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ABSTRACT
REPORTERS’ ATTITUDES TOWARD AND NEWSPAPER

COVERAGE OF PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES

By

John S. Clogston

The purpose of this study was to explore newspaper
reporters’ attitudes toward individuals with physical
disabilities and to assess coverage of those individuals
and of disability issues in prestige and high-circulation
newspapers. Four attributes of news coverage of
disability (roles of persons with disabilities, disability
issues covered, story language and headline 1language
referring to persons with disabilities) were evaluated in
363 stories gathered from 16 newspapers during the first
three months of 1990. The reporters who wrote those
stories were surveyed to ascertain their attitudes toward
persons with physical disabilities, their contact with
such individuals, the newsroom environment in which they
work and demographic information.

The survey revealed that reporters have progressive
attitudes toward persons with disabilities; reporters who

had more contact with disabled persons and a positive

evaluation of that contact tended to have more progressive

attitudes toward those individuals.



The content analysis showed coverage of disability
issues, roles and headline language was somewhat
traditional but that story language was moderately
progressive.

Stories written in newsrooms with style guidelines
regarding disability tended to have slightly more
progressive roles and story language and moderately
progressive headline 1language, but were moderately
negatively associated with progressive issue coverage.

Reporters who had contact with a co-worker with a
disability wrote stories with slightly more progressive
roles and issues, but used more traditional language.

Reporters’ attitudes toward persons with disabilities
showed no meaningful relationship with whether news
content was progressive or traditional. Female reporters
had more progressive attitudes and wrote more progressive
stories. Younger reporters had slightly progressive
attitudes but age had no relationship with news content.

The study concludes that disability coverage in these
newspapers is neither overwhelmingly traditional nor
progressive. It suggests that disability activists and
journalists should focus their efforts on factors such as
style guidelines and increased hiring of journalists with
disabilities to improve the state of newspaper coverage of

persons with disabilities.
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Chapter 1

Introduction and Justification

In a democratic society, equal opportunity to
participate in all facets of that society should be a goal
of government and of private and public institutions. In
a democracy the majority rule, but one of the duties of
the majority is to recognize the rights of those who are
outside the majority.

In the past 30 years, the United States has begun to
recognize that its citizenry extends beyond white males of
Western European origin. Groups such as African-
Americans, Hispanics, Asians and women have started to
gain recognition, understanding, acceptance and positions
of power in the public and private institutions of the
United States.

But a smaller more diverse minority still struggles
for recognition of its problems and acceptance in society.
The group, known variously as disabled, handicapped,
pPhysically challanged or handicappers,! includes those

with wvisual 1limitations (including blind and visually

impaired individuals), hearing disabilities (those who are
deaf or hearing impaired) and mobility impairments
(wheelchair, crutch and cane users). Because of economic,



physical, architectural and attitudinal barriers,
acceptance of these individuals has lagged behind that of
racial minorities and women.

The mass media influence the visibility of minorities
and can have some impact on the broad social recognition
of the problems of these groups. Lazersfeld and Merton
(1957) wrote that the media confer status on those whom
they choose to cover. "If you really matter, you will be
at the focus of mass attention, and if you are at the
focus of mass attention, then you must be important." (pp.
461-62)

The importance of mass media in affecting attitudes
is outlined in the concept of agenda setting. Agenda
setting’s proponents assert that the media influence
public opinion by determining which issues and topics are
most important (McCombs & Shaw, 1972; 1977; Stone &
McCombs, 1981). Agenda setting predicts those topics
which receive more coverage in the news media are
considered by the public to be more important (Tardy, et
al., 1981).

Other theorists postulate that the media serve as an
enculturating or cultivating force--that they present
uniform and consensual versions of social reality which
influence the audience’s perceptions of societal norms and

values (Gerbner, 1967; Tan, 1982; McQuail, 1983).



Because of this pervasive aspect of media, any group
which attempts to become socially accepted can go a long
way 1in advancing its cause by enlisting positive support
from media organizations. This support includes, but is
not limited to, recognition of the group as legitimate via
accurate depiction in the media and by more than
accidental or token inclusion of the group’s members in
the organization’s decision-making apparatus.

The Kerner Commission (Report of the National
Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968) noted that
media, and television in particular, should work to
condition the audience’s expectations of what is "ordinary
and normal" in society (p. 49). The Kerner Commission
also stated that the schism between blacks and whites was
perpetuated by the failure of the media to portray blacks
as ordinary and normal, and by the tendency to portray
blacks through white eyes. The commission added that
recognition of blacks could be supported and enhanced by
minority group members who are themselves part of the
decision-making process (p. 383).

The Kerner Commission’s points regarding African
Americans are just as relevant now for this more diverse
group of individuals with disabilities. While blacks,
women and other minorities have achieved some degree of

progress toward accurate portrayal in the media and fair



inclusion in the social and professional arenas in the
past three decades, the estimated 43 million individuals
with various disabilities still lack recognition that they
too possess abilities and achievements (Bowe, 1978).

One way to achieve this recognition would be for
persons with disabilities to gain entry into positions of
responsibility in media organizations. From here, their
input into programming and other decision-making processes
could influence portrayals of persons with disabilities,
what disability issues are covered and the language used
to refer to those with disabilities. They might also
influence policies regarding further hiring of disabled
persons.

Portrayals of persons with disabilities and the
hiring policies regarding them can be affected by the
attitudes that media decision-makers hold toward these
individuals. Measurement of these attitudes can be
accomplished through the use of survey instruments.
Additionally, an appropriate way of measuring behavior of
those in media is through content analysis of a medium’s
output. While attitudes and behavior toward persons with
disabilities have been measured separately, there is no
published evidence of effort to measure both wusing the

same theoretical bases.



The problems of acceptance, equal opportunity, access
and employment for persons with disabilities in the 1980s
are no less pressing than the situation of blacks in the
19608 (Stroman, 1982). These individuals remain ignored,
or at least misunderstood, partly because of the lack of
accurate portrayal in the media (Liebert, 1975,
Hespenheide, 1988).

Much has been written about how the public views
individuals with disabilities. The social psychology and
rehabilitation literature are rich with such studies. But
the mass communication literature has virtually ignored
this issue. The mass communication 1literature does,
however, include a number of studies on the media
depiction of women and other minorities which point to
theoretical linkage with the social psychology and
rehabilitation literature paradigms on persons with
disabilities. These studies will be reviewed and utilized
in developing an instrument designed to evaluate
portrayals of persons with disabilities in media content.

This study will measure the attitudes newspaper
reporters have toward persons with disabilities and will
also analyze newspaper story content and its portrayal of
disability.

The research will seek to answer these general

questions:



--What attitudes do newspaper reporters have toward
persons with disabilities and how do these attitudes vary
with differences in individual contact with such
individuals.

--How do newspapers portray persons with disabilities?

--What correlations exist between newsroom
organizational and accessibility factors and portrayal of
persons with disabilities?

--Are there correlations between reporters’ attitudes
toward disability and portrayal of persons with
disabilities in newspaper content?

This research can provide valuable additions to
studies in both mass communications and disability areas
as well as provide valuable insights to society in
general.

While mass communications researchers have done many
studies of media portrayals of blacks, women and other
groups, they have virtually ignored portrayal of persons
with disabilities. This research can begin to fill that
gap by utilizing theoretically-based empirical methods to
study newspaper treatment of disability. Because many of
the mass communication content studies of other minorities
have been either atheoretical or tied only tenuously to a
theoretical base, this study can provide mass
communication researchers looking at other groups with a
rough framework for theory-based work in their own areas.

Although disability researchers have done several

qualitative studies of media portrayal and a number of



non-theoretically based "headcounts" of persons with
disabilities in various entertainment media (television,
movies, literature), virtually none of the media content
studies have been solidly grounded in theory and few have
looked at daily news content. This research would expand
knowledge in this area as well as in the already well-
developed area of measurement of attitudes toward persons
with disabilities. The survey of news reporters would add
a new group of professionals to those already studied by
disability researchers.

By coming up with a "snapshot" of reporters’
attitudes toward persons with disabilities as well as an
assessment of where media content stands in terms of
portrayal of such individuals, this research can provide
valuable insight into the status of disability in media
today. If the goal is to meet the democratic ideal of
equal opportunity to participate in society, knowledge of
how far society, as reflected in the news media, 1is from
this goal will be valuable and helpful to those who seek

to meet these goals.



Footnote =-- Chapter One

1 In 1light of the fact that no one term is acceptable to
all members of this diverse group, the terms "persons with

disabilities" and "disabled persons (or individuals)" will
be used throughout the text. The author recognizes that
this term may offend some, but has decided on these to

avoid confusion and enhance communication.

The study itself examines reporters’ attitudes toward
and coverage of persons with physical disabilities.
Unless otherwise specified, this text will use the term
disability to refer to physical rather than mental or
emotional disabilities.



Chapter 11

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Introduction

This chapter will first review two theoretical
perspectives which have been applied to study of
disability--deviance and minority group theory. The
second section applies these theories to particular models
of perceptions of disability. A review of studies of
attitudes toward persons with disabilities comes next,
followed by a review of studies of media portrayal of
blacks, women and individuals with mental and physical

disabilities.

