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Abstract 

This thesis offers an analysis of the reporting on unemployment, social welfare and 

the environment in the quality press in Australia, Belgium, France and the United 

Kingdom. The findings of this research are based on news about these issues 

provided in a sample of two constructed weeks in 1998. The quality papers chosen 

for analysis are: The Age and The Australian (Australia), De Standaard and Le Soir 

(Belgium), Le Figaro and Le Monde (France), The Guardian and The Times 

(England). 

This thesis starts by examining the history and the principles governing the press in 

the countries analysed, underlining the differences between the Anglo-Saxon and the 

Continental press, mainly in terms of relations between the press and the State. It 

questions the importance attributed to freedom of expression in a climate where the 

concept is still analysed in terms of freedom from government intervention, while the 

role played by business is generally accepted as unavoidable. 

This research found that quality newspapers overall present social issues as primarily 

economic issues, often neglecting their more social aspects. The world promoted is 

one which is best run by business, while the role of governments as possible 

managers of the environment and unemployment, and to some extent social welfare, 

is largely dismissed. The press analysed does this with varying degrees, depending 

on general attitudes held within countries and on the 'culture' of each newspaper. 

This research clearly shows the existence of particular newspaper 'cultures'. Each 

newspaper has its own priorities and news is generally framed according to those 

priorities. Generally speaking, the emphasis placed by journalists on certain aspects 

of news is in line with the 'culture' of the newspaper they are working for. The 

choice of sources of information used to provide news also fits within existing 

newspapers' 'cultures'. 

The dominant economic emphasis put on information is systematically endorsed by 

Le Figaro, The Australian, The Times and De Standaard. Only Le Monde and The 

Guardian, Le Soir and The Age at times offer alternative views, while endorsing the 

dominant economic frame. Le Monde and The Guardian, which are also the only two 

newspapers of the sample that are not part of a big media consortium, regularly stress 
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the social aspect of unemployment and social welfare. These are also the only two 

newspapers which consider the environment as a long-term quality of life issue, 

reflecting that it is more than just an economic issue. Le Soir and The Age, which are 

the two newspapers in our sample with a more local emphasis, also defend the local 

environment against larger economic interests, and explore local social problems 

related to unemployment and poverty. 

In the case of The Age, this fits into a frame very common in the Australian press: 

that of an uncaring government. Australian papers are very critical and even cynical 

towards government and politicians. This cynicism is not found in the European 

papers. 

The findings of this research are based upon an analysis of the sources of information 

used by the newspapers, as well as upon an analysis of the frames adopted. This 

research has put a particular emphasis on sources of information, seen here as the 

promoters of news frames. General professional practices, together with the 

'cultures' held by particular newspapers, account for the lack of representation of 

private citizens and lobby groups challenging economic interests. In turn their lack of 

representation can be held responsible for the small amount of information 

conflicting with dominant framing and dominant themes provided in the news. 
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Chapter I. Introduction 

This investigation reveals the way the media - and more particularly the press -

define the world we live in by presenting us with scenarios for what is possible, and 

thereby setting the parameters for how we apprehend the events and issues reported. 

In this context news is seen as a mechanism for ordering the world, as an instrument 

which produces knowledge by establishing relationships between and giving 

coherence to disparate elements of the environment, thus making sense of it (Ericson, 

Baranek and Chan, 1987). Beyond that, this study analyses how the world is 

interpreted, how it is given meaning through the news. Newspapers are the media 

most used by people actively seeking information (Chaffee & Kanihan, 1996 & 

1997), and high-quality papers are seen as providing informed discussion (Hirsh and 

Gordon, 1975). Therefore this research samples eight well-respected newspapers in 

four countries for what they can reveal about their perception on three social issues: 

unemployment, social welfare and the environment. 

Of course news media, and certainly newspapers, are not the only sources of 

knowledge. They are constantly competing with many other sources and are 

themselves influenced by the cultural, social, political and economic environment 

they are part of, as well as by the constraints of professional practices, technology 

and media ownership. Isolating one medium, the press, from this complex context is 

an artificial way of proceeding, but one consistent with the limits imposed by this 

particular investigation and research in general. 

The significance of the study lies in the important role attributed to mass media in 

Western democracies. 'News media are one of the most important and powerful 

institutions in society, in terms of the number of people they reach and the intensity 

with which they are consumed' (Ericson, Baranek and Chan, 1987, 10). It is via the 

mass media that most people learn about their own country and the rest of the world. 

Indeed mass media, in Western societies, play a key role in the process of 

transmission of knowledge about our society. This is how most people learn about 
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the world. This knowledge is crucial when it comes to participating in society and 

taking on the political responsibilities inherent to living in a democracy. 

Freedom of the press lies at the basis of this recognised important role played by 

mass media. In Western democracies a free press is considered to be a sine qua non 

for the existence of democracy. The question is sometimes raised as to whether the 

Western press is in fact free, particularly in the context of its dependency on the 

marketplace, but the ideal of press freedom is widely defended as fundamental to 

democracy. Today, in the intensive climate of deregulation of the broadcasting and 

telecommunication sectors, this ideal is used extensively to promote maximum 

deregulation. However, it is the political role adopted by the press from very early on 

which has always justified the necessity for freedom of the press. Newspapers 

needed to be free from government control to be able to report on politics. 

