM and HNM have 

limited resources and time to create content and therefore inevitably, the gatekeeping 

process still takes place on a regular basis. Furthermore, to be a trusted organization 

constant verification and vetting is needed, a process that requires time. And so the 

underlying question I was asking throughout the process was, “How do HNM reconcile 

that some human rights stories will be told (or emphasized) over others when the goal of 

the framework is to consider all rights and all people as being equally important?”  

The answer is a complex one that is dependent upon external influences. The 

three organizations included in this study have the mandate to be well informed of all 

human rights violations throughout the world. They all have regional offices in many 

countries and field reporters constantly providing updates as to what is happening. Their 

efforts are admirable and invaluable to the human rights information dissemination 

process, not only to the public but also to governments, TNM, advocates, and lawyers. As 

outlined throughout this study, HNM have been significant actors in the human rights 

process. However, they heavily emphasize ICCPR rights and not ICESCR rights. This 
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aligns with a western tradition and perhaps is the result of these organizations being 

based in and operated by those from developed countries. It is also driven by HNM 

anticipating the attention and the interest that will be received by specific topics over 

others. The bottom line for HNM is necessarily that no matter the altruistic goals of the 

framework or the media professionals’ own passion for humanity, an organization must 

be relevant to the public in order to survive and therefore specific decisions are made in 

order to maximize attention from important actors, namely TNM. This still results in 

human rights violations being covered in general, but a heavier focus on some over 

others. Furthermore, being accessible to the public also requires HNM to organize their 

information dissemination in such a way that most of the coverage that concentrates on 

the minutia and legality of human rights are contained within in-depth reports that only a 

few elite actors will take the time to access.  

This leads to a secondary conundrum for HNM, and that is, “How much of human 

rights coverage should include the subject of human rights?” Throughout all of the 

coverage, the term human rights and the framework are barely mentioned, even though 

all of the content was based somehow on human rights, or at least human rights 

violations. Participants of this study discussed how it was a constant choice and even 

struggle for them to produce content that is true to the integrity of the legality of human 

rights while still being accessible to the average person who may not be aware of what 

that means. Essentially, HNM have the responsibility to report on violations that the 

public is generally aware of and concerned by (such as the refugee crisis or censorship) 

but do not necessarily associate with human rights and balance being understandable 

without compromising their objectives. It’s a tall order, and one that I believe will 
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continue to evolve in the upcoming years as HNM become seasoned in their new efforts 

to produce news content.   

As stated above, the main goal for HNM is still to get the attention of TNM; 

however, there is hesitancy on the part of TNM or at least as manifested in their content. 

They do rely on HNM, especially AI and HRW, for being experts and credible sources on 

human rights. But, when examining human rights coverage, TNM favor using other 

media as a source over HNM. This is most likely because TNM wish to remain 

autonomous, but it is also a relationship that could be further developed, especially with 

the financial strains that TNM face today. The expertise of HNM are definitely present 

but underutilized by TNM overall.  

While there are actors, particularly HNM, who are devoted to human rights, and 

human rights violations remain newsworthy events that TNM also cover, there is still a 

gap between the experts and the public’s understanding of what exactly are human rights. 

This includes not only the general population but also politicians who have the 

responsibility to respect, uphold, and protect human rights (Apodaca, 2014) and 

journalists who have the responsibility of reporting on human rights violations. HNM 

play a critical role in informing the public; however, I believe more education is needed, 

especially in schools and universities in order for more people to understand the legality 

and the intended universality of human rights. It is a common term that many have heard 

of but few understand, which consequently limits the capacity of human rights coverage 

and the overall attention to human rights. During the process of this study, all of the 

HNM’s Twitter accounts have increased in followers, indicating that more and more of 

the general public are learning about human rights violations and have an interest in 



Texas Tech University, Lindsey E. Blumell, May 2016 
	  

161	  
	  

them. In conclusion, HNM are not only waving the banner of human rights, they are 

expanding their influence through news efforts; however, this is tempered by the 

continuing importance of TNM. Therefore, TNM must continue to cover human rights 

violations and build their relationship with HNM in order to inform the global public 

sphere.  
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Conceptual Model 

 

Figure 1. Figure illustrates conceptual model of gatekeeping wherein antecedents account 

for how messages are communicated to the gatekeeper, forces influence the gatekeeper, 

and news messages pass through the gate to be disseminated.  
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Theoretical Implications 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Figure shows theoretical implications of humanitarian news media now being 

able to communicate directly to the audience while still maintaining communication with 

traditional news media and public leaders. The audience is now positioned to 

communicate back to both.   
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Table 1 

Articles defined in the ICCPR and ICESCR 

International Covenant on Civil And Political 
Rights (ICCPR) 

International Covenant on Economic, Social, 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) 

• Right to self-determination, freely own, 
trade, and dispose of natural wealth. 

• All rights are recognized without 
distinction. 

• Right to legal recourse if rights have 
been violated. 

• Right to equality between women and 
men. 

• Right to life. 
• No one shall be subject to torture, 

cruel, or degrading treatment or 
punishment. 

• No one shall be held in slavery or 
forced labour. 

• Right to liberty and security. 
• Right to a fair and public trial within a 

reasonable time. Prisoners have the 
right to fair treatment. 

• No one shall be imprisoned on the 
grounds of not fulfilling a contract. 

• Right to move freely within one’s 
country and to enter one’s country. 

• Right for all persons to be recognized 
before the law. 

• Right to privacy. 
• Right to freedom of thought, 

conscience, expression, and religion. 
• Right to freedom of expression. 
• Prohibition of war propaganda, and 

advocacy of national, racial, or 
religious hatred. 

• Right to peaceful assembly. 
• Right to freedom of association. 
• Right to marry with full consent of 

both partners. 
• Right to vote.  
• Rights of the child. 

• Right to self-determination, freely 
own, trade, and dispose of natural 
wealth. 

• Right to achieve progressively the full 
realization of the rights. 

• Right to equality between women and 
men. 

• All rights are recognized without 
distinction. 

• Right to work and chose one’s 
occupation. 