Deviance vs. Minority Group Theory

Two perspectives which have been applied to the study
of persons with disabilities and others not in the power
centers of society are deviance and minority group theory.
Although these perspectives come from different roots,
Stroman (1982) noted that in the past 25 years,
sociologists have studied some groups (including persons
with disabilities) from both the deviance and minority

group viewpoints.
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Deviance theory is grounded in social psychology and
is related to role theory. Roles have been defined as
"the sets of expectations, rights, obligations, and
patterns of predictable behaviors that persons employ when

occupying particular positions." (Babad, Birnbaum & Benne,
1983, pP. 211) Parsons (1951) defined deviance as
behavior which fails "to fulfill the institutionally
defined expectations of one or more of the roles in which
the individual is implicated in the society." (p. 452)
Other social psychologists have arrived at variations on
this definition, resulting in different types and
explanations of deviance.

A fairly simple conception of deviance is a departure
or variation from the average standards of society
(Becker, 1963). This statistical conceptualization
attaches no value to deviance and can include
characteristics ranging from left-handedness to tallness.

Another type, normative deviance, emphasizes
behavioral or non-behavioral characteristics which violate
social norms or group rules (Becker, 1963). A concept
closely tied to normative deviance is stigma. Goffman
(1963) noted that stigmatized persons possess an attribute
considered discrediting and that these individuals are
considered less than fully human because of it. Stafford

and Scott (1987) defined stigma as "a characteristic of
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persons that is contrary to a norm of a social unit." (p.
80) They equated stigma with deviance, adding it can
consist of behavioral norm violations (eg; promiscuity
where chastity is prized) and non-behavioral deviations
(old age in a youth-oriented culture or paraplegia where
pPhysical mobility is emphasized).

Another aspect or definition of deviance comes out of
labeling theory. Labeling theorists maintain people are
deviant partly because norms are broken and partly because

someone else calls them deviant because of it (Becker,

1963). Labeling can have a major impact on determining
who 1in society is stigmatized as deviant. As Becker and
Arnold (1987) noted, "[Deviance] is largely determined by

the way the community interprets and codes the many

(p. 47)

details of behavior that come to its attention."”

In his comparison of deviance and minority group
theory, Stroman (1982) noted that most deviance theorists
focus on groups or individuals whose behavior departs from
normative standards (e.g. criminals, substance abusers,
homosexuals) as well as those whose physical
characteristics are different (short-statured individuals,
obese persons, wheelchair users).

Minority group theory, while also studying those
outside of the powerful mainstreams of society, has

concentrated on individuals with racial or ethnic
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distinctions. Dworkin and Dworkin (1982) wrote: "A
minority group is characterized by four qualities:
identifiability, differential power, differential
pejorative treatment and group awareness." (p. 16)

Persons with disabilities qualify as a minority group
in at least three of the four criterion qualities 1listed
by Dworkin and Dworkin (1982). With a few exceptions (for
example individuals with "invisible" disabilities such as
some learning disorders), they are identifiable by the
very cha:acteristics which make them disabled. Facial
disfigurement, prosthetic mobility aids, wheelchairs and
leader dogs all identify a person’s disability.

Persons with disabilities also have differential
power. Stroman (1982) noted that this is the case in
terms of numerical size of the group, property holdings,
income level, years of education and political offices
held. Another factor, noted by Gliedman and Roth (1980),
is that when persons with disabilities do attain power,
their disability may become "invisible" as this conflicts

with the stereotypical image of such people as helpless

and dependent. (They list examples such as Franklin D.
Roosevelt, Beethoven, Elizabeth Barrett Browning and
Sigmund Freud. "We remember FDR’s cigarette holder better

than his wheelchair." [p. 29])
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Those with disabilities must also deal with
differential and pejorative treatment. Aside from obvious
barriers to physical access and to communication imposed
by society, persons with disabilities tend to suffer
educational, vocational and attitudinal discrimination
(Tenny, 1953).

Dworkin and Dworkin’s (1982) fourth quality--group
awareness--may not be as highly developed with persons
with disabilities as with other minorities. In 1953,
Tenny noted that they did not create social crisis
threats. Part of this could be explained by the fact that
a disability is not usually shared by the individual’s
family. But political activity by individuals with
disabilities throughout the country since 1970 has begun
to establish a sense of solidarity among individuals with
various disabilities (Ablon, 1980; Anspach, 1979; Hahn,
1985; Haskins, 1976; Johnson, 1988; Krossel, 1988).

The focus of minority group theory is on the need of
society in general to accommodate members of different
groups. These political ramifications are also evident in
the civil rights movement (need for white society to open
up to and share power with blacks) and the feminist
movement (need of male dominated society to share power
with women and to accept feminist values). Deviance

theorists on the other hand, focus on ways to either
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change or control the deviant who represents a threat to
society. It is this second approach which has most often

been applied to physically disabled people.

Models of Perceptions of Disability

A set of models of perceptions of disability based on
studies by Gliedman and Roth (1980) and Hahn (1982, 1985)
springs from these approaches. This paradigm includes
four models of disability. Two models based on deviance
theory are the medical model and the social pathology (or
what Hahn refers to as economic) model of disability. The
minority/civil rights and cultural pluralism models
reflect the tenets of minority group theory.

The medical model of disability considers a person
with a disability deviant because that individual’s body
is an aberration from the "healthy" norm. Because of
this, the individual is expected to assume the "sick role"
(Parsons, 1951), which entails exemption from social and
occupational obligations and from responsibility for his
or her condition. In the sick role, the individual
becomes a patient who gives up autonomy to a health
professional and medical support network. It is
considered to be a negative but temporary state, provided
the individual puts him- or herself into the hands of a

physician.
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This model puts the focus of the "problem" of
disability on the individual’s disabling characteristic,
treating it as a sickness which must be either cured or
contained. Although the disability may affect only a part
of the individual’s ability to function, the entire person
is drawn into the sick role. No blame for the
individual’s subsequent isolation is put on society.

The consequences of this mode of thinking for the
individual with a disability can be passivity, gains (if
any) limited to individual physical recovery or
maintenance, and severe 1limits on, if not outright
suspension of, social activities.

The second model is based on many of the assumptions
present in the medical outlook. In the medical model the
handicapping characteristic is thought of as a disease and
the entire individual becomes the patient under the care
of a medical "expert". In the social pathology model, the
role of the individual with a disability is that of a
stigmatized individual or deviant who is considered out of
step with the rest of society. Again, the individual is
labeled as inferior, this time as a "disadvantaged" client
who must 1look to society for governmental or private
economic support. (Hahn, 1982)

Bogdan and Biklen (1977) noted that this economic

support is considered a gift or privilege, not a right.
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Such support "demeans its recipients by supporting the
prejudice that the handicapped are inferior people. Thus,
the crippled child becomes a poor soul whose disability
evokes pity and guilt and the spirit of giving, but also
lessens the possibility that disabled people can be
regarded as people with personalities, . . . with an

interest in being perceived as ordinary people." (p. 23)

Both the medical and social pathology models result
in what Bogdan and Biklen referred to as "handicapism" --
promotion of differential or unequal treatment of
individuals because of physical, mental or behavioral
differences. Handicapism is considered equivalent to
racism and sexism in that persons without disabilities
tend to stigmatize and avoid contact with persons with
disabilities.

In these two models, the limiting aspects of a
disability are considered to be located in the
individual--in his or her inability to compete physically
and/or economically in an environment designed for able-
bodied people. In the models which stem from minority
group theory, the "problems" of disability are those of a
society’s need to adapt its built environment, job

structure and mindset to accommodate all members of the

population, both those with and without disabilities.
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Gliedman and Roth (1980) assert that able-bodied
people blame these economic and social problems on the
physical limitations of disabled persons, not on social
oppression: They compared this to the racist or sexist
who accounts for lack of economic success by blacks or
women by attributing it to racial or sexual inferiority
rather than to systematic discrimination in society.

The minority/civil rights viewpoint is politically-
based. It puts the "blame" for limiting aspects of a
disability not on the individual who cannot walk, see or
hear, but on society’s inability or even refusal to adjust
to allow them to participate as do those without
disabilities. Bowe (1978) noted that Americans with
disabilities have suffered more economically than other
minority groups and have been segregated from the rest of
society in housing, education, transportation and public
accommodation.

A goal of disability rights activists who espouse the
minority/civil rights viewpoint would be a society based
on a fourth model, referred to as the cultural pluralism
model. Appleton (1983) defines a culturally pluralistic
society as one which "boasts a diversity of racial,
religious, cultural or ethnic groups that coexist and
interact as roughly equal members of a common politic."

(p. 22) Disability policy scholars (Vernon & Makawsky,
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1969; Phillips, 1985) noted that many individuals with
disabilities "seek to be regarded as a distinct group
which functions to enhance the physiological diversity of
4+ he larger culture." (Phillips, 1985, p. 49)

Gliedman and Roth (1980) described this as a society

i »a which markets would not ignore the millions of children
axad adults with disabilities, where politicians would woo
tIkae disability vote as energetically as they now woo black
axad female voters. In a society based on the cultural
P 1 uralism model, a disability necessitating use of such
de vices as crutches, canes, braces or wheelchairs
weould be treated much the same as is sub 20/20 vision
re qgquiring the use of eyeglasses or contact 1lenses in
co mntemporary American society. The disability does not
st igmatize individuals who wear glasses or contacts and
there is a booming economy built around distribution of
the se devices. This type of society would treat a
disability as something of no more consequence than eye
color, toe length or height.