The press has always seen itself as a link between those who govern and the 

governed. In fact the 'fourth estate' has long been considered to be the group which 

monitors the other three social groups traditionally holding political power (clergy, 

nobility, commons).1 In keeping with this mission, some newspapers take the 

position that they represent and defend the public interest. But whose interest does 

the press really defend? How is this linked to the way the press is organised in 

different countries? There is a tendency to assume that the press is fairly similar in all 

Western democracies. In all those countries newspapers established themselves 

around the same time and in very similar circumstances. Most Western democracies 

have also seen the press follow a very similar evolution, such that what was at first 

essentially a political instrument under State control gained its independence and 

gradually became a more commercial product. But this does not mean that the press 

is the same in all Western democracies. In each country it has its own characteristics, 

largely depending on the social and political structures within which it operates 

(Siebert et al, 1956). Little cross-national research, little international comparative 

analysis of the press has been carried out. This thesis aims to provide a comparative 

1 "The gallery in which the reporters sit has become a fourth estate of the realm." Lord Macaulay 

(1800 - 1859). British historian, with reference to the press gallery in the House of Commons. From 

'Hallam's "Constitutional History'", in Edinburgh Review, September, 1828. 
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analysis of the content of a limited number of newspapers in several countries. It is 

an attempt to compare the way, within different news-gathering systems, a set of 

newspapers, each of which has its own explicit or implicit priorities, covers public 

issues. This thesis will analyse reporting in well-known daily newspapers published 

in Australia, Belgium, France, and the United Kingdom. Each of the press traditions 

of the selected countries has particular concerns which can be usefully compared 

against those of the others. 

Australia has a highly concentrated press in terms of private ownership. Belgium and 

France still recognise, and officially support, opinion press as a valid model; while 

the press is privately owned each government in its own way subsidises the press to 

enable the existence of newspapers defending different political positions. Britain is 

interesting because of its very strong press tradition. Not unlike the Australian press, 

the English press is also subject to very limited regulation. Two major quality dailies 

in each of those countries were chosen for analysis. Quality papers are here defined 

as papers of record, publications read daily by decision makers and experts, papers 

that influence much of the broader media agenda. The Australian and The Age in 

Australia; De Standaard and Le Soir in Belgium; Le Figaro and Le Monde in France; 

and The Guardian and The Times in Britain, which all fit this description were 

chosen as objects of analysis. 

The model derived from British and American traditions, which we'll call the Anglo-

Saxon model, advocates media management by commercial entities, with as little 

State intervention as possible. Today it is everywhere increasingly accepted as the 

example to follow, particularly in the context of a general move to an 'economic' 

media model, which views media as just a commodity. By contrast, many European 

countries appear to value the existence of an opinion press, subjected to close 

political scrutiny and drawing income from the government and from political 

sympathisers as well as from advertising. In Belgium and France the government still 

subsidises the press (directly and indirectly) to allow newspapers of different 

political colours to coexist. But this is not the norm in most other Western countries, 

where government subsidies are usually considered to be an impediment to the 

independence of the press. 
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Today, the withdrawal of public intervention from mass media interests seems to be 

a general tendency in most Western countries. Public broadcasting stations are 

privatised and, where they exist, subsidies are limited, leaving the field largely to the 

private sphere, which tends to be under the sway of market 'rules'. The Austrian 

journalist Paul Murschetz points out that governments which provide economic 

support to their newspapers have recently been questioning the efficiency of their 

support and trying to reduce its cost (Murschetz, 1998). Some see the withdrawal of 

government intervention as regrettable; others believe that government interference 

in media affairs can only endanger the freedom of information, a belief that is not i l l -

founded since past (including recent) history presents many examples of 

governments using the media for their own benefit. However, most of the mass 

media are now financed to a large extent by the private sector. But some wonder 

whether we have not gone from bad to worse (Verstraeten, 1998). The private sector 

has its own priorities, which have mainly to do with conducting business and making 

a profit. To what extent is the defence of market freedom not a way to disguise, or 

articulate as political discourse what is in fact simply a desire to make profit? While 

the commercial empires strongly insist they are neutral and objective, they have 

widely been accused of promoting their own interests. 

So what are the interests promoted by the various newspapers? What sort of society 

do the newspapers reflect? Are the differences in newspapers' coverage, if there are 

any, related to priorities and values held by particular newspapers, or are they related 

to broader national, cultural or social values? Newspapers clearly cannot be divorced 

from the environment in which they are produced. They are part of that environment, 

they are part of a broader culture, and only exist because of that culture. According to 

some, the press, radio and television are highly influential. 

[The media are] a key part of the organism of a society that endlessly 

recreates itself: they are also the chief means through which a society 

observes and evaluates itself. In observing society and providing the means of 

its evaluation, media tend to change what they observe - to exert influence -

unwittingly or by intent. (Seymour-Ure, 1996, 13) 

Despite the homogenising tendency brought on by globalisation, each country's 

specific culture and history still largely determines the specificities of its press 
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systems. However, within each system there is, of course, a variety of newspapers. 

This leads to a number of further research questions. To what extent is the nature of 

each newspaper also specified by its own priorities and values, and what impact does 

that have on the news? Can we distinguish specific 'news values' emanating from 

each newspaper's specific 'culture', (which determines and is determined by its 

constituency)? To what extent do those specific news values allow the expression of 

a variety of voices? And which are the voices that are heard? What are the causes 

they advance? How and to what extent do opinion newspapers really differ from 

other newspapers in terms of news content? 

This investigation is somewhat unusual in comparing the content of eight high-

quality newspapers across four countries. It is an examination of the cross-

fertilisation of news and the public - more specifically, the way news about the 

environment, unemployment and social welfare are framed and interpreted. 

Environment, social welfare and unemployment were chosen as objects of analysis 

because the have direct impact, in the long and in the short term, on the life of most 

citizens. It is therefore not surprising that polls have rated them as important public 

issues (The Australian 27/01/98, 2; The Times 29/5/98,10). Those specific areas of 

analysis were also chosen because they are issues that can be dealt with in a variety 

of ways. This is important particularly in the context of an increasing general 

uncertainty when it comes to dealing with unemployment and the environment. The 

reappearance, in Western countries, of relatively high unemployment after the 

economic slowdown of the early 1970s has modified the whole employment scene. 

Unemployment figures rose in all Western countries and never came back to what 

they were before the 1970s. This has started a debate questioning the welfare State. 

Most Western States adopted a policy of reducing budgetary spending when more 

money had to be spent on social welfare. Social welfare, including payments for the 

unemployed, soon appeared to be a major financial burden for governments. This 

brought back the whole debate surrounding welfare2, which questioned a whole set 

of social rights which earlier seemed to have been firmly established. A similar 

* This debate about how society should provide for those who cannot do it for themselves is certainly 

not new. For a history on this debate see Castel (1995). 
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uncertainty exists about environmental issues. Because environmental problems 

develop over a long time and are often not visible - at least not over a short period -

there is a lot of uncertainty about such changes and what caused them. This also 

creates uncertainty when it comes to how to best manage the environment, 

particularly in a context in which decisions seem increasingly to be made on a short-

term basis. 