• Right to fair wages, healthy working 
conditions, equal pay, equal 
opportunity for promotion, and leisure 
time. 

• Right to form trade unions and strike. 
• Right to social security and social 

insurance. 
• Protection of the family, including only 

entering marriage out of free will, and 
consent of both spouses.  

• Protection of mothers. 
• Protection of children from economic 

exploitation. 
• Right to live free of hunger. 
• Right to shelter and fair living 

conditions. 
• Right to enjoy physical and mental 

health. 
• Right to education. Primary education 

should be compulsory and free to all. 
• Right to take part in cultural life and 

scientific progress. 
 



Texas Tech University, Lindsey E. Blumell, May 2016 
	  

187	  
	  

Table 2  

Traditional News Media and Humanitarian News Media* 

Organization Headquarters # Presence 
in Countries 

Twitter 
Handle 

Twitter 
Followers 

Average 
Share** 

Total 
Shares** 

AP  New York  120 @AP 7.05M 359 5.17M 
CNN Breaking 
News 

Atlanta 43 (reported 
in 200) 

@CNNbrk 35.4M 11,717 168.41M 

Reuters London 94 @Reuters 12M 1,110 15.91M 
BBC News 
(World) 

London 49 (reported 
in 150) 

@BBCWorld 13.5M 9,922 142.44M 

Xinhua 
Newswire 

Beijing 106 @XHNews 3.65M 469 6.76M 

Al Jazeera Doha 59 (reported 
in 140) 

@AJEnglish 2.89M 2,645 38.09M 

Amnesty 
International 

London 70+ @amnesty 1.75M 676 2.50M 

Human Rights 
Watch 

New York  90 @hrw 2.96M 495 1.97M 

U.N. New York  194 @UN 6.68M 157 2.26M 
*As of March 1, 2016 
**Includes Facebook, Twitter, Linkedin, Google+, and Pinterest for 2015 
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Table 3  

Variables and Categories 

Variable Category Source Definition Level of 
Measurement 

Twitter and 
Facebook 
Identification 

Number of 
retweets/shares 

 Record # of retweets or 
shares 

Ratio 

Number of likes  Record # of likes Ratio 
Link  Presence of link Categorical 

Reporter 
Identification 

Presence of 
reporter 

Shoemaker 
(1991); 
Shoemaker and 
Vos (2009) 

There is a reporter 
attached to the story 
rather than no name or 
an organization. 

Categorical  
 

Reporter’s name  Name of reporter  
Social 
Institutional 
Forces 

Government 
focus 

Shaw (2012) Threat to country 
Military support 
Terrorism 
International relations 

Ratio index 

 Sources Shoemaker 
(1991); 
Shoemaker and 
Vos (2009); 
Shoemaker and 
Reese (2013); 
Hellmueller et al. 
(2014) 

Government 
Law 
Human Rights 
Business 
Elite society 
Society 

Ratio index 
and 
Categorical 

 Geography Entman (2004); 
Graber and Smith 
(2005) 

Countries covered 
identified 

Categorical 

Social System 
Forces 

Cultural 
dimension: 
Power distance 
or grid 

Hofstede et al. 
(2010); Douglas 
(1970; 1973; 
1982) 

Challenges elite society 
status quo 
Challenges inequality 
Challenges Individuals 
Challenges the political 
system status quo 
Challenges the 
international 
community 

Ratio index 

Cultural 
dimension: 
Collectivism vs. 
individualism or 
group 

Ibid. Party called to action 
Victim effects, 
individual 
Victim effects, 
collective 
Justification of 
collective action 
Onus on individual 
Onus on society or 
network  

Ratio index 
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Table 3  

Continued. 

Variable Category Source Definition Level of 
Measurement 

Human Rights 
Framework 

Story Topic ICCPR Presence of rights 
relating to the ICCPR 

Ratio index 

  ICESCR Presence of rights 
relating to the ICESCR 

Ratio index 

 Acknowledgment of 
Human Rights 

 The term human rights is 
mentioned 

Categorical 

   One or more human 
rights frameworks are 
mentioned 

Categorical 

Story Elements Story Angle Graber and Smith 
(2005) 

Level of local or global: 
1=local, 2=localized, 
3=mix of local and 
global, 
4=global 

Categorical/ 
Ordinal 

Sentiment (Krumbein, 2015) Level of positivity or 
negativity: 
1=100% negative, 
2=75% negative (or 25% 
positive), 3=50% positive 
and negative or no 
sentiment, 4= 75% 
positive (or 25% 
negative), and 5=100% 
positive 

Interval 
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Table 4  

Summary of Exploratory Factor Analysis Results for Power Distance and Collectivism vs. 

Individualism Cultural Dimensions (N = 546) 

 Factor Loadings 

Item Power Distance Collectivism vs. 

Individualism 

Challenges Elite Society Status Quo .87  

Challenges Inequality  .95  

Challenges Individual Citizen .75  

Challenges the Political System Status Quo (outside 

the country in focus)  

.85  

Challenges International Community to Action  .91  

Party Called to Action (Individual or Society), 

Primary 

 .68 

Party Called to Action (Individual or Society), 

Secondary 

 .43 

Victim Effects, Collective  .62 

Victim Effects, Individual (recoded)  .58 

Justification of Collective Action  .47 

Onus on Individual (recoded)  .58 

Onus on Society or Network  .67 

Eigenvalues 3.93 3.12 

% of variance  17.86 32.05 

Note: Factor loadings over .40 appear in bold.  
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Table 5 

Human Rights Framework Variables 

 Variables Type  
Human 
Rights 
Framework 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights: Injustice in 
legal system, women’s rights in regards to ICCPR, death penalty, 
physical cruelty/torture/unlawful killing, unlawful imprisonment, 
censorship, LGBT rights in regards to ICCPR, religious persecution, 
government corruption, political unrest, unlawful military combat, 
marriage and family rights, refugee status, children’s rights in 
regards to ICCPR, and ill treatment based on race or ethnicity 
(further detailed in the International Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Racial Discrimination)   
International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights: 
Employment rights, workplace conditions, migrants, unions and 
strikes, social security, women’s rights in relation to ICESCR, 
LGBT rights in regards to ICESCR, children’s rights in regards to 
ICESCR, poverty, medical assistance, education, and culture   
Human rights framework acknowledgment: The story mentions at 
least one treaty, covenant, or law specifically categorized as human 
rights framework 