The goals of the minority/civil rights and cultural
Plurxralism models are similar to the focus of minority
g8rowup theory. Both concentrate on the need of society in
general to accommodate members of different groups. On
the other hand, the medical and social pathology models,

like deviance theory, focus on the differences between
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individuals and society. The definition of the deviant as
being a flawed individual coincides with the medical
model. The social pathology model also concentrates on
the individual’s differentness and seeks to solve problems
caused by this differentness by funneling resources
(charity, government aid, etc.) to allow persons with
disabilities to survive in an arena separate from (and
most likely unequal to) the rest of society.

This dichotomous view of disability is evident in
studies of attitudes toward persons with disabilities. It
is also an underlying theme of media content studies of

persons with disabilities and other non-mainstream groups.

Review of Literature

The following literature review consists of two
parts. The first section covers relevant studies in the
development of scales to measure attitudes toward persons
with disabilities. The second part is a review of media
content studies of non-mainstream groups including blacks,
women and persons with mental disabilities, followed by a
detailed review of studies of media portrayal of persons

with physical disabilities.

Studies of Attitudes Toward Persons with Disabilities

While many studies have attempted to measure

attitudes toward these individuals using a variety of
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experimental and survey instruments, most have
operationalized the concept "attitudes toward persons with
disabilities"” dichotomously.

The construct known as attitude has been defined in
various ways. Guttman (1950) referred to an attitude as a
"delimited totality of behavior with respect to
something." (p. 51) Wickens and Meyer (1961)
distinguished attitude from behavior by defining the
former as "a learned predisposition to react in a certain
way to classes of objects, persons, or situations.”" (p.
740) Jordan (1968) connected attitudes more directly with
behavior when he noted that attitudes toward something
could be considered the totality of acts a person has
committed or contemplated toward that thing (p. 4). Horne
(1980) noted that the strong evidence of attitude-
influenced behavior in education (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977;
Kiesler, Collins & Miller, 1969; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975)
justifies investigating attitudes toward disabled persons.

The strength of the connection between what people
say they think and feel in an attitude survey and how they
actually behave has by no means been proven to be 100%
(Yuker, 1965). Mueller (1986) noted that in many
instances, attitudes may be poor predictors of single
specific behaviors (such as story writing by reporters)

but may be good predictors of behavioral patterns made up
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of a number of single behaviors. Situational variables,
such as social pressures or conflicting values, have also
been shown to play a role in discrepencies between
attitudes and behaviors (Mueller, 1986, Wicker, 1971).
But some researchers have made connections between
attitude theories and actual behavior of persons toward
individuals with disabilities.

Goffman (1963) noted that societal attitudes toward
stigmatized individuals (including persons with
disabilities) result in behaviors which render social
interaction awkward and uncomfortable. Studies coordinated
by Kleck (Kleck, 1966; 1968; 1969; Kleck, Ono & Hastorf,
1966; Kleck, Buck, Goller, London, Pfeiffer & Vukcevic,
1968) measured behavior of non-disabled persons toward
individuals perceived to have a disability. They found
that the interactions generally supported Goffman’s
contention that encounters with persons with disabilities
would be awkward. The subjects were found to act less
spontaneously and 1less honestly, maintain a greater
Physical distance and terminate an interview sooner with
disabled individuals than with interviewees who were not
perceived to have a disability. Psychological theorists
have speculated as to the origins of attitudes. These
include opinions arising from actual contact with the

thing in question (Amir, 1969); the attitudes of others,
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both peers and role models (Wickens and Meyer, 1961); and
the oftentimes negative attitudes toward the unknown
(Becker, 1963; Snyder, Kleck, Strenta & Mentzer, 1979).
Operational definitions of attitude developed by
researchers who have devised scales for measuring
attitudes have adhered to the idea of attitude as a
dichotomy. Mueller (1986) noted that there has been
substantial agreement among social scientists that the
attitude concept has a bipolar aspect, "an affect for or
against something."” (p. 3) Bogardus (1931) included in
his definition of attitude, the "tendency to act toward or

A

against some environmental factor." (p. 45) Thurstone

(1931) defined attitude simply as "the affect for or

against a psychological object." (p. 261)

While researchers have used a number of scaling
techniques to measure attitudes toward persons with
disabilities, the most widely used have been Likert-type
scales (Horne, 1980). Most non-Likert scales used in this
area have also operationalized attitudes dichotomously.

A number of studies used subjects’' rankings of cards
depicting children with and without various disabilities
(Chigier & Chigier, 1968; Dow, 1966; Richardson, 1966;
1970; Richardson et al., 1961; Richardson & Royce, 1968).

These measures gave a generalized rank-ordering of

subjects’ preferences.
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Instruments utilizing semantic differential
techniques have been used to form general positive-
negative dichotomies (Comer & Piliavin, 1975; Hastorf,
Wildfogel & Cassman, 1978), and of social acceptance of
persons with disabilities (Strauch, 1970).

Studies using Likert scaling techniques have measured
attitudes toward specific disabilities as well as toward
disability in general. Cowen, Underberg and Verrillo
(1958) developed an Attitudes to Blindness scale with 30
items which used four levels of response.

Lukoff and Whiteman (1959; Whiteman & Lukoff, 1962)
built upon Cowen et al., developing four- and five- point
summated rating scales to measure attitudes toward
blindness (the A-B Scale). They also developed a scale to
measure attitudes toward general physical disability.
Their Physically Handicapped (P-H) Scale (Lukoff &
Whiteman, 1959) simply substituted the words "physical
handicap" for "blind" or "blindness" in the A-B Scale.

About this time, Roeher (1959) developed a 22-item,
five-point Likert scale to measure attitudes toward
general physical disability. Other Likert-type scales
developed to measure attitudes toward general disability
include Szuhay'’'s (1959) Adult Attitude Toward the
Physically Disabled Scale; Auvenshine’s (1962) Attitudes

Toward Severely Disabled College Students Scale; and



24

Yuker, Block and Campbell’s (1960) Attitudes Toward
Disabled Persons Scale (ATDP).

The ATDP was designed to measure the extent to which
respondents consider persons with disabilities as
different from or inferior to persons without disabilities
(Yuker, Block & Younng, 1970). Forms A and B of the ATDP
contain 30 statements; Form O contains 20 statements.

The ATDP has become the most prevalent instrument for
measuring attitudes of adults and children toward general
disability (Horne, 1980; Siller, 1984; Yuker, Block and
Younng, 1970). Some of this research includes use of the
ATDP to measure attitudes of persons in helping
professions and those with varying amounts of contact with
individuals with disabilities (Jordan, 1968); and to
measure the effects of exposure to media experiences with
handicapped persons (Donaldson, 1976; Donaldson & Martin,
1977). Although some studies (Yuker, Block & Younng,
1966; Yuker & Hurley, 1987) have noted that contact with
persons with disabilities by medical and rehabilitation
professionals has not resulted in positive attitudes,
there are no reported connections between attitudes as
measured by the ATDP Scale and specific behaviors toward
those with disabilities.

Lazar (1973) modified the ATDP, creating a 30-item

Attitude Toward Handicapped 1Individuals Scale (ATHI),
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using the ATDP format and scoring, but replacing the term
"disabled" with "handicapped." Lazar, Stodden & Sullivan
(1976) wused the ATHI to study administrator attitudes
toward persons with disabilities and found it correlated
highly with the ATDP. Simpson, Parrish and Cook (1976)
also substituted "handicapped" for "disabled" to allow for
better comprehension by second and third graders who
responded by choosing among 6 smiling or frowning faces.
Linkowski (1969, 1971) constructed a 50-item scale to
measure acceptance of disability (AD) by individuals who
themselves have handicaps. This scale, based in part on
the ATDP, was found to correlate significantly with its
predecessor when administered to rehabilitation clients.
Richardson (1976) criticized the ATDP scale because
it fails to differentiate between types of disabilities.
Siller added specificity by measuring attitudes toward
blindness, amputation and cosmetic disability (Siller &
Chipman, 1964; Siller, Ferguson, Vann & Holland, 1967).
Subsequent work by Siller has resulted in the
development of a multi-dimensional measure of attitudes
toward disability. While the ATDP and other
unidimensional scales derive a single score on a positive-
negative progressive scale, Siller’s Disability Factor
Scales (DFS) measure different psychological dimensions to

attitudes (Siller, 1984). Nevertheless, Siller noted,
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"The ATDP has been and continues to be the instrument most
used in relating personality to attitudes toward the
disabled." (p. 205)

Antonak (1981, 1982) developed a Scale of Attitudes
Toward Disabled People (SADP) to provide an alternative to
Form O of the ATDP (Antonak & Livneh, 1988). The scale
was designed to be used to investigate the formation,
structure and methods of changing attitudes toward persons
with disabilities. It has been administered to 1limited
groups, but not to large, demographically diverse samples.