The media are important because they are part of the field on which public debates 

are held, where their terms are defined. To some extent they become participants in 

the formulation of public policies. This is particularly important, in light of the fact 

that issues about social welfare, unemployment and the environment have all 

undergone a major redefinition over the past 20 to 30 years. In such a climate of 

change, questions of how social welfare issues are presented, who gets to make a 

claim about social welfare, and ultimately who gets to define the terms of the debate 

are crucial. 

The media play a key role in cutting through these existing uncertainties by creating 

stories which embody an inevitably simplified interpretation of the situation. Indeed 

'simplification' is generally regarded as a key characteristic of news (Ericson, 

Baranek and Chan, 1987, 140). The way newspapers choose to bring the stories to 

their readers the kind of society those papers wish to promote. How a newspaper 

frames these issues can be seen as a reflection of the priorities and values held by 

that newspaper. Environmental issues, for instance can be portrayed as short-term 

individual problems, or as long-term global problems. What sort of society is 

represented in the reporting on the environment? Who are the people or organisations 

that are given a voice to define environmental issues? Who is designated as the best 

candidate for managing environmental issues? And what do the choices made in this 

regard say about the newspapers that publish those stories? 

Similarly, reporting on social welfare and unemployment is a reflection of the type of 

society idealised by the newspaper. Is the society the newspaper upholds one which 

takes care of its weaker members or one in which individuals must fend for 

themselves? Whose voices are projected? Who is defined as being the best manager 

of an uncertain situation? What do the choices made in this regard say about the 

newspapers publishing those stories? And are there marked differences in these 
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historical outline of the development of the press in Australia, Belgium, France and 

Britain. The object here is not to provide an in-depth historical analysis, but to 

provide readers with a short historical background aimed at giving a sense of why the 

press in those countries is what it is today. The reporting of the research itself is 

preceded by a discussion of the shaping of news and of the role of the news in 

today's society. The press is generally presented as playing an important social and 

political role, which justifies the special status it benefits from in democratic 

countries. In the introductory Chapter II an attempt is made to determine how the 

press came to play this important role and how that role is performed today. 

Chapter III reports on the research itself. It begins with an introduction elaborating 

the choice of unemployment, social welfare and the environment as objects of 

analysis. It stresses the fact that the way these issues are related has an impact on 

how they will be perceived and acted upon. Chapter III continues with an 

examination of the methodology adopted for the purpose of this research. 

Chapter IV is made up of three sections, each of which report research findings 

concerning the coverage of unemployment, social welfare and environmental issues 

in the newspapers analysed. Three separate analyses were carried out, using broadly 

identical methodologies. The general findings for these three different analyses 

support each other. They point at a very clear and limited framing of the world. 

Unemployment, social welfare and the environment are reported within the limits of 

a dominant economic framework, which leaves little scope for a real forum for 

discussion. 

This dominant framework is not endorsed with the same intensity by all newspapers. 

This analysis demonstrates that newspapers each have their own culture, which 

largely determines how news will be framed. In the case of opinion papers, this 

culture is clearly spelt out, whereas in the case of newspapers defining themselves as 

'neutral' it is not. This research shows that those 'neutral' newspapers tend to reflect 

the same values as those defended by the very conservative opinion papers, very 

uncritically supporting and promoting a neo-liberal economic world view. Only two 

types of newspapers introduce some conflicting ideas in the news produced, thereby 

questioning dominant values promoted. First there are the newspapers which openly 

situate themselves on the left side of the ideological spectrum. Those with a more 
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local focus, by virtue of which they are in contact with local organisations and lobby 

groups, also introduce more conflicting ideas in their reporting. 

Those dominant values enter the news largely through a series of framing 

mechanisms, which include the use of specific sources of information rather than 

others, an emphasis put on only some of the information provided by those sources, 

the use of opinion articles, the choice of specific ways in which to tell a story, and 

specific ways to portray the protagonists in the news stories. Those framing 

mechanisms allow for the selection of particular aspects of a perceived reality, 

making them more salient and thus promoting 'a particular problem definition, 

causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the 

item described' (Entman, 1993, 60). 

The way stories on unemployment, social welfare and the environment are told in the 

news necessarily entails proposing choices about the type of society, the type of 

world that is desirable. Frames serve as guidelines for the reader. That subtle changes 

in the way stories are framed affect consumers' responses has been demonstrated 

(Gamson, 1989). 
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Chapter II. Theory and history 

This preliminary chapter provides the background for this investigation into the ways 

that unemployment, social welfare and the environment are reported in eight 

respected newspapers in four countries. It outlines the history of the newspapers and 

the press in Australia, Belgium, France and the United Kingdom. It takes us from the 

birth of the first newspapers to the current situation as regards the press in these four 

countries. While all of these countries as developed Western nation states share a 

great many historical similarities, there are nonetheless important and significant 

differences between them when it comes to the development of the press. Cultural, 

economic, historical, and political factors have contributed to the specific and unique 

characteristics of newspapers in each country. The issues of unemployment, social 

welfare and the environment, the ways they are reported in high-quality newspapers, 

and the official and unofficial responses to these issues vary significantly from one 

country to another. 

Because the press is so closely tied to existing social and political systems, there is 

not just one model of press, but a variety of them. There have been various attempts 

to classify different press systems. One such attempt was made by Siebert, Peterson 

and Schramm (1956). They distinguish four models that have largely determined the 

nature of the press: the authoritarian, the libertarian, the social responsibility, and the 

Soviet-totalitarian (which is a variation of the authoritarian model). Only the first 

three models can and will be applied to the countries whose the press has been 

analysed in this thesis. 