Index  
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Table 6 

In-depth Interview Participants 

Pseudonym Organization Educational or 
Professional 
Background 

Description of Title 

Sarah Human Rights Watch Journalism Media Officer 
Luis United Nations Journalism Communications Chief 
Linda United Nations Political Science Humanitarian Officer 
Emil Human Rights NGO* Journalism International Reporter 
Felix Human Rights Watch Civil Society Press Officer 
Rickard Human Rights NGO* Journalism Press Officer 
Mathias United Nations Journalism Information Officer 
Anne Amnesty International Journalism Press Officer 
Justin Amnesty International Journalism Press Officer 
Amal Human Rights NGO* Communication Campaigner 
*Participant did not wish organization to be named 
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Table 7 

Percentages of Human Rights Framework within News Coverage  

% AP 
 

CNN 
 

Reuters 
 

BBC 
 

Xinhua 
 

Al 
Jazeera 

AI HRW U.N. Total 
Overall 

Amount 
devoted to 
HR** 

32 40.8 20.0 39.8 32.5 47.8 - - - 35.5 

Term HR 
used 

9.5
* 

10.0
* 

25.8 6.7* 9.8* 20.3 50.8
* 

56.7* 41.7
* 

25.6 

HR 
Framework 
Listed 

6.3 8.3 1.6* 0* 11.5 11.9 24.6
* 

36.7* 33.3
* 

14.8 

ICCPR 0 0 0 0 0 0 3.3 5.0* 0 .9 
ICESCR 0 0 0 0 0 3.4* 0 0 0 .4 
Other UN  3.2 1.7 0 0 9.8 3.4 11.5 11.7 30.0

* 
7.9 

Regional  1.6 0 0 0 1.6 1.7 0 6.7* 1.7 1.5 
National  1.6 3.3 1.6 0 3.3 3.4 9.8* 11.7* 0 3.8 
*Notes significant standardized residual of +-2.0 or higher. 

**Only calculated for TNM. 
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Table 8 

Percentages of ICCPR within News Coverage 

% AP 
 

CNN 
 

Reuters 
 

BBC 
 

Xinhua 
 

Al 
Jazeera 

AI HRW U.N. Total  

ICCPR 73.0 86.7 90.3 83.3 55.7* 91.5 95.1 90.0 53.3* 79.9 
Injustice 3.2 1.7 3.2 1.7 0* 3.4 14.8

* 
25.0 
* 

1.7 6.0 

Women’s 
Rights 

6.3 5.0 3.2* 18.3 0* 10.2 24.6
* 

18.3 15.0 11.2 

Death 
Penalty 

6.3 6.7 1.6 0 0 3.4 18.0
* 

5.0 3.3 4.9 

Physical 
Cruelty 

22.2 31.7 27.4 33.3 29.5 45.8 29.5 53.3* 23.3 32.8 

Imprison
ment 

4.8 0* 4.8 1.7 0* 11.9 16.4
* 

15.0* 1.7 6.2 

Censorshi
p 

3.2 0 6.5 5.0 0 5.1 11.5
* 

10.0* 1.7 4.8 

LGBT 4.8 11.7
* 

8.1 3.3 0 1.7 4.9 15.0* 0 5.5 

Religion 4.8 3.3 4.8 5.0 1.6 8.5 1.6 8.3 5.0 4.8 
Gov. 
Corruptio
n 

11.1 8.3 21.0 15.0 4.9* 16.9 11.5 28.3* 6.7 13.7 

Political 
Unrest 

9.5 30.0 33.9* 23.3 14.8 22.0 4.9* 23.3 15.0 19.6 

Military 
Combat 

11.1 16.7 24.2* 20.0 16.4 11.9 6.6 11.7 6.7 13.9 

Marriage 
and 
Family 

4.8 8.3 12.9* 8.3 0 6.8 3.3 0 3.3 5.3 

Refugees 12.7 13.3 21.0 21.7 8.2* 25.4 27.9 30.0* 13.3 19.2 
Children 9.5 10.0 9.7 6.7 0* 13.6 19.7

* 
11.7 10.0 10.1 

Race and 
Ethnicity 

4.8 6.7 0 1.7 1.6 8.5 1.6 8.3 8.3 4.6 

Other 0 0 0 0 1.6 0 0 0 1.6 .4 
*Notes significant standardized residual of +-2.0 or higher. 
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Table 9  

Percentages of ICESCR within News Coverage 

% AP 
 

CNN Reuters 
 

BBC 
 

Xinhua 
 

Al 
Jazeera 

AI HRW U.N. Total 
 

ICESCR** 30.2 20.0 16.1* 28.3 47.5* 23.7 14.8
* 

18.3 61.7* 28.9 

Women’s 
Rights 

6.3 0 0 10.0 1.6 1.7 8.2 0 18.3* 5.1 

Employment 4.8 3.3 1.6 3.3 19.7* 3.4 1.6 1.7 20.0* 6.6 
Migrants 6.3 3.3 6.5 3.3 3.3 3.4 3.3 1.7 5.0 4.0 
Workplace 0 0 1.6 3.3 3.3 0 0 0 3.3 1.3 
Unions and 
Strikes 

0 0 1.6* 0 0 0 0 0 0 .2 

Social 
Security 

1.6 1.7 0 3.3 1.6 1.7 0 0 6.7* 1.8 

Children 6.3 0 0 5.0 4.9 3.4 6.6 5.0 10.0* 4.6 
Poverty 0* 1.7 0* 5.0 9.8 11.9 3.3 6.7 21.7* 6.6 
Medical 
Assistance 

11.
1 

6.7 1.6* 10.0 14.8 3.4 9.8 3.3 26.7* 9.7 

Education 4.8 0 1.6 0 4.9 3.4 3.3 5.0 23.3* 5.1 
Culture 0 3.3 3.2 0 0 6.8* 1.7 5.0 0 2.2 
Other 3.2 0 1.6 0 3.3 0 0 0 6.7* 1.6 
*Notes significant standardized residual of +-2.0 or higher. 