The Modified Issues in Disability Scale (MIDS) was
developed in the late 1980s using input from persons with
and without disabilities to better reflect what both
groups consider positive and negative attitudes toward
disability (Makas, 1988; Makas, Finnerty-Fried, Sigafoos &
Reiss, 1988; Makas, 1991).

Research into attitudes toward persons with
disabilities shows a strong tendency to measure attitudes
in a unidimensional, bipolar way, either as progressive
vs. traditional or positive vs. negative.

The following section on media portrayals of non-
mainstream groups shows a similar tendency to measure in a

dichotomous manner.
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Studies of Media Portrayal of Non-Mainstream Groups

Media content studies of groups considered to be
different have, in the past 25 years, tended to focus on
blacks and women, with some other groups such as those
with mental and physical disabilities receiving some
attention. Studies of the last group, for the most part,
have been conducted by rehabilitation and special
education researchers rather than by mass communication
scholars. With the exception of a few studies based in
deviance concepts and minority group theory, these
examinations of media portrayal of non-mainstream groups
have not been grounded on explicit theoretical bases, but
have sought answers to non-theoretically based questions
or been based on previous research which itself had
tenuous ties to formal theory.

An exception to this atheoretical trend in mass media
studies is Shoemaker’s (1985) comparison of various
conceptions of the deviance construct with accepted
definitions of newsworthiness. She postulated that most
definitions of deviance (including statistical, normative,
pathological and labeling) are incorporated to varying
degrees in newsworthiness criteria such as novelty,
conflict, sensationalism and prominence (p. 17). In such
routine coverage areas as public meetings, elections and

obituaries, Shoemaker noted that an event’s degree of
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deviance will affect the prominence of placement in the

newspaper, magazine or newscast. "Deviant events make up
much of the news content for any given day. In addition,
the more deviant a person or event is, the more

prominently he/it will be covered and the more space (or
time) will be allocated." (p. 20)

Shoemaker differentiated between deviance from a
labeling perspective (one is deviant because someone has
labeled him or her as such) and the self-conception
definition of deviance (where one’'s behavior is
deliberately deviant regardless of how he or she has been
labeled). This opens the doors for politically-oriented
groups (or minority groups) to be considered as deviants
by reporters and editors (Shoemaker & Chang, 1983;
Shoemaker & Storey, 1983). In a test of these principles,
Shoemaker (1984) found evidence that media coverage of
political groups differed depending on how politically
deviant a group was considered to be.

This newsworthiness-deviance-minority group labeling
could explain, to varying degrees, patterns of media
portrayal of non-mainstream groups such as blacks, women
and those with mental and physical disabilities. A group
which is considered worthy of media attention primarily
because of its deviance from mainstream society may be

more distant from full acceptance into society than a
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group whose distinguishing characteristics are no longer
considered the most important aspects of its members. In
other words, the kind of media attention a group
receives--not merely the presence of that group in the
news--may indicate how accepted that group is.

Although most studies of media portrayal of blacks,
women and other groups have not been grounded in theory as
explicitly as Shoemaker’s, these content studies have, for
the most part, concluded that the media portray blacks,
women and other groups in ways different from and more
pejorative than portrayals of mainstream groups.
Poindexter and Stroman (1981), for instance, noted that
television portrayals of blacks showed a history of
underrepresentation with later trends toward increased
visibility (see also Dates and Barlow, 1990). But they
also found a tendency to portray blacks stereotypically
and with negative connotations. These qualities could
also be said to apply to portrayals of women and other
groups, in print and advertising as well as in television
entertainment programs.

The following review of media content studies
examines the depictions of blacks, women and those with
mental and physical disabilities. For each group, those
studies which test an explicit theory will be reviewed

first, followed by those which seek to answer research
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questions with at least a mention of a theoretical basis.
These will be followed by studies which are primarily

atheoretical.

Studies of Media Portrayals of Blacks

Most of the content studies of media portrayals of
blacks were not explicitly theoretically based. Those
studies which were theoretical primarily took social
psychology tenets as bases, although some were grounded in
political or minority group theory. The majority of black
portrayal studies were quasi-theoretical, making passing
reference to concepts related to the social psychology

theories of deviance, labeling, stereotypes and roles.

Theoretically-based studies

Studies of media portrayals of blacks from a social
psychology based deviance perspective have tended to be
related to another area of deviance study--crime. In a
case study of crime news in St. Louis, Rudwick (1962)
noted the consequences of newspaper 1labeling of black
suspects and offenders. He cited criminologists
(Sutherland and Cressey, 1955) who observed, "The belief
of the ordinary citizen that Negroes have a much larger
number of crimes than have whites may well be based on the

policy of many newspapers of inserting the word ’Negro’
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after the name of all persons of that race who are accused
of crimes." He added race labeling confirmed stereotypes
and inflamed public opinion against blacks (p. 178).

Other studies of racial identification also were based
on this deviance or labeling principle. Dulaney (1969)
studied 1642 crime stories and found 10 cases of racial
identification of blacks and none of whites or other
ethnic groups. Baran (1973) found no significant
differences in newspaper coverage of white student deaths
at Kent State and black deaths at Jackson State and
Southern University in 1970. However, Pritchard (1985)
found that a homicide victim’s race affected the fairness
and completeness of newspaper coverage.

The visibility of blacks was studied by Johnson,
Sears and McConahay (1971) from a deviance perspective.
They found Los Angeles newspaper coverage of African
Americans was actually diminishing prior to the 1965 Watts
uprising (p. 698). This was immediately followed by an
increase in coverage during and immediately after the
disturbances (a deviant, therefore newsworthy event),
followed by a return to pre-riot coverage levels.

Although the civil rights movement had political as
well as social implications, only a few studies of black
portrayals tested explicit politically-based theories. A

content study by Martindale (1985) evaluated newspaper
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coverage of blacks from both a deviance and a minority
rights perspective. Stories were evaluated as to whether
blacks were considered from a deviant (stereotypical),
non-deviant (everyday 1life) or minority rights (civil
rights-related, minority life) perspective. Martindale
found increases in daily life and civil rights-related
coverage, but a continued paucity of stories of minority

concern during the time period covered.

Quasi-theoretically based studies

In a study of white newspapers in Texas in 1932,
Bryant (1935) found negative stereotypes of blacks in both
the urban and rural press. In a study of black news with
a quasi-theoretical base in the principles of deviance,
Gist (1932) found a tendency in white newspapers around
the U.S. to minimize all types of black news to levels
below amounts representative of the population.

Greenberg and Kahn (1970), found an increase in the
numbers of blacks in Playboy cartoons from 1956-1969.
Other studies examined roles played by blacks on evening
newscasts (Roberts, 1975) and in entertainment programs
(Hinton, Seggar, Northcott & Fontes, 1974; Northcott,
Seggar & Hinton, 1975; O’Kelly & Bloomquist, 1977). These
noted increases in the numbers of blacks on television,

but noted that they were shown in stereotypical roles.
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The racial unrest of the 1960s brought charges from
the Kerner Commission on Civil Disorder that blacks were
invisible in the American mass media (Report of the
National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968).
Stempel (1971) examined coverage of blacks by pre- and
post- Kerner news stories. Poindexter and Stroman (1981)
noted an increase in black visibility on television news
following the Kerner report.

A series of studies of magazine advertising looked at
occupational roles played by blacks (Shuey, King &
Griffith, 1953; Cox, 1970; Colfax & Sternberg, 1972;
Humphrey & Schuman, 1984; Zinkhan, Cox & Hong, 1986).
These s8tudies indicated an increased number of blacks in
magazine ads but noted their consignment to stereotypical

roles was changing slowly (Culley & Bennett, 1976).
A oretical studies

Atheoretical print studies simply looked at amount of
coverage and placement of coverage in the newspaper
(Chaudhary, 1980), or amount and fairness (Kelley, 1976;
Poindexter & Stroman, 1980; Washburn, 1981). Studies of
television content noted low numbers of blacks and their
prominence in programs (Dominick & Greenberg, 1970), in
commercials (Bush, Solomon & Hair, 1977) and introductory

magazine ads (Reid & Vanden Bergh, 1980).
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Studies of Media Portrayals of Women

Like studies of media portrayal of blacks, few
examinations of portrayal of women test explicitly
described theories. Most nod in the direction of some
theoretical concept and others are simply tallies of

gender differences.

Theoretically-based studies

Social psychologists Babad, Birnbaum and Benne (1983)
explained gender-related theories as a continuum. At one
end is the concept of sex roles, defined as "socially and
culturally defined expectations that men and women are

expected to fill." (p. 165) Further along the continuum
are the politically-based concepts of sexism, or the
prejudicial attitude which views women as inferior, and
feminism, the political movement with the goal of freeing
both sexes from the tradition of females being considered

inferior and being subjugated by males. (p. 166)

Many studies explicitly testing sex role theory
examined women’s roles as portrayed in advertising. These

included Goffman's (1979) study of pictorial print
advertising, which he noted reinforced the gender
hierarchies of traditional social structures. Mamay and
Simpson (1982) found women played three roles in TV

Commercials--mother, housekeeper and object of beauty.
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Skelly and Lundstrom (1981) found a decrease in male sex
role stereotypes in magazine ads from 1959 to 1979.

