News Biases


Introduction


	News media is omnipresent. Many people rely on the media for accurate information on which to base a presidential vote or make an economic investment; however, this news may not always be unbiased. Unfortunately, since its inception, journalism has been, at its core, an industry. It is a basic rule of business that to be successful one must create a product that is attractive to the public. In the cutthroat market where newspapers are battling television programs and broadcasting stations are competing for ratings, it is necessary to create the most compelling stories to survive, even if this may mean distorting the facts of a situation. This raises the question: what is the role of media in society, to captivate an audience or to relay a factual societal message? Bias in the news exists because media is more concerned with creating a compelling story than an accurate one.


Literature Review


	Within his article “News Content: Four Informations Biases That Matter,” Bennet argues the role of the media is to present thematic news that fits into a broader social context. Currently, however, news is filled with bias, of which he identifies four types. First, he mentions the bias personalization: the tendency for a story to detail the experience of an individual which can mean larger underlying issues are forgotten. The second biased identified is dramatization which is when media focuses on conflict to create an intriguing story. The news stresses the theatrics and neglects important issues like poverty. Next, Bennet defines fragmentation as the habit of media to provide little social context for stories. He believes news should be linked in a chronological way to form a more complete view of society. Finally, Bennet identifies the authority disorder bias. The media continuously discuses authority, such as the government, and what this authority is doing to establish order in society (Bennet, 2009).


	Bennet's biases were supported with the article “The Impact of Newspapers on Consumers Confidence: Does Spin Bias Exist?”. This article claims that in order to be competitive, media uses a "spin bias” or in other words, it slants the facts to create a more memorable piece (Alsem, Brakman, Hoogduin & Kuper, 2008). It can be reasonably inferred that any of Bennet's bias could be used to create a “spin bias” and thus make a piece of news more competitive. In addition, researchers found statistically significant data to not only support the existence of the “spin bias” but to make assertions about its effects. In a study of Dutch newspapers, researchers found when the “spin bias” was present in articles about the economy it had a temporary but profound effect on consumer confidence (Alsem et al., 2008). Bennet's proposed biases exist in order to create an enthralling story, and this “spin” can effect the opinions of the public.


Method


	A variety of sources were examined in search of Bennet's biases. The first was the video clip “Americans Ambushed by Pirates,” a story featured on ABC, which details the death of an American man shot by pirates while sightseeing on a Texas lake. A 911 call makes up a majority of the video, and then, a brief statement it made about border security (ABC News, 2010). The other news clip, CNN's “Obama Under Pressure to Improve the Economy,” discusses the state of the economy and Obama's desire to fund new policies. It contains several soundbites of the president and John McCain (CNN, 2010). Finally, “In Salon Shootout Officer's Well-Aimed Bullets,” an article from the New York Times, tells the story of a robbery at a hair salon which is foiled by a police officer who just happened to be a customer of the salon (Riviera, 2010).


 Results 


	 All of the stories examined contain evidence of spin, and Bennet's biases are easily identifiable. The first clip examined was ABC's “Americans Ambushed by Pirates”. This clip contains all of Bennet's biases. It focuses on the experience of one woman whose husband was shot by pirates. It uses personalization to create an intriguing story by explaining her case in detail and making viewers feel her anguish. In addition, a majority of the clip is composed of the woman's 911 call, so it is even more individualized. This also contributes to dramatization. The panic within the 911 call intensifies the clip. This audio was not necessary to the facts of the story but gives dramatic flair making it more interesting to consumers. Also, the bias of fragmentation is present. While the reporter does mention that there have been other instances of violence, these cases are not well explained. In addition, little information is given about the underlying issues leading to this violence. The story suggests a possible solution, but this serves only to create the final Bennet bias. The reporter explains that Texas is urging the government to better patrol the boarder thus forming the authority disorder bias: the news discusses the government as an authority who is being asked to reestablish order. The Bennet biases in this clip, in particularly personalization and dramatization, are used to enthrall the audience.


	The second news clip analyzed was CNN's “Obama Under Pressure”. This news clip contained all four of Bennet's biases as well. Some of the first images of the clip are families which automatically personalizes the media and forces viewers to become emotionally involved.  To add to the personalization, this video features many soundbites of Obama which emphasizes Obama as a person over what he is doing to fix the economy. Furthermore, these soundbites dramatize the news by creating a storyline about Obama's battle against congress. This is added to make the piece more marketable than simply cold hard facts about the economy. The soundbites also contribute to fragmentation because they only contain one-liners instead of entire speeches. In fact, this story is taken largely out of context. There is no background information given on the economy and only some talk about what Obama wants to do in the future. There is no discussion on how these stimulus plans of Obama's would effect the nation in the long term. It also contains the authority disorder bias by posing the question of whether or not Obama, the authority, can restore order to the nation's economy. These biases create a more compelling story by creating emotional attachment for the viewers and then building a conflict of Obama versus congress which must be solved.


	In Ray Rivera article “In Salon Shootout, An Officer's Well-Aimed Bullets,” three of Bennet's biases can be observed. The first is dramatization. Within the first sentence of the article, an intense shootout is already mention. It builds suspense by describing the showdown between the officer and the criminals. This article has little to no societal value beyond the fact that it is interesting and intriguing. It does not address any major issues like poverty or the economy. It is very fragmented. Events within the article do not take place in chronological order nor is any context provided to explain why this particular crime is important. It gives no history on how this particular crime fits into a political or economic societal scheme. In addition, this article presents the authority disorder bias.  The authority figure of the police woman is able to create order by subduing the disorderly criminal. This particular story could not be more marketable if it was fiction. The biases used do an excellent job of forming a captivating tale.


Discussion


	Survival of the fittest is an age old principle that, when applied business, means companies must find a way to make themselves competitive or else fail. Such is the case with the media. In the modern age there are millions of sources from which to get news updates, and those that are successful are those that have mastered the art of storytelling. Based on the analysis of several news pieces, it seems reasonable to conclude that Bennet's biases do exist. These biases appear in both television broadcasts and newspapers and each type of bias seems to appear at an equal rate. These finding support Bennet's argument that the media tends to ignore underlying issues in favor of dramatic stories; however, this bias exists so the media industry can survive. It is easy to support Bennet's accusations against the media industry, but it would be more accurate to blame consumers for these biases.


	It is as simple as supply and demand: the stories in the media reflect what citizens want to watch and read. These dramatized stories may not be accurate; however, there is no doubt that they are entertaining. These types of stories are not necessarily harmful. These biases only become problematic when the people rely on this media for fact. Then, as seen in the Alsem article, these “spin biases” can lead to social unrest (Alsem et at. 2008). It seems that it would be difficult for the media to reduce these types of biases and survive in a competitive market.  The only way for the media to improve is for public taste to improve. If the public were to buy or watch media focusing only on underlying, thematic issues and not dramatic tales, the industry would produce more complex reporting. In reality, the responsibly lies with the consumers. 
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