**LGBT rights in reference to the ICESCR were excluded in reporting because there was no 

coverage. 
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Table 10  

Mean Scores of Audience Retweets, Likes, and Shares 

 AP CNN Reuters BBC Xinhua Al 
Jazeera 

AI HRW U.N. 

Twitter 
Retweets 

171.49 424.82 128.80 277.07 54.38 85.85 309.16 73.67 261.72 

Twitter 
Likes 

119.36 418.77 82.63 173.88 51.11 44.6 190.85 47.62 191.9 

Facebook 
Likes 

89.33 4353.4 521.25 4432 210 1598.67 2206.67 1601 658.75 

Facebook 
Shares 

45.67 3035 365 952 3 658.67 519.67 1262.67 601 
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Table 11 

Top Audience Retweets, Likes, and Shares 

 Twitter 
Retweets 

Twitter 
Likes 

Tweet  
(links not included) 

FB 
Likes 

FB 
Shares 

Post Excerpt 
(links not included) 

AP 2316 2316 BREAKING: Judge 
orders defiant 
Kentucky clerk to 
jail after she refuses 
to issue marriage 
licenses. 

119 95 … about 1,000 law 
enforcement officers 
who lost their 
licenses in a six-year 
period for rape, 
sodomy and other 
sexual assaults… 

CNN 1,812  1,788 At least 24 U.S. 
governors say they 
oppose accepting 
Syrian refugees in 
their states 

9264 12045 #KimDavis tearfully 
returns to work this 
morning and will 
continue defying 
Supreme Court 
order…. 

Reuters 293 205 Pope says govt. 
workers have 
"human right" to 
refuse gay marriage 
licenses 

1385 1197 Camerawoman Petra 
Lazlo was fired by 
Hungary's N1TV 
television station 
after video showing 
her kicking and 
tripping migrants 
surfaced… 

BBC 3475 1167 This is Alan & 
Ghalib Kurdi - and 
this is Kobane, the 
Syrian town they 
fled only to die at 
sea 

4451 950 John Sweeney meets 
a Syrian woman, 
who is looking for 
her son, on a train 
going to the 
Hungarian-Austrian 
border… 

Xinhua 178 147 Nepalis undergoing 
hardest time due to 
blockade imposed 
by India: PM 

210 3 Weekly choices of 
Xinhua 
photo…(photos of 
refugees) 

Al Jazeera 898 279 Hungarian PM: 
"We don't want 
more Muslims" 

2447 1407 Prostitution is a trade 
that thrives in the 
Philippines… 

AI 2842 2046 US bombing of 
#DoctorsWithout
Borders hospital 
MUST be 
investigated now 

5220 923 Stand up for human 
rights today 

HRW 518 746 The Brief: Enough. 
It's time for 
#RefugeesWelcom
e; lashings in 
#Afghanistan 

2547 2972 The EU must take 
URGENT action on 
refugees in the wake 
of horror in Paris. 
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Table 11 

Continued 

 Twitter 
Retweets 

Twitter 
Likes 

Tweet  
(links not included) 

FB 
Likes 

FB 
Shares 

Post Excerpt 
(links not included) 

U.N. 1817 2972 Wednesday is Intl 
Day to End 
Violence against 
Women! 

1092 1364 Premiering today at 
the 70th session of 
the UN General 
Assembly … the film 
is set against the 
stirring words of the 
Preamble of the 
United Nations 
Charter… 
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Table 12 

Top 25 Human Rights’ Domains for 2015 

Twitter Facebook Combined Networks* 

Domain Shares Domain Shares Domain Shares 
mojahedin.org 348,17

4 
theguardian.com 1,311,0

28 
theguardian.com  1,464,4

83 
theguardian.com 129,36

0 
filmsforaction.org 924,894 filmsforaction.org 933,055 

independent.co.uk 117,81
6 

independent.co.uk 782,656 independent.co.uk 906,801 

hrw.org 91,375 nytimes.com 748,404 nytimes.com 836,448 
nytimes.com 78,928 washingtonpost.com 353,773 washingtonpost.com 381,287 
bbc.co.uk 72,205 huffingtonpost.com 321,849 huffingtonpost.com 351,153 
youtube.com 51,668 bbc.co.uk 281,906 bbc.co.uk 359,775 
ncr-iran.org 42,892 inquisitir.com 254,521 rt.com 274,138 
rt.com 36,164 rt.com 233,792 inquisitir.com 255,030 
un.org 31,051 dailymail.co.uk 219,768 dailymail.co.uk 243,667 
aljazeera.com 28,296 thinkprogress.org 216,731 youtube.com 242,584 
huffingtonpost.com 25,092 hrw.org 215,294 thinkprogress.org 227,992 
telegraph.co.uk 24,494 dailykos.com 212,704 hrw.org 309,717 
washingtonpost.co
m 

24,017 aljazeera.com 206,527 aljazeera.com 236,735 

amnesty.org 22,674 america.aljazeera.co
m 

194,376 dailykos.com 217,471 

dailymail.co.uk 20,017 you.48degrees.org.u
k 

181,450 america.aljazeera.co
m 

206,379 

mashable.com 16,597 theantimedia.org 179,372 abc.net.au 186,858 
abc.net.au 16,016 countercurrentnews.

com 
175,854 theantimedia.org 184,317 

theintercept.com 15,625 abc.net.au 169,763 you.48degrees.org.u
k 

182,596 

rightsinfo.org 14,024 youtube.com 168,745 telegraph.co.uk 181,824 
huffingtonpost.co.u
k 

13,593 ted.com 165,452 ted.com 179,045 

thebiafraherald.co 12,003 huffingtonpost.co.uk 158,111 countercurrentnews.
com 

177,031 

foxnews.com 10,961 telegraph.co.uk 155,764 huffingtonpost.co.uk 173,256 
amaerica.aljazeera.
com 