Brabent (1974; Brabent & Mooney, 1986) found
traditional sex roles were perpetuated in the Sunday
comics. Others found traditional sex roles portrayed in
children’s television programs (0O’'Kelly, 1974), cartoons
(Mayes & Valentine, 1979) and commercials (Macklin &
Kolbe, 1984; Schwartz & Markham, 1985).

A few studies tested explicitly feminist or
politically-based theories. Chavez (1985) combined a
social learning perspective with the neo-Marxist view that
male dominated society perpetuates and reinforces gender
inequality in young people through the depiction of male
dominance in daily newspaper comic strips. Newkirk (1977)
tested a conflict theory-based hypothesis and found that
publishers of traditional women’s magazines selectively
incorporated feminist views into their power structure,
keeping magazine content changes gradual and to a minimum,
thereby maintaining their original power structure.

Blum’s (1982) case study of a television adaptation

of The Women’'s Room concluded that network executives

changed the novel’s feminist themes to the 1liberal
concepts of freedom of choice within structured limits.
In an essay on feminist attacks on the wuse of

language by journalists and others, Ward (1975) noted
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feminist theories which state "that language has the power
to hold the mind in captivity, predetermining through its
lexicon and its structure, certain key social and cultural

outlooks." (p. 705)

Quasi-theoretical studies

A number of studies were based on quasi-theoretical
notions of sex roles. These generally concluded that
women were tied to or associated with traditional roles in
general news and crime stories (Foreit, et al., 1980;
Smith & Maitre, 1975), sports coverage (Reid & Soley,
1979) and advice columns (Smith & Levin, 1974). Quasi-
theoretical role-based studies of comics (Palmer, 1979)

amd news photographs (Blackwood, 1983; Miller, 1975)
vielded similar results.

Studies making passing reference to women’s roles in
television programs found stereotypical portrayals
dominated children’s programs (Busby, 1974), cartoons
(Streicher, 1974), family shows (Long & Simon, 1974),
Prime time (Turow, 1974; U.S. Commission on Civil Rights,
1977; Dominick, 1979) and programs on public television
(Matelski, 1984).

Quasi-theoretical content studies of portrayal of
wWwomen in the media based on feminism also dealt with

roles. One such analysis of newspaper content (Morris,
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1973) concluded that British and American newspapers

witheld information about the emerging women’s movement

as a form of social control. Davis (1982) found newspaper

coverage of women was sexist and stereotypical. Silver

(1986), however, found feminist charges that the press

ignored or trivialized women were not substantiated in

coverage of male and female public officials when

controlling for occupation and seniority of the officials.

Television studies based on a feminist perspective

with quasi-theoretical underpinnings contained findings

that depictions were extremely sexist (McNeill, 1975) to

somewhat sexist but gradually improving (Seggar, 1975;

1977; Seggar et al., 1981; Seggar & Wheeler, 1973).
St ocking, Sapolsky and Zillman (1977) found male
domination of women was manifested in prime time humor,
while other studies detected subjugation of women in
magazine (Poe, 1976) and television advertisements

(Marecek, et al., 1978; Venkatesan & Losco, 1975; Riffe,

Goldson, Saxton & Yu, 1989).

Atheoretical studies

Studies with no theoretical perspective looked simply
at gender differences in media portrayals (Singleton &
Cook, 1982; Downing, 1974; Lemon, 1977; Benze & Declerq,

1985; Knill et al., 1981). The general conclusions of
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these studies were that there were differences in
portrayal of males and females, but attributed this to

ne ither traditional nor progressive influences.
Studies Portrayal of Persons with Mental Disabilities

Studies of media portrayal of those with mental
disabilities have tended to emphasize deviance and the

sti g ma associated with these individuals.
Theo xretically-based studies

Nunnally (1961, 1973) conducted a large scale cross
media study of portrayal of mentally ill individuals from
a dewviance theory perspective. He found that what little
information the media presented on the mentally ill was
distorted by overemphasis on bizarre symptoms of mental
disease, which occur infrequently (Scheff, 1963; 1984).

Steadman and Cocozza’s (1978) results reflected
Shoemaker’s newsworthiness as deviance concept in their
Conclusion that selective news reporting appeared to have
Contributed to false perceptions of the criminally insane.
Gerbner, Gross, Morgan and Signorelli (1981) noted that
thoge with mental disabilities, who had already been
Stigmatized as deviant, had added cultural images of
Unpredictibility, danger and sin attributed to them by

television portrayals. Fruth and Padderud (1985) based
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their study of daytime soap operas on the need to present
less stigmatized images to alleviate discrimination

against those who are mentally ill.

Quasi-theoretical studies

In a study with no explicit theoretical grounds, Wahl
and Roth (1982) based their examination of television
portrayals on the negative stereotyping of mentally ill
individuals and on the need to recognize the rights of
this minority group. In a study grounded in minority
group principles but not theory, Bonnstetter (1986) noted

changes in magazine coverage of mentally disabled persons

between the 1950s and 1970s. She found that earlier
coverage tended to be buried and used negative,
stigmatizing terms. Stories from the 19708 were more

positive, used more progressive language and received

better news play.

Atheoretical studies

A number of studies (Cassata, Skill and Boadu, 1979;
Gerbner, 1961; Taylor, 1957) were atheoretical and simply
measured the frequency of appearances of mental illness in

the media.
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Studies of Portrayal of Persons with Physical Disabilities

Most of the content studies of media depiction of
those with physical characteristics are without a formal
theoretical basis. A majority of these come from
rehabilitation 1literature. Like the studies reviewed of
the other groups, some mention a theoretical idea. Others
are atheoretical tallies or qualitative comments on media
depiction of persons with disabilities.

The general trend of depiction of persons with
pPhysical disabilities was summed up by Gerbner, et al.
(1981), who noted that on television, "Physically
handicapped characters are few and tend to be older, less
positively presented, and more likely to be victimized."
(p. 902). In an interpretive essay, de Balcazar (de
Balcazar, Bradford & Crawford, 1988) reflected Shoemaker’s
(1985) deviance as newsworthiness concept by noting, "The
media portray people with disabilities in a negative and
unrealistic way, preferring the sensational or pitiful to

the everyday and human side of disability." (p. 34).

Theoretically based studies

In an analysis of television programming from a role
theory perspective, Donaldson (1981) examined both
visibility and the image portrayed by handicapped

characters in 1979. Image categories were derived from
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role models developed by Wolfensberger (1972) and Biklen
and Bogdan (1976). Donaldson found the images portrayed
were generally negative or stereotypically positive (e.g.
valiant individuals who successfully overcame handicaps)
"Absent were positive portrayals of handicapped persons in
roles in which their disability is secondary." (p.414)

Leonard’s (1978) examination of portrayals on
television was based on Bogdan and Biklen’s (1977) concept
of handicapism (the rough equivalent of racism and
sexism). She found that network television drama
reflected a discriminatory view of persons with
disabilities. In addition to finding low numbers of these
invividuals portrayed on the screen, Leonard noted that
persons with disabilities were more likely to be shown as
excluded from desireable groups; two-thirds were depicted
as being taken care of and three-fourths were shown as
submissive. She found that in terms of physical and
personality traits, persons with physical and mental
disabilities were portrayed as uncultured, stupid,
dependent, impatient and sloppy in dress.

Biklen (1987) based a qualitative assessment of
newspaper coverage of disability issues such as the Baby
Jane Doe and Elizabeth Bouvia cases on the handicapism
concept. He concluded that press coverage of these issues

was overridingly condescending and paternalistic.
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Two recent empirical studies of newspaper coverage of
persons with disabilities were based on handicapisnm,
stereotyping and positive vs. negative portrayal.
Yoshida, Wasilewski & Friedman (1990) found that the
traditional topics of budget expenditures, housing and
treatment in institutions were the most prevalent in five
metropolitan newspapers representing geographic regions.
Keller, et al. (1990) studied 12 newspapers at three
different circulation levels and found that persons with
disabilities were noted in feature stories rather than in
hard news stories, and that these articles tended to
present the negative impact of disability on people’s
lives.

A number of studies based on labeling perspectives
looked at the language used to refer to individuals with
disabilities (Boland, 1980; Boland Patterson, 1988;
Kailes, 1985; Manus, 1975). Boland Patterson (1988) found
that sensitivity to language regarding disability was not
as well-developed as sensitivity to language referring to
gender or race.

Liebert (1975) noted that positive and negative
attitudes toward disability are related to observational
learning (which includes watching television). Although
this theory was used as a basis for an analysis of

television and disability (Dillon, Byrd & Byrd, 1980;
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Elliott & Byrd, 1982) their conclusion that use of the
media (particularly video technology) can be effective in
breaking down stereotypes was based on other effects
research (Donaldson & Martinson, 1977; Sadlick & Penta,
1975) and not on their content analysis.

An historical-literary approach to disability and
monstrosity was wused in studies of reactions to persons
with disabilities (Kent, 1987; Thurer, 1980; Park &
Danston, 1981). Livneh (1980) outlined a number of
psychological theories which could explain the tendencies
to negatively label persons with disabilities in
literature.