While the three models which are relevant to the Western press provide a useful 

broad framework for considering the historical evolution of the press, they are of 

limited value when it comes to clarifying differences amongst current Western media 

systems. They are simplified models, which do not take into account the subtle 

differences that exist in different countries. They have been devised from an Anglo-

American point of view, taking the Anglo-Saxon press model as the standard model. 

They do not include media developments as they occurred in non-Western parts of 
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the world. They do not point to the fact that some press models might draw on more 

than one theory. Nor do they account for the differences between the Anglo-Saxon 

model of the press and a model of opinion press still valid in many European 

countries. 

The Anglo-Saxon model was born in H^-century Britain and is based on an intimate 

relationship between the media and economic powers and a continuous tension with 

the State. The notion of the press as fourth estate fits into, and only has sense within 

this model in which the media have the power to control and limit the excesses of the 

executive, the legislature and the judiciary (Charon, 1991, 321). This Anglo-Saxon 

model is generally held as the ideal example of how relations between the State and 

the media should work. It is driven by an intense suspicion of any government 

intervention. By the same token, the power and the influence obtained by some large 

media corporations is not seen as menacing. 

The French model for the press attributes a strong role to the State in constituting and 

developing the media. According to Paul Murschetz (1998, 301) this is not only 

because of the political role played by the press, but also because the French consider 

the press to be 'a genuine cultural asset worthy of political protection'. In France the 

role of the State is considered legitimate, while there is a tendency to be more 

suspicious of the relationship between media and business (Charon, 1991, 322). But 

the usefulness of State aid to counter anti-democratic market tendencies is deeply 

entrenched in the continental European press in general, and the press in many 

countries has developed through an interplay with the State 'which has shouldered its 

responsibility to promote the public service function of the press' (Murschetz, 1998, 

300). 

The press models by Siebert et al (1956) oversimplify the issues, but they are still 

useful. The authoritarian model was applicable when the press first emerged, and 

when most governments were operating on authoritarian principles, forcing the 

newspapers to put themselves at the service of the State (Siebert et al, 1956). When 

the first periodicals appeared in Europe, around the seventeenth century, in most of 

the countries the press was submitted to the control and pressures of the State, 

exercised by ways of censure and the imposition of taxes (Cayrol, 1991, 27). This 

situation lasted for about 300 years. 
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Over those years, the development of liberalism in Europe slowly led to the 

replacement of a press functioning on authoritarian principles by one led by 

libertarian principles, based on freedom from government control. The press was to 

be the watchdog of government and independence from government control was vital 

for this. Newspapers were often considered to be actual or potential adversaries to 

the established power and to anything that was done to keep the press under control. 

Governments tried all sorts of means for controlling the press including imposing 

legal restraints and fiscal burdens. Printers, editors, and journalists were regularly 

punished. 

All this took place against the background of a broader struggle for democracy. The 

fight for freedom from State control was seen as a central battle in the fight for 

democracy. And rightly so. As John Hartley puts it, in Popular Reality (1996, 76), 

'journalism was an essential element in the few first creative moments of the modern 

world, being one of the principal means by which its democratic energies were 

excited into existence and then diffused across 'the people' in whose name they 

occurred, giving meaning, context and shape to a whole new universe of secular 

popular sovereignty'. Alexis de Tocqueville and Karl Marx (cited in Hallin, 1988, 

121) were both certain that the press would assist in the birth of a new political order, 

which would enable society to open a dialogue about itself and decide the direction 

of public life, in a public way. 

It is interesting to note that, at the time, the idea that the politically active part of 

society only included a limited part of society was seen as normal, as if only a small 

part of the population, the better off, was enlightened enough to decide its path. De 

Tocqueville, for instance, considered that a power truly subordinated to all people 

might well have dangerous consequences for social order. To protect social order, 

'he argued for a delimitation of the status, role and power of public opinion' 

(Dahlgren and Sparks, 1991, 4). These arguments were taken over by conservatives 

in most countries. Colonial Australia, because originally populated by convicts, was 

considered to be a particularly sensitive area when it came to social unrest. This was 

repeatedly used by legislators as an argument for silencing the press in Australia. 

The fight for freedom of expression centred on a theory of the marketplace of ideas. 

This theory is closely linked to free market theory developed by Adam Smith, who 
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argued, in the 18 century, that the market should be left alone, in order for capital to 

accumulate and be used for new production3. This would result in growth in the 

national economy and 'improve the quality of life for men and women, and society 

as a whole' (Smith, cited in Picard, 1989, 12). It was widely thought in the late 1700s 

that if a free market of ideas was allowed to operate without constraint, the public 

would have the opportunity to select the most valuable amongst those ideas. There 

seems to have been little doubt at the time that the free market would in fact make it 

possible for some sort of universal truth to emerge, and that this truth would benefit 

people individually and society as a whole. 

But such a view suggests that society is more homogeneous than it is, or, as Rodney 

Tiffen puts it, in 'The media and democracy: reclaiming an intellectual agenda' 

(1994, 54), that there is 'communality, rather than conflict of interest, and that a free 

market of ideas would help discover a consensual public interest'. Considering the 

complexity of our societies, the existence of such a consensual public interest can 

indeed be questioned. So can the idea that there is ultimately one truth, which can be 

everybody's truth. 

Over time, the press in most Western countries has won a fair degree of freedom 

from direct government intervention. This liberalisation went hand in hand with a 

clear commercial orientation and restructuring, which became more and more 

concentrated in ownership. In countries like the United States and Britain, most 

newspapers were taken over by individuals, sometimes referred to as 'press barons'. 

Initially, owning newspapers was practical not only as a commercial proposition, but 

also because the press was an instrument which could be used to support political 

opinions and sometimes assist in realising political aspirations. Commercial 

entrepreneurs, who were essentially in the business of making a profit, later replaced 

the press barons. To what extent those commercial entrepreneurs use media to 

promote their preferred view of the world is arguable. In Australia, News Limited 

arouses strong feelings amongst journalists, who cite numerous accounts of political 

intervention and direction (Tiffen, 1987). But most often, research about issues of 

political favoritism has concentrated on analysing media's support (or lack of 

Smith also believed that 'perfect liberty' would lead to a natural tendency to equality, which was for him a 
condition for an efficient market (Smith cited in Chomsky, 1994, 180). 
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support) for specific political parties. This type of research has yielded little in the 

way of conclusive results. This is probably due to the fact that in the current political 

environment major parties carry out very similar politics, whether they traditionally 

define themselves as being on the right or on the left side of politics. 