10,670 smh.com.au 149,315 hrc.org 161,269 

bbc.com 10,650 hrc.org 146,798 smh.com.au 159,658 
*Combined Networks includes Facebook, Twitter, Linkedin, Google+, and Pinterest. 
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Top 25 Domains for Human Rights 

 

Figure 3. Pie graph of 25 top domains of combined networks for 2015 under the search “human 
rights.” 
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Table 13  

Point Bivariate Correlations: ICCPR and Retweets and Likes (N=546) 

 M SD Retweets Likes 
ICCPR (dichotomous) .80 .40 .08 .05 
Injustice .06 .24 -.05 -.05 
Women’s Rights .11 .32 -.03 -.05 
Death Penalty .05 .22 .01 -.003 
Physical Cruelty .33 .47 -.05 -.11** 
Imprisonment .06 .24 -.05 -.07 
Censorship .05 .21 -.06 .18 
LGBT .06 .23 .10* .20*** 
Religion  .05 .21 -.01 -.01 
Government Corruption .14 .34 -.11** -.11** 
Political Unrest .20 .40 .01 -.02 
Military Combat .14 .35 -.03 -.05 
Marriage and Family 
Rights 

.05 .22 .07 .14*** 

Refugees .19 .39 .08* .08 
Children .10 .30 .05 -.01 
Race and Ethnicity .05 .21 -.03 -.01 
Other .004 .06 -.02 -.01 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Table 14 

Point Bivariate Correlations: ICESCR and Retweets and Likes (N=546) 

 M SD Retweets Likes 
ICESCR (dichotomous) .30 .45 .04 .03 
Women’s Rights .05 .22 .04 .03 
Employment .07 .25 -.05 -.04 
Migrants .04 .20 -.06 -.05 
Workplace .01 .11 -.02 -.003 
Unions and Strikes .002 .04 -.02 -.20 
Social Security .02 .13 .02 .04 
Children .05 .21 -.03 -.02 
Poverty .07 .25 -.04 -.03 
Medical Assistance .10 .30 .05 .06 
Education  .05 .22 .05 .05 
Culture .02 .15 -.04 -.03 
Other .02 .13 -.04 -.03 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Table 15 

Point Bivariate Correlations: Government Focus Categories, Story Elements, and Retweets and 

Likes (N=546) 

 M SD Retweets Likes 
Story Elements     
Sentiment 2.46 .91 -.04 .04 
Human Rights 
Mentions 

.26 .44 .22 -.07 

Government Focus     
Terrorism .15 .36 .09* .10* 
Threat to Country .04 .20 .03 .08 
Military Support .10 .31 -.02 -.06 
International Relations .14 .35 -.01 -.06 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Figure 4. Represents the average retweets and likes for each media organization. 
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Table 16 

Source Use by Media Organizations 

% AP 
 

CNN 
 

Reuters 
 

BBC 
 

Xinhua 
 

Al 
Jazeera 

AI HRW U.N. Total 
 

Government 41.3 80* 67.7* 56.7 67.2* 39.0 11.5
* 

20.0* 10* 43.8 

AI 0* 0* 4.8 0* 0* 6.8 41* 5 0* 6.4 
HRW 0 1.7 3.2 1.8 0 6.8 0 36.7* 0 5.3 
Other NGO 7.9 10 17.7* 1.7* 3.3 16.9 4.9 11.7 15 9.9 
U.N. 4.8* 11.7 14.5 5* 14.8 16.9 14.8 23.3 56.7

* 
17.9 

Business 9.5 1.7 8.1 10 6.6 6.8 0 0 3.3 5.1 
Elite 22.2

* 
16.7 17.7 8.3 11.5 22 1.6* 8.3 11.7 13.4 

Other 
Media 

9.5 28.3
* 

21.0 31.7
* 

9.8 16.9 11.5 21.7 1.7* 16.8 

Expert 6.3 18.3
* 

16.1 8.3 8.2 11.9 6.6 5 5 9.5 

Police/Court 30.2
* 

35* 24.2 8.3 4.9* 8.5 4.9* 20* 0* 15.2 

Ordinary 
Citizen 

15.9 30 17.7 30 11.5 54.2* 29.5 13.3 13.3 23.4 

*Notes significant standardized residual of +-2.0 or higher. 
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Figure 5. Figure shows cultural dimensions of each media organization for collectivism vs. 

individualism and power distance. 
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Level of Journalism and Organizational News Production for Humanitarian News Media 

 

 

Figure 6. HNM have a combination of both journalism news production and organizational news 

production. The more journalism news the stronger the NGO journalism is present. 
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Appendix A 

HRPP Approval 

  

Kelly C. Cukrowicz, Ph.D.
Chair, Institutional Review Board for the
Protection of Human Subjects
Associate Professor, Dept. of Psychological Sciences

Box 41075 | Lubbock, Texas 79409-1075 | T 806.742.3905 | F 806.742.3947 | www.vpr.ttu.edu

August 10, 2015

Dr. David Perlmutter 
Mass Communications 
Mail Stop: 2019 

Regarding: 505336  Waving the Banner: Assessing Human rights Coverage Through 

Dr. David Perlmutter: 

The Texas Tech University Protection of Human Subjects Committee approved your claim for an 
exemption for the protocol referenced above on August 8, 2015.

Exempt research is not subject to continuing review.  However, any modifications that (a) change 
the research in a substantial way, (b) might change the basis for exemption, or (c) might introduce 
any additional risk to subjects must be reported to the Human Research Protection Program 
(HRPP) before they are implemented.

To report such changes, you must send a new claim for exemption or a proposal for expedited or 
full board review to the HRPP.  Extension of exempt status for exempt protocols that have not 
changed is automatic.

The HRPP staff will send annual reminders that ask you to update the status of your research 
protocol.  Once you have completed your research, you must inform the HRPP office by 
responding to the annual reminder so that the protocol file can be closed. 