Zola's (1985) examination of disability as metaphor
found disability tended to be associated with themes of
pity, fear, menace and loathing as well as the "slightly
more positive" images of innocence (the eternal child) and
of wonderment at the special talents of "super crip"
heroes (p. 5). Zola noted that media portrayals
predominently showed persons with disabilities

traditionally, as victims, patients and sufferers.

Quasi-theoretically based studies

Studies which noted but did not explicitly test
stigma and deviance theory found stigmatized roles in

literature (Kriegel, 1969; 1987; Zola, 1987), children’s
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comic books (Weinberg & Santana, 1978) and television
(Elliott, 1983).

A number of quasi-theoretical qualitative pieces in
the rehabilitation literature made passing reference to
the ideas contained in minority group theory or the
Minority/Civil Rights model. These noted inaccurate
portrayal of persons with disabilities on television
(Byrd, 1979; Longmore, 1987), and the mass media in

general (Ruffner, 1987; Thompson, 1980).

Atheoretical studies

Studies which were not theoretically based include an
early qualitative study of literature (Langworthy, 1930)
which evaluated blind characters in fiction in terms of
how accurate and how helpful these portrayals would be to
blind persons trying to make it in a sighted society. A
more recent albeit atheoretical analysis of 1literature
(Byrd, Williamson & Byrd, 1986) counted disabled
characters in literature and found an increase from 1550
to 1950. Other primarily quantitative studies found low
numbers of persons with physical disabilities in feature
films (Byrd, 1989; Byrd & Pipes, 1981) and television

programs (Byrd, Byrd & Allen, 1977).
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Summary of Media Content Studies

Media content studies of blacks, women and
individuals with mental and physical disabilities have
tended to ' approach the topic from either a social
psychology perspective (deviance, laﬁeling, role or sex
role theory) or from a political viewpoint (minority
group, civil rights perspective). There has also been a
tendency to evaluate portrayal dicotomously (positive -
negative, progressive-traditional, stereotypical-
realistic). Studies of blacks and women have measured
these concepts by evaluating descriptive language and
depiction in news stories and photos; roles and prominence

in television entertainment programs; and roles and
relationship to others in television commercials and print
advertising.

Many studies of blacks and other minority groups
focused on the number of members of a particular group
depicted. In these cases, invisibility was considered
negative and visibility positive. In studies of women,
the quality of the portrayal (or the quantity of women
shown in certain roles) has been the major concern. This
is not to say that studies of blacks and others have
ignored the quality of portrayal. But invisibility has

not been as great a concern for women.
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Systematic studies of media content portrayal of
persons with disabilities have not gone very far beyond
the head-counting stage. Although many literary and
anecdotal pieces have evaluated the content as either
positive or negative, only a few quantitative studies of
media depiction of persons with physical disabilities have
included systematic evaluations of the depictions which

were counted or have proceeded from a theoretical base.



Chapter II1

Theoretical Structure, Hypotheses and Research Questions

Introduction

The first part of this chapter outlines the
theoretical structure upon which the hypotheses and
research questions are basedf This is followed by a
description of the seven hypotheses to be tested. The
chapter concludes with outlines of two research questions

which this study will seek to answer.

Theoretical Structure

Societal perceptions of persons with disabilities can
be divided into two general types based upon society’s
willingness to accept participation of non-mainstream
individuals in everyday 1life. The first group of
perceptions is designated as traditional and is based on
consideration of non-mainstream groups as deviants
(Becker, 1963), or flawed or stigmatized individuals
(Goffman, 1963; Stafford & Scott, 1987). The second
group, called here progressive, views the non-mainstream
individual as one who has the ability and the right to

participate in all aspects of society (Stroman, 1982).1
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The traditional perspective includes the medical and
social pathology/economic models of perceptions of
disability and what has been called the "supercrip" sub-
model.? These consider persons with disabilities as
dysfunctioning (or "overcoming" that dysfunction) in a
medical and/or economic way. Because of an inability
(real or perceived) to function in a physical, social and
occupational environment designed by and for those without
disabilities, those with disabilities are to be cared for
(medically and/or economically) by society (Gliedman &
Roth, 1980; Hahn, 1982), or 1looked upon in awe as
"supercrips”" when they perform workaday tasks "in spite of
their disabilities" (Covington, 1989; Zola, 1985).

The progressive outlook consists of the minority
civil rights and cultural pluralism perceptions of
disability. These view the dysfunction as 1lying not
within the individual with a disability but in society’s
inability or unwillingness to adapt its physical, social
and occupational environments to accommodate all members
of the population (Bogdan & Biklen, 1977).

The following hypotheses seek to determine whether
newspaper reporters and the news stories they write can be

best characterized as traditional or progressive.
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Attitude-Related Hypotheses

Hypothesis One

Reporters will tend to hold progressive attitudes
toward persons with disabilities as measured by the
Attitudes Toward Disabled Persons Scale.

Both quantitative studies (Gieber, 1960; Garcia,
1967; Flegel & Chaffee, 1971; Johnstone, Slawski & Bowman,
1976) and qualitative reports (Epstein, 1973; Gans, 1979)
have found that reporters tend to hold liberal attitudes.
For the most part, the progressive perspectives toward
disability are similar to other 1liberal attitudes on
issues such as individual and civil rights.

Studies of other groups using the ATDP have found
that professionals tend to score higher (more positively)
than non-professionals groups (Yuker & Block, 1986).
Additionally, high ATDP scores have been found to
correlate positively with characteristics thought to be
held by reporters and editors, eg. positive self concept,

ego-strength and lack of prejudice. (Antonak & Livneh,

1988; Yuker & Block, 1986)

Hypothesis Two

Reporters’ attitudes toward persons with disabilities
will be more progressive when they have had a) more
contact with such individuals; or b) that contact has been
in a social or professional context; or c) that contact

has been positive.
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Allport (1958) concluded that "equal-status contact"”
between individuals from different groups tends to create
more favorable attitudes when the contact is in pursuit of
certain goals (such as co-workers in a newsroom).

Yuker, Block and Younng (1970) reported that
attitudes of persons who have had close personal and
social contacts with persons with disabilities score
higher on the ATDP. They postulated that contact in
employment settings correlates with higher ATDP scores
because this type of interaction provides information
about the capabilities and attributes of the individual
with a disability. This contrasts with medical or family
contact, which tends to focus on the 1limitations and
inabilities of the individual.

Yuker (1988) noted that amount of contact with
persons with disabilities and positive ATDP scores
correlated positively 51 percent of the time in 318
comparisons. Ten percent of these studies yielded
negative correlations and the other 39 percent resulted in
nonsignificant correlations (p. 262). However, Yuker
added that positive correlations between high ATDP scores
and amount of contact increased when that contact involved
working together toward a common goal or when the contact

is between two persons of equal status (as would be the

case with co-workers)
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Hypothesis Three

Reporters who work in a newsroom which is physically
accessible will tend to be more progressive in their
attitudes toward persons with disabilities.

McCarthy (1988) and Stubbins and Albee (1984) cited
the general inaccessibility of the workplace and
reluctance to adapt job duties to different abilities as a
reason for low employment of persons with disabilities.
This would also influence working-relationship contacts

with people with disabilities, and hence inhibit the

growth of progressive attitudes.

Hypothesis Four

Reporters who work in a newsroom which is part of an
organization with a less rigid structure will tend to be
more progressive in their attitudes toward persons with

disabilities.

Burns and Stalker (1961) characterized organizations
as having mechanistic and organic structures. Mechanistic
operations, which are most appropriate for stable

conditions, include:

--gpecialization of tasks, broken down into distinct
pieces with separate purposes for each task;

--coordination of these distinct tasks at each level in a
rigidly rank-ordered hierarchy, which assures that each
task is relevant to the specific part of the
organization’s overall task;

--importance attached to specific, local expertise rather
than to general needs of the organization.
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Organic forms are felt to be more appropriate to
operations which deal with changing situations which
cannot so easily be segmented and distributed. These
organizatiops are characterized by:

--Non-rigid, less compartmentalized definitions of duties;
tasks are adjusted and redefined to meet situations;

--Importance placed on general knowledge and experience as
the individual works toward benefitting the total
situation and goals rather than at a segmented level; and
--Communication is more lateral, consisting of networking
among workers, information exchange and advice rather than
orders from above.

Because a newsroom with a more organic structure has
less rigidly compartmentalized job descriptions, it would
be more amenable to making adjustments in job duties and
descriptions which, in turn could result in Dbetter

accommodation in order to introduce persons with

disabilities into the organization.

Content-Related Hypotheses

Hypothesis Five

News stories generally will reflect traditional
viewpoints toward persons with disabilities.

Although this may seem to contradict Hypothesis One’s
contention that reporters will hold progressive attitudes
toward disability, it is based on what Mueller (1986)
calls "gituational variables fwhich] explain the

discrepencies between attitude and overt behavior toward
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" (p. 65). Mueller cites factors

an attitudinal object.
such as social pressure and competing as causing
individuals to act against their personal attitudinal
preferences.