In this thesis, it is not the support given to one or other political party which is 

analysed, but rather the general world view proposed by newspapers through their 

treatment of unemployment, social welfare and the environment. 

II. 1 Versions of press history: Australia, Belgium, 
France and the United Kingdom 

This section briefly traces the history and the current situation in which the press 

operates in the countries chosen for this study. Its aim is to provide relevant 

background information, which will provide a fuller context to the investigation 

itself. This section summarises the way political, economic and cultural 

environments in Australia, Belgium, France and the United Kingdom contributed to 

the creation of very specific press environments. Since the appearance of the first 

periodicals those environments have changed continuously. The direction those 

changes have taken has, over the years, influenced the conditions of news production 

and in turn also the nature of news itself. In other words, this chapter sets out the 

background against which the press was developed and some of the changing factors 

which have contributed to defining the nature of news and the world view presented 

by the press in the above-mentioned countries. It underlines similarities and 

differences existing between those countries. A lot of the differences centre on the 

overt, partiality or impartiality of the press. Those differences can be traced back to 

the development of a commercial press, which has in many cases taken over a more 

political press. The reaction to those developments has differed from country to 

country, thus contributing to very specific media environments. The news itself is 

partly the result of those media environments. In countries like Belgium and France, 

the existence of an opinion press is not only accepted but encouraged; whereas in 

countries like Australia and Britain the ideal model is that of a neutral press. The way 

issues, particularly controversial ones such as unemployment, social welfare and the 

environment, will be covered by those different papers is likely to be affected by 

13 



their different nature. It is the aim of this chapter to provide the historical context for 

the development of each of the newspapers under study. 

II. 1.1 Fighting for freedom: the first newspapers 

From their first appearance, in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, 

periodicals have played an important role in the political, economic, social, cultural 

and religious developments of their times (Altschull, 1984, 4). In most countries of 

Continental Europe, the first periodicals were subjected to controlling pressures from 

the State, but over the years they became more independent. The battle for freedom 

of the press was part of the general battle for democratic rights, and was therefore 

both the instrument and the object of the battle. Journalism has helped to facilitate 

democratic discourse (Hartley, 1996), thus changing society while reflecting those 

changes. 

It is fair to say that freedom of the press has never been achieved against the will of 

those in power, for it was only ever allowed when it had become the more practical 

option for the governments of the day. In Belg ium the press was declared free when 

those who participated in fighting for it, as part of a fight against a foreign ruler, 

came into power'4 The Dutch, who assumed control of Belgium after the fall of 

Napoleon in 1814, heavily censored the press (Olson, 1966). It is therefore not 

surprising that when Belgium became independent in 1840, freedom of the press 

became an essential issue and received a constitutional guarantee, which it still has 

today. In France, freedom of the press was first granted in the 1789 Declaration of 

the Rights of Man. During this time 'sweeping laws guaranteeing a free press' were 

also adopted (Altschull, 1984, 14). It took a few more years for France to achieve 

lasting press freedom, though, because censorship was reintroduced with the 

establishment of the Directory in 1795, and later Napoleon made all newspapers the 

property of the empire, without giving any indemnity to their owners. The French 

press had to wait for the Third Republic (in 1871) to attain its freedom once again. In 

Belgium and France, the parties that came to power were those that, before coming 

4 From the 17Ul century on, when periodicals first appeared in Belgium, the country had been part of the Spanish, 
then the Austrian Empire. It was annexed by France after the 1789 French revolution and handed over to the 
Dutch after Napoleon's defeat in 1814. 
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into power, had argued for freedom of the press, as part of a battle against an existing 

regime. It is interesting to note that these are the very countries where the State has 

maintained a strong hold over the press. 

In Britain and Australia, a certain point was reached where it seemed more beneficial 

for the powers in place to have a free press than a controlled one. This was mainly 

because the commercialisation of the press provided economic control mechanisms, 

which seemed to function much better than the political ones put in place by the 

State. In Britain freedom of the press and the commercialisation of the press that 

followed have contributed to the existence of some kinds of controls that exist 

nowhere else. Britain is theoretically the first big European state to have recognised 

freedom of the press, by abolishing censorship from 1695 (Cayrol, 1991, 341). But 

this did not mean that the press was entirely free. All sorts of constraints were 

imposed on newspapers. One of the most efficient constraints was the stamp duty 

(put into place in 1712), which forced the price of newspaper upwards and 

contributed to the introduction and later systematic use of advertisements in the 

newspapers (Cayrol, 1991, 28). 

In the early 1800s it was not the leading publishers, whose newspapers were closely 

involved with government in partisan fashion, who were at the forefront of the 

struggle for an independent press, but rather the radical press, which was becoming 

ever more popular. 'In 1830s Britain, there was indeed an increasingly radical press, 

read by a predominantly working class audience' (Curran et al, 1977, 199). This 

radical press survived despite the restrictions, which were never really effective 

because the absence of law enforcement agencies prevented any meaningful control 

of print. Libel prosecutions were often counter productive and the highly organised 

radical press generally managed to avoid stamp duty, thanks to well-developed 

distribution networks. In 1836, 'the gross readership of the radical unstamped press 

published in London exceeded four million' (Curran et al, 1977, 200). The 

government had to acknowledge that there were more unstamped than stamped 

papers in circulation (Lacey and Longman, 1997). Higher penalties were imposed, 

but the radical newspapers organised themselves and continued to flourish. Market 

forces would prove to be a much more effective way of controlling the press. 