Sincerely,
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Appendix B 

Interview Guide 

The Opening 

Thank you for your participation in this study, which looks at the new roles of Human 

Rights NGOs as potential media gatekeepers and the content they produce. This study 

will also compare the content that NGOs are producing to traditional news content to see 

what can be gained in regards to human rights’ coverage by expanding our scope of 

where we get our news. I am currently a PhD. student in the department of media and 

communication at Texas Tech University and I am working towards completing my 

dissertation; however, I have a solid background in journalism and television production 

in which I have conducted many interviews. For this interview, I would like you to please 

answer the questions as thoroughly as you can but please do not hesitate to ask any 

clarifying questions. This interview will take between 45-60 minutes but you are free to 

stop the interview at any time. Protecting your identity is very important and all 

responses will remain anonymous. Thank you again for agreeing to do the interview and 

if you have no questions we may begin. 

 

1) This set of questioning will surround the job requirements of the participant. This 

includes the process of how stories are published, to whom the individual reports, the 

general structure of the newsroom, and so forth.   

• Probing questions will be asked concerning where content is coming from 

and the detailed processes that occur in the selection process.  

2) How much do you feel that your personal attributes, background, education, and so 

forth contribute to what content you produce?  

3) How are human rights discussed at your job? 

4) How interested do you think people are in learning about human rights issues in 

general? 

5) How do you determine what sources to use in your coverage? Who do you typically 

use as sources for your coverage? 

6) To what extent do you consider your audience when writing a story?  
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• Follow up probing questions on how they consider UGC, the competency 

of the audience and if they are a source. 

7) To what extent do you feel you need to be culturally sensitive? To what extend do you 

feel you need to be politically sensitive? 

8) What would you say are some of the differences between the news content that you 

produce versus mainstream news organizations? 

9) Is there anything else that you would like to add? 
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Appendix C 

Codebook 

This study looks at the new roles of Human Rights NGOs as potential media gatekeepers 

and the content they produce. This portion study will compare the content that NGOs are 

producing to traditional news content to see what can be gained in regards to human 

rights’ coverage. This codebook has been developed to measure six major areas. Firstly, 

to measure audience interest, retweets and likes are measured. Secondly, reporter 

identification is coded by presence of reporter, the name, and gender. Thirdly, social 

institutional forces or political influences, sources, and geography are coded to better 

understand if outside groups, institutions, governments or powerful persons may 

influence coverage of human rights. Fourthly, culture is also coded as a potential 

influence on coverage. Since there are many ways to measure culture, only power 

distance and individualism vs. collectivism will be used (further explained below). 

Fifthly, human rights framework is coded by specific human rights that have been 

outlined through the U.N. Finally story elements of the news stories are coded for story 

angle and sentiment (whether the story is more positive or negative or balanced). Please 

read the instructions for each variable carefully.      

 
 
I. Identifying Information 
 
V01 CoderID: 
Identify oneself through coder number assigned. 
 
V02 Media ID: 
Code the source of the news article by news organization: 
1= AP (US) 
2= CNN Breaking news (US) 
3=BBC (UK) 
4=Reuters (UK) 
5=Xinhua (China) 
6= Al-Jazeera (Qatar) 
7= Amnesty International (UK) 
8= Human Rights Watch (US) 
9= U.N. (Various locations, US) 
 
V03a Month:  
Identify the month the article was published: 
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1= January 
2= February 
3= March 
4= April 
5= May 
6= June 
7= July 
8= August 
9= September 
10= October 
11= November 
12= December 
 
V03b Date: 
Identify the date (day) the article was published 
 
V03c Year: 
Identify the year the article was published 
 
V04 Retweets: 
Record the exact number of retweets attached to the article. 
 
V05 Likes: 
Record the exact number of favorites or likes of the article.  
 
V06 Link: 
Is there a presence of a link in the tweet? If yes, record 1. 
0= No 
1= Yes 
 
If no, stop coding and move onto next tweet. If yes, continue coding if link is to host 
organizations. 
 
V07a Presence of Reporter: 
Does the article acknowledge it was written by a specific person or persons? Please 
choose the correct option. 
0= No 
1= Staff Reporter 
2=Foreign Correspondent 
3= Wire/outside source 
4= Editor 
 
V07b Reporter’s Name: 
If presence of reporter, list name. 
 
 



Texas Tech University, Lindsey E. Blumell, May 2016 
	  

213	  
	  

II. Establishment of Human Rights Ideology  
 
This section will identify firstly Civil and Political Rights covered (based on the ICCPR) 
and secondly economic, social, and cultural rights covered (based on the ICESCR). Since 
the status of women, LGBT, and children are covered in both the ICCPR and the 
ICESCR, civil and political rights in relation to these protected groups will refer to 
voting, legal, and political rights and economic, social, and cultural rights in relation to 
these protected groups will refer to job, culture, and social standing rights. 
 
V08a ICCPR: 
Does the article refer to a right or a violation of right found in the ICCPR? 
0= No  
1= Yes 
 
If yes then, answer 8b-8p  
 
V08b Injustice in Legal System (court, kangaroo courts, voting rights, etc.) [art. 2, 14] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V08c Women’s rights in relation to civil and political rights [art. 3] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V08d Death Penalty [art. 6] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V08e Physical Cruelty/Torture/Killed - only if the reference does not specify another 
human rights issue [art. 7] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V08f Imprisonment (or unlawful treatment of prisoners – force fed, torture, etc.) [art. 8, 
9] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V08g Censorship/Privacy [art. 17, 18, 19] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V08h LGBT rights in relation to civil and political rights [art. 16, 26] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V08i Religious persecution [art. 27, 18] 
0= No  
1= Yes  
V08j Government/Police Corruption/Laws - only if the reference is to corruption in the 
government or does not specify another human rights issue [art. 14, 25, 26] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
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V08k Political Unrest (uprisings, protests, etc.) [art. 21, 25] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V08l Unlawful military combat/Use of Drones (specific army mentioned) [art. 20] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V08m Marriage and Family Rights [art. 23] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V08n Refugee status [art. 32] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V08o children (status of minors, nationality, and right to name) [art. 24] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V08p race, ethnicity 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V08q Other 
0= No  
1= Yes 
 
V09a ICESCR:  
Does the article refer to a right or a violation of right found in the ICESCR? 
0= No  
1= Yes 
 