Journalism researchers have demonstrated that
personal attitudes and values are often but a small
component of the news decision-making process. Breed
(1955) noted that reporters are socialized into accepting
and conforming to newsroom policies and values. Others
(Baily & Lichty, 1969; Dimmick, 1974; 1979; Ettema, 1978;)
have shown that organizational, social, technical and
professional values join with personal beliefs to
influence the reporter’s decision-making process.

As Shoemaker (1985) noted, deviance or differentness

(of both events and individuals) is considered to be

newsworthy. Since newsworthiness is highly regarded by
newspapers and newsrooms (organizational), by readers
(social), by journalism practitioners in general
(professional), as well as by individual journalists
(personal), an individual journalist’'s progressive

attitude toward persons with disabilities may be
superceded by the other influences in the news decision-
making process. Thus the reporters may pursue the deviant
(or sensational) aspect of a disability story rather than

a more progressive approach.
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Traditional viewpoints are hypothesized to be evident
in three general areas: the roles persons with
disabilities are portrayed in, the type of disability
issues covered and the language used to refer to
individuals with disabilities.

Although frequency of appearance or visibility in the
media has been a common way of measuring the coverage and
portrayal of non-mainstream groups over the past 30 years
(e.g. Byrd, Byrd & Allen, 1977; Donaldson, 1981; Gist,
1932; Johnson, Sears & Maconohay, 1971; Leonard, 1978;
Longmore, 1987), simply counting the number of stories
dealing with disability would give only the roughest
estimate of a newspaper’s traditional or progressive
portrayal. In some cases, identification of an individual
as a Qember of a non-majority group has negative or
traditional connotations. Studies of racial
identification in crime stories are based on the concept
that the media specified certain individuals (blacks) in
connection with deviant acts (crime) when no racial
identifications were made for non-blacks (Rudwick, 1962;
Dulaney, 1965; Pritchard, 1985).

A similar case can be made for identification or at
least emphasis of non-relevant information regarding a
person with a disability who is associated with a crime

(for example, a headline referring to a "One-Legged
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Rapist”). This practice would be considered traditional
because it calls attention to the individual’s irrelevant
differentness; whereas a person without a disability in
the same situation would not be identified as able-bodied
(e.g8. "Two-Legged Rapist"). Therefore, other factors must
be measured to adequately evaluate coverage of persons
with disabilities.

The aspect of disability in the roles individuals
with disabilities are portrayed in is an important
element to be examined in terms of traditional -v-
progressive portrayal.

Numerous content studies of African Americans (e.g.
Hinton, Seggar, Northcott & Fontes, 1974; Roberts, 1975;
O’Kelley & Bloomquist, 1977), and women (Goffman, 1979;
Foreit, et al., 1980; Mamay & Simpson, 1982) have
evaluated content in terms of whether or not the group in
question is portrayed in stereotypical (traditional)
roles.

Measurement of aspects of story emphasis was done by
Martindale (1985) who utilized both deviance and minority-
rights based categories in analyzing newspaper coverage of
blacks. Bonnstetter (1987) used similar categories in
evaluating magazine coverage of persons with mental

disabilities.



56

Language used in a newspaper story and headlines can
also be evaluated in terms of progressive or traditional
viewpoints. Labeling theorists partially attribute the
stigmatization of non-mainstream groups to society’s
coding the details of their behavior through the use of
terms which negatively emphasize the differentness of
individuals (Becker & Arnold, 1987). Terms such as polio
"victim," "confined to a wheelchair" and "special"
reinforce the stereotypical images of weakness,
helplessness and separateness of persons with disabilities
(Boland Patterson, 1988; Longmore & Piastro, 1988).

Limited analysis of language employed by media has
been done in content studies of blacks (Bryant, 1985) and
women (Ward, 1975). These researchers came to conclusions
similar to that of Vash (1981) who noted that "Words have
the power to shape images of the referenced objects and
their choice is important in building or breaking down

”

stereotypes.”" (p. 22), and Longmore and Piastro (1988) who
stated that "All too frequently the terms used for people
with disabilities perpetuate stereotypes and false ideas."

(p.1).

Hypothesis Six

Presence of either formal or informal style
guidelines regarding persons with disabilities will
correlate with progressive viewpoints reflected in stories
about disability.
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Studies of media organizations have noted the
influence of both formal and informal guidelines (Dimmick,
1974; Ettema, 1979; Johnstone, 1976)) and arriving at a
group consensus.

Dimmick’s (1974) "Uncertainty Theory" of news
decision-making notes that news gatekeepers make their
decisions of what to cover by accepting the organization’s
formal and informal policies of what is news and that they
base their composition of news stories on organizational
policy as well as news values such as timliness, proximity
and unusualness.

Dimmick (1979) 1later cited formal and informal
policies at the organization level as one of several
layers of influence on decision-making for media
organizations in general, as did Ettema (1979) in a study
of television production and Johnstone (1976) in an

examination of highly-bureaucratized newsrooms.

Hypothesis Seven

Presence of a person with a disability on the staff
will correlate with progressive viewpoints reflected in
stories about disability.

The presence of a co-worker with a disability on a
news staff also should result in progressive disability

coverage. Dimmick (1974) included peer group and co-

worker influence as important factors in news decision-



58

making. The Kerner Commission (Report of the National
Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, 1968) noted that
media organizations needed the help of black journalists
to comprehend and cover the black community adequately.

"If the media are to report with understanding, wisdom,

sympathy on the problems of the black man . . . they must
employ, promote and 1listen to Negro Jjournalists." (p.
386). A diverse news staff which includes journalists

with disabilities could enhance the newspaper’s overall
disability coverage by using their own knowledge of the
issues, roles and language and by passing that knowledge
on to other reporters (Breisky, 1990; Dalton, 1989; Smith,
1991).

Therefore, it is hypothesized that style guidelines
and peer influence which explicitly deal with persons
with disabilities will result in more progressive coverage

of such individuals.

Research Questions

Two research questions seek to explore the collective
relationships among variables gathered from the reporter
survey and the content analysis of their stories covering

disability related topics.
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Research Question One

What demographic factors contribute to progressive
reporter attitudes toward persons with disabilities?

In their volume summarizing 25 years of work with the
Attitudes Toward Disabled Persons (ATDP) Scale, Yuker and
Block (1986) presented normative data but recommended that
other researchers develop their own norms. This research
question is a start in developing such normative data on
reporters’ attitudes toward persons with physical
disabilities.

Yuker and Block (1986) reported that ATDP scores have
generally been higher (more progressive) when respondents
are female, older and more educated (p. 20). Other
demographic variables which can be correlated with ATDP
scores are presence of journalism education and number of

years on the job.

Research Question Two

What factors influence news stories written about
disability to be progressive?

This question examines the relative importance of
different factors on predicting whether stories written
about disability will be progressive or traditional.

Studies (eg. Breed, 1955, Dimmick, 1974) have shown

that while personal beliefs influence reporting behavior,
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social and organizational factors weigh more heavily in
influencing the decision-making process.

To answer this question, the effects of demographic
factors such as age, sex and education can be compared
with the influences of professional and newsroom factors.
The relative influence of reporters’ personal attitudes
toward disability and contact experience with persons with
disabilities can also be compared to each other

controlling for the effects of the other factors.



Footnotes -- Chapter Three

l1Use of the terms "traditional" and "progressive" is based
on dictionary definitions of the words. "Traditional"”
(based on handed-down customs or beliefs) refers to the
customary manner in which persons with disabilities have
been thought of (as deviants or non-participants because
of their physical characteristics). The concept of
traditional news coverage is comprised of a number of
customary practices of either ignoring individuals with
disabilities, portraying them negatively or in legitimate
but narrowly defined ways (such as the medical, social
pathology and supercrip models). "Progressive" (moving
forward or favoring reform) represents less restrictive
concept of disability, a departure from the body-centered
concept of disability into societal- and politically-based
models (Guralnik, 1984).

2"Supercrip" is a term which has been used by both
disability activist groups and disability scholars to
refer to a role which is a variation of the medical model.
George Covington describes supercrip as "... a character,
usually struck down in the prime of life, who fights to
overcome insurmountable odds to succeed as a meaningful

member of society. Through strength of will,
perserverance and hard work, the disabled individual
achieves a 'normal life.’ . . . Perhaps the most troubling

aspect of the ’'super crip’ character is that the news
media herald as ’super human’ the achievement of a
disabled person’s life that would be considered normal,
routine and completely unnewsworthy in the 1life of an
able-bodied person. Too often, the news media treat a
disabled individual who has attained success in his field
or profession as though he were one of a kind. While this
one-of-a-kind aspect might make for a better story angle,
it perpetuates in the mind of the general public how rare
it 1is for the disabled citizen to succeed." (Covington,
1988, p. 1.)
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Chapter 1V

Methods

Introduction

These hypotheses were tested by analyzing disability
coverage in newspaper stories and by surveying the
reporters who wrote those stories. This measurement of
reporters’ attitudes and media content based upon the
progressive - traditional dichotomy consisted of three
parts:

1) A coding instrument to evaluate newspaper content
concerning persons with disabilities;

2) An objective, reliable and valid scale to measure
media decision makers’ attitudes toward persons with
disabilities; and

3) Questionnaire items to measure reporters’ contact
with persons with disabilities, newsroom factors relevant
to disability coverage and reporters attitudes toward
persons with disabilities and reporters’ demographic
backgrounds.