According to Curran et al (1977, 213), the commercialisation of the popular press, 

which led to the absorption or the elimination of radical newspapers achieved what 
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regulations were unable to do. By leaving the press to be run by the market, the 

government made sure that the 'right' ideas, backed by capital, prevailed (Lacey and 

Longman, 1997). The advertisement duty was abolished in 1853, the stamp duty in 

1855. 

Compared with European countries things changed relatively quickly in Australia. In 

fact the whole battle for freedom of the press, which took many decades in Europe, 

took a relatively short time in Australia (Schultz, 1997). As in most European 

countries, the first papers were essentially government tools. But the enlightenment 

discourse which raged in Europe at the time also influenced Australia and, very soon, 

papers appeared which dared to openly criticise the government. They were 

published by press agents, who were not afraid to criticise the penal administration 

and propose reformist ideas (Blair, 1997). Those radical newspapers were considered 

with alarm. Australia was, after all, still a penal colony and many feared that the 

papers had the potential to destroy the existing social order and cohesion (Blair, 

1999). Governors therefore took measures to control those papers, adopting, as in 

England, a stamp tax and other anti-press legislation (Blair, 1997). Punitive 

treatments were often carried out against publishers. But improved technology led to 

the disappearance of smaller operators. At the same time, the political debate was 

modified after Britain announced, in the mid nineteenth century, that it was going to 

end convict transportation (Blair, 1997). The press, which before had concentrated 

on the defence of convict rights, began to defend and promote the political rights of 

the new migrants; a new emphasis was placed on law, order, and respect for property 

(Blair, 1997). This led the authorities to recognise the importance of the contribution 

of the press and 'by 1835, allowed the press to be distributed post free and without 

stamp tax' (Schultz, 1997, 28). 

II. 1.2 Toward a commercial press 

In the nineteenth century, newspapers' main objective was to express political 

opinions. The dominant press was closely tied to political parties, which either 

owned or financially supported newspapers. Independent owners tended to use 

newspapers as a tool to voice their political opinions. 'Early in the nineteenth 

century, the paper and its editor existed to win power, to contest elections, to argue 
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about politics and programs' (Baldasty, 1992, 140). Those earlier newspapers were 

essentially vehicles for political debate and action. Having a newspaper was seen 'as 

a contribution to the ideal of public duty, of course combined with the imperative of 

commercial success' (Simpson, 1981, 67). A lot of the early proprietors were in the 

business for idealistic rather than profit-making purposes, and many lost a great deal 

of money on their papers. 

During the late 1800s the character of the press underwent a transformation, news 

became a commodity. As early as 1900 newspaper owners in the United States were 

'no longer primarily political activists' (Baldasty, 1992, 139), the newspaper had 

emerged as a business. For economic reasons, American editors mostly kept their 

distance from political parties and politicians. At first there were still some 

newspaper owners who, not unlike the English press barons, used their papers to 

make their political preferences clear. William Randolph Hearst and his New York 

Journal provides an example. 

The English press barons are also a clear example of publishers using their papers to 

voice their opinion. To what extent the decisions they made were also economic is 

not quite clear. Chalaby (1997) is convinced that the emerging press barons 

essentially made economic decisions. He distinguishes press barons from other 

media owners who were only motivated by politics or social prestige and 

consequently did not tend to make money. For Boyce (1987) on the other hand, the 

most typical press barons (Northcliffe, Beaverbrook, Rothermere) sought to exercise 

power over public opinion for political purposes. They saw their readers as members 

of a political audience and bullied politicians, claiming that, as representatives of the 

public - their readers - they had a right to exert power in British politics. 

Those press barons were criticised very early on for attempting to achieve power 

without taking responsibilities, using their newspapers as 'engines of propaganda for 

their constantly changing policies, desires, personal wishes, personal likes and 

dislikes' (Boyce, 1987, 99). Seymour-Ure (1996, 32) describes those press barons as 

being supreme egotists: 'flamboyant, assertive, idiosyncratic, ostentatious, ruthless -

yet inspiring great loyalty and affection'. The power of the press was a worry and 

politicians continuously courted publishers with peerages to secure their support 

(Seymour-Ure, 1996, 32). 
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Press baronage never developed in France as it did in Britain or the United States. 

This phenomenon has been analysed by Chalaby (1997) who explain the lesser 

development of press baronage in France by the 

• French press owners' lack of interest in journalism as such; 

• fact that advertising was not an established institution, which limited profits and 

development opportunities; 

• fact that the population was spread over larger areas of the country, which made 

distribution complex and expensive; 

• existence of a stronger and larger variety of cultural identities, creating smaller 

markets; 

• dominance of journalism as literature; 

• stronger emphasis given to ideology because of more conflictual class relations, 

making it harder not to be involved in politics. 

In Belgium and Australia the control of the media was originally in the hands of a 

few families. In both countries those families have since been replaced by media 

corporations, but in Australia the corporations are still in the hands of the original 

families. This might lead one to think that the Australian press is still controlled by a 

few individuals, but organisations like the Fairfax group are 'controlled by firms 

which bear little resemblance to the family companies which once prevailed' (Ward, 

1995, 127). 

The direct participation of the English press barons in politics was immediately 

criticised. The government started to avoid close association with them, forcing the 

press lords to become independent (Boyce, 1987), Rothermere (Northcliffe's 

successor) and Beaverbrook claimed, in 1922, that they were going to put the press 

before party politics and support policies that would ensure the economic prosperity 

of the British people and the British Empire (Boyce, 1987, 105). Of course this in 

itself is not a neutral political stance. But a new type of journalism was launched -

one that was less an instrument to promote political ideas than an economic 

proposition (Chalaby, 1997). They strove to sell the cheapest conceivable newspaper 

to as many people as possible. Thus began the development of popular journalism 

with its emotionalism and sensationalism. Journalists were educated into modern 

journalism and forced to write texts better adapted to the requirements of a 

competitive marketplace (Chalaby, 1997). A managerial class grew up, and business 
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managers took their place beside editors in the newspaper hierarchy (Underwood, 

1993, 43). These new practices were to be followed soon taken up in many other 

countries. 

