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S Y N 0 P S I S

Objective. Health advocates increasingly use the news media to educate
the public. However, little is known about what motivates individuals to pay
attention to health news. This study investigated which characteristics of TV
health news stories attract viewer interest.

Methods. The authors surveyed airport patrons, the audience of a public
health symposium, and municipal jurors, asking which attributes of TV health
news stories encouraged interest and which attributes discouraged interest.
The authors ranked mean responses and compared them using Spearman
rank correlations.

Results. The rankings assigned by the three samples were highly correlated.
Respondents reported being most attracted to health stories about person-
ally relevant topics. Interestingly, they also reported that sensational story
elements such as "showing a bloody or injured person" and "being action
packed" did not substantially influence their attention.

Conclusions. This study suggests that viewers, regardless of their level of
health knowledge, value the same attributes in TV health news stories.
Emphasizing the personal relevance of health topics appears to be a viable
strategy to capture viewer interest. Conversely, the tendency of broadcast
news to sensationalize stories may be distracting in the case of health news.
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H istorically, the credo of local TV news
has been "If It Bleeds, It Leads." In
addition to graphic imagery, broadcast
journalists prize novelty, timeliness,
human interest, conflict, scandal, and

celebrity involvement.'-6These news value or newswor-
thiness criteria guide the selection of health stories that
receive coverage'-7 as well as their focus.3'8

Health advocates increasingly use the news media
as a vehicle to educate the public, and many have
become quite skilled at accentuating the newsworthi-
ness of stories to secure coverage.6 Yet while the news
value standards used by reporters are well understood,
little is known about the criteria that viewers use to
decide which health news stories to watch. This lack of
understanding is of particular concern given that, on
average, viewers remember less than a quarter of the
information9 and story topics'0-2 presented in a typical
newscast. Thus, broadcasting health information into

America's homes does not guarantee that it will reach
occupants even if they are watching TV.

Communication scholars have investigated the char-
acteristics of news stories that drive viewer interest,
attention, and information recall. However, the general-
izability of these findings to health news is question-
able. In studies conducted by the broadcasting industry,
health news is frequently rated by viewers as the cate-
gory of news that interests them most.'4-'6 In addition,
health information is highly personal, and individuals
actively seek it out.'3 Since viewers will purposefully
tune in to see a story about a health topic of concern,
news producers increase the volume and prominence of
health news during sweeps, the four periods each year
in which audience size determines the price of commer-
cial airtime.'7

The goal of this study was to determine which
attributes of TV health news stories attract viewers and
which deter them. The study design was guided by
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Fishbein and Ajzen's Expectancy-Value Model, which
quantifies attitude as the sum of beliefs about a given
object or behavior (expectancy) weighted by the posi-
tive or negative value associated with these beliefs.'8
While each individual forms attitudes based on his or
her own beliefs, Ajzen and Fishbein assert that a set of
salient beliefs common to a given population can be
identified. 19

In an earlier publication, present author CPC
described three studies that explored viewer attention
to TV health news.20 In the first study, interviews and
focus groups were used to identify 39 story attributes
that may have influenced viewers' attitudes about
watching TV health news segments. In the second
study, a survey was used to quantify how these beliefs
would affect viewers' attention to a TV news story.
Finally, the third study employed an experimental
design and used regression analysis to pinpoint
the expectancy-value judgments that are the most

potent determinants of viewer interest in TV health
news stories.2'

The present report presents data from the second
study.

Sample. Airport patrons. The investigator, present
author CPC, recruited 248 respondents at the Balti-
more-Washington International Airport in March 1998.
The inclusion criteria were: being at least 18 years old
and residing in the United States. The study form
advised participants that completing the survey implied
consent.

The airport sample included participants from 36
US states and the District of Columbia, ranging in age
from 18 to 81 years (median = 40 years). Just under half
(49%) of the respondents were male. The vast majority
(71%) of respondents viewed themselves as "middle
income;" only 9% identified themselves as "low
income," and the remainder (20%) considered them-

PUBLIC HEALTH REPORTS * JULY/AUGUST 2000 * VOLUME 1115 333



selves "high income." More than half (55%) of the
respondents were married. Fifty-nine percent of the
sample said they had graduated from college, with 28%
holding advanced degrees.