If yes then, then answer 9b-9m 
V09b Women’s Rights in relation to economic, social, and cultural rights [art. 3, 10] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V09c Employment [art. 2, 6] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V09d Migrants [art. 1] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V09e Workplace conditions [art. 7] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V09f Unions and strikes [art. 8] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V09g Social Security/Insurance [art. 9] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
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V09h Children (child labor, access to culture) [art. 10] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V09i Poverty, hunger, housing [art. 11] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V09j Medical assistance/widespread disease [art. 12] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V09k Education [art. 13, 14] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V09l Culture denial to specific ethnic groups and races [art. 15] 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V09m LGBT rights in regards to the ICESCR 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V09n other (list specifically) 
0= No  
1= Yes 
 
V10a Human Rights Acknowledgment: 
Is the term “human rights” or “rights” mentioned at least once within the article? 
0=No 
1=Yes 
 
V10b Human Rights Framework Acknowledgment: 
Does the article refer to human rights issues according to a specific treaty/law? 
0= No 
1=Yes 
 
V10c Human Rights Framework Listed: 
0=none 
1=ICCPR 
2=ICESCR 
3= Other UN treaty/convention 
4= National treaty/convention/law 
5=Regional treaty/convention/law (for example European Court of Human Rights) 
6= Other 
7= More than one  
 
III. Social System Forces 
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The following section measures possible culture forces that exist within the fifth level of 
analysis according to Hofstede et al. (2010); Douglas (1970; 1973; 1982) measures of 
power distance (hierarchy; grid) and collectivism vs. individualism (group). 
 
Power Distance/Hierarchy  
 
V11 Social System: 
Does the article challenge (challenge can include criticize, place blame, question actions, 
and/or call to action) a function in society (host country of issue)? This refers to 
traditions, social norms, rituals, religious practices (if not related to government), and/or 
family functions. 
0=No 
1=Yes 
 
V12a Political System Within: 
Does the article challenge the government (host country of issue)? 
0=No 
1=Yes 
 
V12b Political System Outside: 
Does the article challenge a government(s) outside the country of focus? 
0=No 
1=Yes 
 
V13a Elite Society Within: 
Does the article challenge elite society (host country of issue)? This includes Private 
actors of status (celebrities, business people, or specific clergy), businesses, or 
organizations. 
0=No 
1=Yes 
 
V13b International Community: 
Does the article challenge the international community outside the host country? This 
includes transnational government organizations like the U.N., E.U., World Bank, and so 
forth.  
0=No 
1=Yes 
 
V14 Ordinary Citizen: 
Does the article challenge the individual actions of a person (host country of issue)?  
0=No 
1=Yes 
 
V15 Acknowledgement of Privilege:  
Does the article acknowledge the wealthy or upper class as having special status or 
benefits? 
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0= No  
1= Yes  
 
V16 Acknowledgment of lower SES: 
Does the article acknowledge those of lower SES specifically by lower status, benefits, or 
placement in society? 
0= No  
1= Yes 
 
Individualism vs. Collectivism 
 
V17a Responsible/cause of issue: 
Does the article place responsibility of an issue on a specific party? 
0= N/A 
1= Host Government (where issue takes place) 
2= U.N. 
3= Outside government(s) 
4= Private Sector 
5= Civil Society 
6= Individuals 
7= Non-Host Country (list specifically) 
8= Terrorist Group or Individuals 
9= Other  
 
V17b Other responsible/cause of issue: 
0= N/A 
1= Host Government (where issue takes place) 
2= U.N. 
3= Outside government(s) 
4= Private Sector 
5= Civil Society 
6= Individuals 
7= Non-Host Country (list specifically) 
8= Terrorist Group or Individuals 
9= Other  
 
V18a Party called to action: 
Is a specific party called to do something?  
0= N/A 
1= Host Government (where issue takes place) 
2= U.N. 
3= Outside government(s) 
4= Private Sector 
5= Civil Society 
6= Individuals 
7= Non-Host Country (list specifically) 
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8= Terrorist Group or Individuals 
9= Other  
 
V18b Secondary party called to action (only if present): 
0= N/A 
1= Host Government (where issue takes place) 
2= U.N. 
3= Outside government(s) 
4= Private Sector 
5= Civil Society 
6= Individuals 
7= Non-Host Country (list specifically) 
8= Terrorist Group or Individuals 
9= Other  
 
V19a Victim effects, individual: 
Does the article attribute the effects of an event to an individual victim or group of 
individual victims? 
0=No 
1=Yes 
 
V19b Victim effects, collective: 
Does the article attribute the effects of an event to the society as a whole, as in all are 
affected? 
0=No 
1=Yes 
 
V19c Individual example: 
Does the article point out individual stories surrounding an event? 
0=No 
1=Yes 
 
V20a Onus on Individual: 
Does the article place responsibility on an individual for restitution?  
0=No  
1=Yes 
 
V20b Onus on society: 
Does the article place responsibility on society for restitution?  
0=No 
1=Yes 
 
V21a Reporter’s Opinion: 
Within the non-source text, does the reporter display opinion? 
0=No 
1=Yes 
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V21b Source’s Opinion, Individual: 
Within source text, do one or more sources express an opinion? 
0=No 
1=Yes 
 
V22a Sacrifice of Individuals: 
Does the article mention an individual sacrifice(s) for the good of the whole? This can 
include censorship, rights, land, etc.     
0=No 
1=Yes 
 
V22b Individual Right over Collective: 
Does the article mention an individual right maintained in light of incongruence with 
society? For example: KKK right to freedom of speech or right to entrepreneurship for 
personal wealth. 
0=No 
1=Yes 
 
V23 Justification for Collective Cohesion: 
Does the article mention an act done for collective cohesion? For example: The Chinese 
government justified military force on Tiananmen Square for economic good of country. 
0=No 
1=Yes 
 
IV. Social Institutional Level 
This section will identify possible social institutional forces at work in news coverage. 
This is mostly concentrated on government and sources (Shaw, 2012).  
 
Government Focus: 
Within the article, is there acknowledgment of one or more of the following political 
angles of a human rights’ issue?  
 