Disability was defined as consisting of the physical
characteristics of blindness (or visual impairment),

deafness (or hearing impairment), mobility limitation
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(conditions 1limitin ambulation or necessitating use of
assistive devices such as wheelchairs, crutches, canes
etc.) and conditions causing limited control of hands or
speech. This definition did not include mental illness
or retardation, substance dependency or Acquired Immuno-
Deficiency Syndrome. While in many cases the situations
and interests of these different groups are the same,
inclusion of the the latter grouping was beyond the scope
of this research.

Sixteen newspapers representing the prestige press
and the highest circulation dailies in the United States
(see list in Appendix A) were analyzed for three months.

The prestige newspapers were taken from lists
compiled by Stempel (1961) and Merrill and Fisher (1982).
These newspapers’ coverage of issues is considered
significant "because of both their influence on the public
and their influence on other newspapers. These newspapers
might be termed the opinion leaders of the newspaper
industry. e« « « Their performance is something of a gauge
of the performance of the press as a whole because they
represent the bes; in American journalism." (Stempel,
1961, p. 158)

The eleven prestige dailies were supplemented by five
other newspapers from the top 10 circulation leaders

(Editor and Publisher Yearbook, 1989). One of these, USA
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Today, is distributed nationally; the other four are high
circulation dailies distributed in the first and sixth
largest metropolitan statistical areas. Because of their
widespread distribution, it was felt that these newspapers
are also influential in the newspaper industry.

The universe of reporters surveyed was derived from
the bylines of disability stories analyzed.

Reporters who wrote articles on disability were
surveyed because although editors play a big role in the
news decision-making process, it is the reporter who makes
contact with the story source and who makes most of the
initial choices involving how a story will be covered and
written (Dimmick, 1974).

A review of the measurement instruments used to

gather the content and survey data follows.

Content Analysis

The content hypotheses, whether newspaper stories
reflect traditional or progressive viewpoints in their
portrayals of persons with disabilities were tested by
analysis of newspaper stories. Only stories in which at
least 50 percent of the paragraphs dealt with disability
issues or persons with disabilities were included in the
analysis. Only stories written by the newspapers’ own

reporters were analyzed. No syndicated or wire copy,
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stories by stringers or freelancers, letters to the editor
or unsigned editorials were analyzed. Hard news stories
and features by the newspapers’ own reporters were
included.

Four variables indicative of media content’s
progressive or traditional tendencies were measured.
These were roles persons with disabilities were shown in,
the aspect of the issues covered in the story and language
used to refer to individuals with disabilities in the

stories themselves and in the headlines.

Roles of Persons With Disabilities

Roles of persons with disabilities were categorized
in terms of five subgroupings of the traditional and
progressive viewpoints (Gliedman & Roth, 1980; Hahn, 1982;
1985).

The traditional models view those with disabilities as
malfunctioning in a medical or economic way. The source
of disability-related limitations lies within the
individual; society’s role is to either cure or maintain
the individual medically or economically. In extreme
cases, the individual is considered to be deviant or less
than human because of the disability.

In the medical model, the emphasis is on the

individual’s physical disability as an illness. The
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individual is portrayed as dependent on health
professionals for cures or maintenance. This also
includes stories which focus on the physical aspects of an
individual’s disability. A story portrayal fitting this
category could be about the medical ramifications of
hearing 1loss or could cover the physical changes a high
school athlete goes through after losing a leg.

The supercrip model is a subcategory of the medical
model. Individuals in this role are also focused on
because of the deviant nature of the physical
characteristics of their disability compounded by the fact
that they deviate from the traditional concept of
"disabled person” by 1living normal lives "in spite of
their disabilities." The individual with a disability is
portrayed as deviant (either superhuman in the case of
rock-climbing paraplegics and those pushing their
wheelchairs across Canada or simply "special” in the case
of a story about two teenage boys with cerebral palsy who
live "regular" lives). This role reinforces the idea that
persons with disabilities are deviant--that this person’s
accomplishments are amazing for someone who is less than
complete. The emphasis on how unusual this is presents
them in a deviant manner.

In the social pathology model, the person with a

disability is portrayed as a disadvantaged client who
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looks to the state or to society for economic support
which 1is considered a gift rather than a right. The
individual with a disability is portrayed as a passive
recipient of government or private economic support.
These portrayals often occur in coverage of telethons and
stories about the impact of federal budget cuts on
programs affecting persons with disabilities.

The progressive viewpoint places the major disabling
aspect of a person’s disability in society’s inability to
adapt its physical, social or occupational environment and
its attitudes to accomodate those who are different.

The minority/civil rights model portrays people with
disabilities as members of a minority group dealing with
legitimate political grievances of persons with
disabilities. The individual is more than simply a person
with a disability, but is involved in disability rights
political activities. Stories which cover actions
demanding equitable bus service or anti-discrimination
efforts by persons with disabilities fall under this
model.

In the cultural pluralism model, a person with a
disability is considered a multi-faceted individual, whose
disability is just one aspect of many. No undue attention
is paid to the disability. The individual is portrayed as

are others without disabilities. These roles would be
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found in stories about public figures with disabilities,
such as Stevie Wonder, which emphasize aspects other than
their disabilities, or a story about a mayoral candidate
who happens to have an artificial leg.

To measure disability roles, each article was
evaluated as being in one category. When one individual
with a disability was the main focus of the story, the
dominant aspect of the role was assigned. When there was
no such individual, the predominant aspect of the roles of
all of those with disabilities was coded.

One possible problem existed in the content analysis
because some stories covered from the cultural pluralism
viewpoint may not have identified individuals with
disabilities as such. Except in cases of well-known
persons with disabilities (e.g. Roy Campanella, Steven
Hawking, Stevie Wonder), content analysis would not be
sufficient to identify such stories as dealing with
disability. Question 5 in the occupation-specific survey
was designed to enlist the aid of the surveyed reporters
in identifying such stories so they could be included in
the content analysis. Although this identified few such
stories (and was limited to those identified as such by
responding reporters), the survey response and telephone
contact with reporters (where necessary) attempted to

include these stories in the study.
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A more complex difficulty arose in cases where the
motivation of the reporter or of the newsmaker for not
mentioning the newsmaker’s disability may be traditional
rather than progressive. An historical example of this
would be the press coverage of Franklin Roosevelt.
Gallagher (1985) notes that the nation, the press and
Roosevelt himself agreed to ignore the president’s
disability because "In a very real way a nation does not
want a crippled man as its President; it does not wish to
think of its leader as impaired." (p. 96).

While it is virtually unthinkable that any present-
day public figure could divert attention away from his or
her own disability as Roosevelt did, it is possible that
non-public figures in the news could be covered without
mention of a disability because a reporter held the

attitude that a disability is something to be ashamed of.

Issues

The issues covered by the stories were categorized as
either progressive or traditional as detailed in Appendix
B (pp. 171-172). 1Issues were determined to be progressive
or traditional based on how they intuitively fit the
models used in determining roles. Specific issue topics
were developed in a pilot study of newspaper content

(Clogston, 1990). Traditional issues included medical,
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government and private support for persons with

disabilities, institutionalization, victimization, special

education and employment. Progressive issues dealt with
access, discrimination, consumer issues, independent
living, mainstream education and general employment.

Stories which did not deal with disability issues were
coded as neither traditional nor progressive when they
were personal accounts of an individual, focusing on his
or her disability. Stories which dealt primarily with
another issue but included an aspect of disability which
was noted but not focused upon were also coded as neither
progressive nor traditional.

One difficulty in determining whether coverage is
traditional or progressive based on issues covered (and to
a lesser extent roles) is that there is no way content
analysis can evaluate the universe of news stories
available to be covered on a particular day. A reporter
does not necessarily ignore a progressive story to cover a
traditional one. Therefore, this study is limited by the
constraints of content analysis to evaluating what issues

were covered and actually appeared in the newspaper.

Language

Longmore and Piastro (1988) list objectionable and

preferable terms used to describe persons with
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disabilities. They note that certain terms, such as "deaf
and dumb", "confined to a wheelchair" and "cripple", are
objectionable because they tend to apply stereotypical or
traditional 1labels to persons with disabilities. Other
terms (for example hearing and speech impaired, wheelchair
user and person with a disability) are preferable or
progressive because they do not categorize individuals as
inferior, passive or helpless.

Using this and other language statements (Chestnut-
Kobyra, 1987; Grein & Breisky, 1990; Michigan Department
of Labor, 1988; 1989; National Easter Seal Society, 1989;
Peters, 1984; The Research & Training Center on
Independent Living, 1987) as guidelines (see also Appendix
B, pp. 172-182) terms used to refer to persons with
disabilities were counted and the percentage of
traditional and progressive terms was computed.

The Headline Language variable was determined using
the same criteria as the story language, except that only
the headlines and sub-heads were evaluated.

Reliability for the content categories was assessed
by pretesting a number of articles to determine intercoder
reliability in assessing the aspects of disability covered
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