These changes came about for practical as well as political reasons. Improved 

technology had heightened the cost of establishing and running a newspaper, thereby 

making it a risky investment. Higher production costs also made it impossible for 

just anyone to access the daily press (Chalaby, 1997). This changing economics of 

the production of newspapers led to a change in ownership and the disappearance of 

smaller operators. Earlier, newspapers were cheap and simple to establish. Little 

capital was required and there were many small newspapers. There was no need for 

expensive machinery and printing was a handcraft. The machinery of production was 

limited to a hand press and the labour force involved only a handful of workers 

(Chalaby, 1997). They were organs established by citizens (albeit only the 

commercial and political elite) to communicate with each other (Hallin, 1988, 127). 

The idea developed that running a newspaper could be a moneymaking venture. One 

started investing in the press in the hope of making a financial gain, and this 

stimulated a more popular press, financed by advertising and aimed at selling as 

many newspapers as possible. This of course had a clear impact on the content of 

those newspapers. To attract more readers, newspapers increasingly concentrated on 

the entertainment value of news, focussing on sensational information, introducing 

dramatic headlines and crime stories. This often happened at the cost of social, 

political and economic news. To efficiently operate on a more commercial basis, 

news organisations also attempted to rationalise the production of news as much as 

possible. This led to an increased routinisation of the production of news, making it 

easier to control work (Tuchman, 1973). Again this had a clear influence, not only on 

the content of news, but also on journalism as a profession. 

These changes contributed to an increase in circulation. But increased competition, 

while it increases circulation, puts investments at an even greater risk (Simpson, 

1981). The introduction of the penny press in Britain and in Australia is illustrative 

of these changes. Newspapers that were financed primarily through advertising were 

sold at a very low price and had a high entertainment value enabling them to reach as 

large a readership as possible. In Britain, The Daily Telegraph, founded in June 
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1855, heralded the beginning of this penny press. Others followed. Northcliffe's 

Daily Mail, launched in 1896, sold one million copies five years later (Tunstall, 

1997). 

In Australia, where the more serious newspapers were traditionally published in the 

morning, a popular evening press developed. The penny Telegraph published from 

1862 on, in Adelaide, although short lived, was indicative of the changing trends 

(Cryle, 1999). 

A popular press also developed in Belgium and France, although no equivalent of the 

British tabloids was ever established in those countries. No newspaper ever carried 

the excessively sensational information given by the British tabloids, nor ever 

attained their high circulation figures. But this does not mean that the trend towards 

more commercial papers, attempting to entertain rather than to inform, did not exist 

in those countries. In Belgium Het Voiksblad,3 first published in 1869, initiated many 

such changes, later adopted by many other Belgian papers. In France, popular, non-

political newspapers were established early in the nineteenth century. In 1836, Emile 

Girardin launched La Presse, which was sold by subscription at a much lower price 

than other papers. In 1848, the paper had 20,000 subscribers (Cayrol, 1991, 42). A 

few years later Le Petit Journal was issued. The paper escaped censorship, still in 

place at the time, by avoiding political issues, concentrating on human interest and 

serial stories. It was very successful, selling 260,000 copies two years after it was 

first published (Cayrol, 1991, 43). 

II. 1.3 War interrupts the process of commercialisation 

When it comes to the development of the press, the two world wars can be seen as no 

more than an intermezzo briefly suspending an ongoing process of 

commercialisation. But during those years the press underwent a temporary change, 

particularly in countries like Belgium and France which were occupied by the 

Germans who took over the press. But it also modified the English press. This is 

demonstrative of the fact that, under specific circumstances, which create a political 

and public will for a different, more engaged press, the press follows suit. 

20 



In Belgium, during both world wars the German occupiers took over existing 

newspaper plants to publish their own newspapers, and during both wars clandestine 

papers were immediately created. Though they took strong measures against it, the 

German occupiers never managed to stamp out this very active press. In all, over 300 

resistance papers were published during the occupation (Olson, 1966, 144). Over 

those years, the press clearly reverted to what it had been before. There was less 

sensationalism and more political discussion. The importance of the newspaper as a 

political tool was again paramount. This was made very clear by the severe measures 

taken at liberation against the papers officially published during the war. The 21 

papers published by the Germans and their collaborators were prohibited. Journalists 

who had worked for any one of those papers were prosecuted and banned from 

writing (De Bens, 1997). But the economics of newspaper publishing started playing 

an important role again after the wars. Belgium was devastated economically. While 

it was hard to create a newspaper in such a context, there was such a demand for 

news, that the post war period did see an upsurge of newspapers (Smith, 1977). Most 

of these papers disappeared a few years later and the situation largely reverted to 

what it had been before the wars. 

In France, the Second World War saw the upsurge of a politically active press. Until 

the outbreak of World War II, the Parisian press was dominated by a handful of 

sensationalist newspapers (Freiberg, 1981, 1). When the Germans occupied Paris, the 

31 existing Parisian newspapers were put under German direction. Any papers 

refusing to collaborate moved to the unoccupied south of France and went 

underground. The resistance movement, mostly followed by communists, socialists 

and people from the Christian left, developed its own clandestine press, subsidised 

by sympathisers. After the war, the plants of newspapers that had collaborated during 

the war were given to the clandestine press. This resulted in the confiscation of large 

parts of the bourgeois press, which in general had either collaborated or conducted 

business as usual during the war. It also meant a takeover of the press 'by people 

with a clear anti-capitalist perspective, thus creating a left wing dominance in the 

press' (Freiberg, 1981, 5). The new left-wing government then proposed to place the 

press outside the reach of capitalism. To do that they proposed the promulgation o f ' a 

5 Het Voiksblad later became De Gentenaar, which still exists today. 
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press statute aimed at separating the editorial control of a paper from the ownership 

of the enterprise', the nationalisation of 'all printing shops that were to be used 

equitably by teams of journalists' (Freiberg, 1981, 6). Those laws did not pass, 

despite a series of close votes, and very soon the left government lost control. 