V24a threat to country 
0= No  
1= Yes  
V24b military support 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V24c terrorism 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V24d chemical/nuclear warfare 
0= No  
1= Yes 
V24e trading sanctions 
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0= No  
1= Yes 
V24f international relations 
0= No  
1= Yes 
 
V25a Information Geography: 
This refers to the primary country being discussed in the article. If more than one country 
is mentioned, code the first country mentioned in 44b and the second country in 44c. If 
the article is calling on one country to take action about a human rights violation in 
another country, code the country in which the human rights violation is alleged to be 
taking place. 
0= N/A (The article is not country specific.) 
1= Russia 
2= United States 
3= Syria 
4= Uganda 
5= China 
6= North Korea   
7= Central African Republic 
8= Egypt 
9= Afghanistan 
10= Sudan 
11= Rwanda 
12= Pakistan 
13= Ukraine 
14= United Kingdom 
15=Qatar 
16=Mexico 
17=Greece 
18=Ireland 
19=Cameroon 
20=Iran 
21=Narau 
22=Myanmar 
23=Maldives 
24=Behrain 
25=Saudi Arabia 
26=Burkina Faso 
27=Dominican Republic 
28=Mali 
29=India 
30=Hungary 
31=Yemen 
32=Israel 
33=Guyana 
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34=Germany 
35=Libya 
36=Indonesia 
37= Croatia 
38=Palestine 
39=South Africa 
40=Tanzania 
41=Turkey 
42=Sierra Leone 
43=France 
44=Nigeria 
45=Australia 
46=Nepal 
47=Italy 
48=Ethiopia 
49=Guatemala 
50=Austria 
51=Canada 
52=Kenya 
53=Vatican 
54=Mali 
55=Japan 
56=Tunisia 
57=Hong Kong 
58=Costa Rica 
59=Liberia 
60=Congo 
61=Malaysia 
62=Bulgaria 
63=Belarus 
64=Denmark 
65=Belgium 
66=Philippines 
67=Thailand 
68=Holland 
69=Sri Lanka 
70=Guinea 
71=Colombia 
72=Azerbaijan 
73=Uzbekistan  
74=Angola 
75=Kyrgyzstan 
76=Lebanon 
77=Venezuela 
78=El Salvador 
79=Djibouti 



Texas Tech University, Lindsey E. Blumell, May 2016 
	  

222	  
	  

80=Chile 
81=Vietnam 
82=Developing Countries 
83-Bangladesh 
84=Iraq 
85=Chad 
86=North America 
87=South America 
88=Latin America 
89=Europe 
90=Africa 
91=Asia 
92=Everywhere 
 
V25b Secondary Information Geography: 
List only if second country is mentioned  
Same as above 
 
26--31 Source Type 
The following sources will be categorized into 4 different categories: government, law 
(judges, lawyers, police/detectives) HR (AI, HRW, UN), elite society (business, religion, 
other media, expert, celebrity), and society (ordinary citizen). 
 
Record the presence or absence of the following specific sources 
 
V26a Government: 
0=No 
1=Yes 
If yes, then: 
 
V26b Gender: 
0=not identifiable 
1=female 
2=male 
3=both 
 
V27a Amnesty International: 
0=No 
1=Yes 
If yes, then: 
 
V27b Gender: 
0=not identifiable 
1=female 
2=male 
3=both 
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V27c Human Rights Watch: 
0=No  
1=Yes 
If yes, then: 
 
V27d Gender: 
0=not identifiable 
1=female 
2=male 
3=both 
 
V27e Other NGO: 
0=No 
1=Yes 
If yes, then: 
 
V27f Gender: 
0=not identifiable 
1=female 
2=male 
3=both 
 
V27g U.N.: 
0=No 
1=Yes 
If yes, then: 
 
V27h Gender: 
0=not identifiable 
1=female 
2=male 
3=both 
 
V28a Business Sector: 
0=No 
1=Yes 
If yes, then: 
 
V28b Gender: 
0=not identifiable 
1=female 
2=male 
3=both 
 
V28c elite member of society general: 
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0=No 
1=Yes 
If yes, then:  
 
V28d Gender: 
0=not identifiable 
1=female 
2=male 
3=both 
 
V28e Other media: 
0=No 
1=Yes 
 
V28f Gender: 
0=not identifiable 
1=female 
2=male 
3=both 
 
V28g Expert Source: 
0=No 
1=Yes 
If yes, then: 
 
V28h Gender: 
0=not identifiable 
1=female 
2=male 
3=both 
 
V29a Police/Detective, judicial: 
0=No 
1=Yes 
If yes, then: 
 
V29b Gender: 
0=not identifiable 
1=female 
2=male 
3=both 
 
V30a Ordinary Citizen: 
0=No 
1=Yes 
If yes, then: 
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V30b Gender: 
0=not identifiable  
1=female 
2=male 
3=both 
 
V31a Other: 
0=No 
1=Yes 
If yes, then: 
 
V31b Gender: 
0=not identifiable 
1=female 
2=male 
3=both 
 
V32 Angle of Article: 
Most news stories are written from a specific point of view (on the level of a country, 
region, or city mostly). Identify how the story has been presented. An example of a 
localized story would be: In Paris, there is high security after terrorist threats, here in 
Phoenix, locals are also concerned about security (if the newspaper was based in Arizona 
for instance). An example of a host country story would be, In Arizona, 34% of the 
population are denied healthcare (not true, just an example). An example of mixed 
localized and global would be if the article was partly about Paris and partly about 
Phoenix or Arizona. An example of a global angle would be, everywhere there is a 
problem of security threats….  
 
0= Unidentifiable 
1= Host country (remains in country where action takes place exclusively) 
2= localized (taking an international story and presenting it to a local audience) 
3= Mix of localized and global 
4= Global 
 
V33 Positive vs. Negative: 
To code for this category, each section (maybe 1, up to 3 sentences) of the article must be 
identified as positive, negative, or neutral. After all sections are identified, code as 
whether or not the article is totally negative to totally positive.   
 
1= Totally negative  
2= Mostly negative  
3= equally negative or positive (or none) 
4= Mostly positive 
5= Totally positive  
 