Audience at public health symposium. The second sam-
ple consisted of 209 people attending a three-hour pub-
lic health symposium hosted by Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity in April 1998. The symposium explored the
evolution of the Surgeon General's Office; speakers
included nine former Surgeons General and the current
Surgeon General, David Satcher. Study participants
were recruited while they were waiting to be seated and
were advised that completing the survey implied con-
sent. The respondents ranged in age from 18 to 63
(median = 27 years). The majority of the symposium
sample were public health graduate students; 86% of
the sample reported being enrolled in school either on a
full-time or part-time basis. Respondents were highly
educated: 96% had earned a college degree, and 69% a
graduate degree. Thirty-eight respondents (18%)
reported that they were physicians. Respondents were
predominantly female (67%) and unmarried (73%).

Jury pool. In June and July 1998, 458 respondents were
recruited from the jury pool of the Circuit Court for
Baltimore City. Jurors signed consent forms prior to
participating in the study. The ages of participating
jurors ranged from 20 to 76, with a median of 45 years.
Sixty-five percent of the sample was female. Thirteen
percent of the sample classified themselves as "low
income," 14% considered themselves to be "high
income," and the remainder (73%) reported that they
had a "middle income." Roughly half were married
(48%), and slightly more than half had completed col-
lege (53%). (See "The Jury Pool: An Untapped Source
of Research Participants," pp. 332-333.)

Measures. In the earlier study, author CPC used in-
depth interviews and focus groups to investigate how
viewer attention to TV news stories is determined.20
Three primary dimensions were identified: personal
salience, news value, and journalistic practices. Quotes
and transcripts were used to generate a list of 39 attrib-
utes distributed across the three dimensions (for exam-
ple, "giving me useful information,, reporting new
information," "making something more important than
it really is").

A survey instrument was designed to assess the rela-
tive importance of the 39 attributes in determining

viewer interest in TV health news. The questionnaire
asked respondents to indicate how each item "would
affect your attention to a TV news story about a
HEALTH or SAFETY issue." Respondents in the air-
port and symposium samples rated each item using a 5-
point scale:

I would
definitely
pay less
attention.

-2

I would
probably
pay less
attention.

-1

I am I would
not probably
sure. pay more

attention.

0

I would
definitely
pay more
attention.

2

This behaviorally oriented response scale was modeled
after one used by Bagozzi in an expectancy-value analy-
sis of attitudes toward the act of donating blood.22

The jury pool sample completed an abbreviated ver-
sion of the original survey consisting of the 22 items
that had been ranked as the most salient by the airport
sample plus two exploratory items: "showing dramatic
pictures" and "presenting the story in a sensational
way." In addition, the middle category of the response
scale was changed from "I am not sure" to "It would not
affect my attention." This change was made based on
verbal feedback from the previous two samples.

A special effort was made to format the self-
administered questionnaire in a way that would be
comprehensible to all respondents regardless of their
level of education. The Flesch-Kincaid formula23 rated
the 39-item questionnaire as written at the 5.8 grade
level and the 24-item version as written at the 6.2 grade
level.

METHODS AND RESULTS

For each of the three samples, we calculated a mean
rating for each questionnaire item. We examined the
frequency distribution for each item to verify unimodal-
ity and ran one-sample t tests to determine whether the
mean scores truly differed from zero. We then ordered
items by their mean scores and used Spearman rank
correlations to compare the item rankings assigned by
the three samples.

The mean item ratings ranged from 1.60 to -1.11
for the airport sample, 1.60 to -1.05 for the symposium
sample, and 1.71 to -1.16 for the jury pool sample
(Table 1). We found the frequency distributions of all
items to be unimodal. Thus, positive means indicate
that an attribute generally enhanced attention, and neg-
ative means that an attribute generally discouraged
attention. T tests indicated that five items did not differ
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Table I. Mean ratings, by sample, for 39 ittributes of TV news stories
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The challenge that confronts health advocates is framing
news stories to appeal to both media gatekeepers and
the public.

significantly from zero in at least one sample; thus
these attributes did not substantially affect attention.
These five items were "being action packed," "present-
ing the topic in a sensational way," "involving scandal,"
"showing a bloody or injured person," and "reminding
me of something unpleasant."

Rankings of 39 items. For the airport and symposium
samples, we ranked the 39 story attributes by their
means and compared them using a Spearman rank cor-
relation. We found a 0.98 correlation (P < 0.00 1)
between the ranks assigned by the two samples.

Rankings of 24 items. Since study participants from
the jury pool completed an abbreviated survey, we elim-
inated the extra 15 items from the airport and sympo-
sium data and performed a matched comparison of
rankings of the remaining 24 items. Table 2 shows the
rankings, by mean ratings, for the three samples. We
compared these rankings using Spearman rank correla-
tions and found a 0.97 correlation between rankings for
the jury pool and airport samples, a 0.96 correlation
between rankings for the jury pool and symposium sam-
ples, and a 0.94 correlation between rankings for the
airport and symposium samples. All of these correla-
tions were significant at the 0.001 level.

D I S C U S S IO N

The results of this study suggest that adult viewers,
regardless of their health knowledge, value the same
elements of TV health news stories. The three samples
ranked the story attributes in a remarkably similar man-
ner. This result is consistent with Wulfemeyer's findings
of a high degree of homogeneity in the topical interests
and content preferences of local TV news viewers.24

In general, viewers responded positively to many of
the traditional newsworthiness criteria used by jour-
nalists such as "reporting new information," "being
about something unusual," and "being entertaining."

However, the more sensational elements of news value
such as "showing a bloody or injured person," "being
action packed," and "involving scandal" did not sub-
stantially influence participants' interest. This finding
suggests that viewers-or at least well-educated mid-
dle- to high-income viewers-may use somewhat dif-
ferent criteria to evaluate health stories from those
they apply to other categories of news. Industry case
studies suggest that the survival of local TV news pro-
grams is dependent on hyping headline news: in sev-
eral markets, newscasts that decreased the sensation-
alism of their coverage suffered devastating declines in
their market share.25

The top-ranked attributes generally revolved around
the common theme of personal salience. Viewers were
most attracted to news stories that touched their lives.
This finding was not unexpected; the power of personal
salience to capture the attention of news viewers is well
documented in the communication literature. 12,26,27
Thus, this study suggests that emphasizing the rele-
vance of a health topic to viewers may be an effective
strategy to capture their interest.

Stories about more novel, less prevalent health
problems frequently receive more media attention
than topics of common concern. As a result, a wide
discrepancy often exists between the amount of news
coverage that a problem receives and its public health
significance.28-3' The findings of the current study pro-
vide a compelling case for remedying this imbalance.
Covering prevalent problems and those associated
with high mortality levels guarantees that stories will
be personally salient to many viewers and attract their
attention.

While the generalizability of our findings is
strengthened by the similarity in results across samples,
it should be noted that all three groups were better edu-
cated and had higher incomes than the general popula-
tion. In addition, the two lay samples (urors and airport
patrons) may have included an overrepresentation of
individuals who were highly interested in health and
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Viewers will purposefully tune in to a news program to
see a story about a health topic that interests them.

medical issues, as a result of convenience sampling.
Thus, the lay and health-knowledgeable samples may
be less distinct than they appear on the surface. A
definitive test of the generalizability of our findings
would involve a randomly selected national sample.

In summary, the results of this study suggest that
personal relevance, not sensation, drives viewer inter-
est in health stories. Thus, the "If It Bleeds, It Leads"
approach does not seem to apply in the case of health
news. The challenge that confronts health advocates
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is framing news stories to appeal to both media gate-
keepers and the public. If a story is ignored by the
news media, its appeal to the public is moot. How-
ever, pandering to sensationalism seems to be equally
misguided if educating the public is the ultimate
goal.
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