It did not take long for the press to be affected by economic problems. Many 

newspapers closed because they were unable to compete for advertising with the 

larger papers. Others were bought out and merged with larger papers (Freiberg, 1981, 

25). The press established after the Liberation press, because of financial difficulties, 

was bought back by members of the industrial bourgeoisie, who had initially formed 

the press groups and later lost them for collaborating with the enemy. Thus the 

capitalist marketplace soon eliminated the post-war, left-oriented press. By the 

1950s, the Parisian as well as the provincial press were once again dominated by 

'large-circulation, sensationalist newspapers' (Freiberg, 1981, 2). 

Although the press in England and Australia were never subjected to an occupying 

power, the possibility of using the press for propaganda purposes reintroduced some 

form of government intervention. In Britain, the press was subjected to State 

intervention throughout the Second World War. Measures were introduced to control 

the press, seen as a good instrument for propaganda. Newsprint rationing had been 

instituted in 1940. In 1942, the amount of advertising in newspapers was also 

restricted. This led to a reduction in publishing costs and a redistribution of 

advertising revenue (Lacey and Longman, 1997, 31). Despite rationing, sales of 

newspapers rose during the Second World War, because 'war makes people news 

hungry' (Seymour-Ure, 1996, 16). The British and Australian press objected to the 

war-time restrictions, but it also changed the focus ofits reporting (Wheeler, 1997). 

'Overall this tended to radicalise the press, which became less centred on 

entertainment and more on political and public affairs' (Curran and Seaton, 1991, 

cited in Lacey and Longman, 1997, 31). But, as in France and Belgium, in post-war 

Britain and Australia, newspapers returned to what they were before the war. 

II. 1.4 Opinion press versus 'neutral' press 

It is quite clear that news was ruled by market forces much earlier in Great Britain 

and in Australia than in most mainland European countries. This partly reflects the 
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difference in the Anglo-Saxon and Continental attitudes toward the media. The latter 

tend to believe that the State has a role to play in both monitoring and supporting the 

media. Some of the difference in attitude can be traced back to the press history of 

those countries. As we saw earlier, during the two world wars the press in France and 

Belgium had played a large part in.overthrowing an undesirable regime, which led 

the post-war governments to expect the press to have a political role. Many European 

countries established subsidy systems to support the press. But state subsidies are not 

necessarily allotted without private motivation. An analysis of the historical 

foundation of subsidy schemes shows that politicians' appeals that government serve 

the public interest often conceal vested personal interest (Murschetz, 1998, 302). 

That different newspapers are tools for the expression of different opinions is still 

widely accepted in most European countries, despite the fact that pluralism and 

diversely sourced media are on the decline, while concentration of media ownership 

and consolidation are increasing (Kaitatzi -Whitlock, 1996). Even in Europe, 

however, the opinion press is slowly being replaced by a press which, at least in 

principle, aims to inform rather than to persuade, and in which partisan stances are 

confined to the opinion pages. Openly almost everywhere the press defends 

abstention from partisanship. However, various researchers have suggested that the 

press is overall becoming more and more partisan overall, albeit not openly (Lacey 

and Longman, 1997; Grade, 1995; Patterson, 1996; Sparks, 1991). 

The theoretical concept of a 'neutral' press follows an Anglo-Saxon model, now 

generally presented as the ideal, however unattainable. This model essentially puts 

the media under the control of economic forces, in opposition to the State, and is in 

keeping with the concept of the press as fourth estate. The French press model on the 

other hand, though it does not eliminate the possibility that the press should control 

public institutions or be part of an economic market, nonetheless accepts the State's 

interference in the development of the media on an economic level, and also when it 

comes to content and establishment of the rules the media has to abide by Charon 

(1991). The French model accepts that there are interrelations between the press and 

the State, and considers the action of the State to be legitimate (Charon, 1991). In 

most European countries the press is still openly an opinion press, which might not 

be linked to a particular political party but rather to an ideology, and which draws on 

both the Anglo-Saxon and the French model. Another reason for differences also lies 
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in the fact that 'in some countries more than others, the press has come to be 

regarded as a "spiritual" asset for linguistic, cultural, political or regional reasons' 

(McQuail and Siune, 1986, 163). This is certainly the case in France and in Belgium. 

II. 1.5 Concentration of ownership 

Advertising played an important role in the development of a commercial and 

ostensibly 'neutral' press. Although advertising already existed in the early 

seventeenth century periodicals, it did so in a limited form. The first advertisements 

in the English press have been dated back to 1804. In the French press it was in 

1827.(Cayrol, 1991). By 1880, advertising has become the key to newspaper funding 

in Britain (Windschuttle, 1984). In Australia, unlike in continental European 

countries, advertisement played a crucial role in the survival of the press from very 

early on. Even the early government press relied on advertisement for its survival 

(Lloyd, 1999, 16). This is a trend that continued and has probably marked the 

Australian media generally. In Belgium and France advertising was to develop more 

slowly. 

The more important advertising became, the more the press had to make sure it could 

attract advertisers. Newspapers became products sold twice, once to advertisers and 

once to readers. From the moment the advertisers came to provide most of the 

revenue of the newspapers, their desires had to be taken into consideration. 

The inherent public value of news does not count for advertisers. For them 

newspapers are only a support for advertising their goods. But because of the 

importance of advertising - advertisers often have the power to make or break a 

paper - newspapers will do as much as possible to attract them. Advertisements are 

also a way for business to show their support for the newspapers (Altshull, 1984, 61). 

The mutually sustaining relationship between business and a newspaper affects the 

newspapers' content. Advertisers pay rates based on circulation and newspaper 

content is modified to attract more readers (Bagdikian, 1987). Brighter columns are 

introduced; papers more entertaining. Under these circumstances editors also abstain 

from taking positions, fearing it might alienate readers and advertisers. Advertisers 

are lured with flattering stories about them (Baldasty, 1992, 118). Taking into 

24 



account advertisements also means that the running of newspapers has to be more 

structured. Newspapers become business enterprises, led by managers. 

Today advertisers are a vital component of the commercial press. The income 

provided by advertisers is often more important than that provided by readers. 

According to Jeffrey Abramson (1990, 258), in the United States 60% of all 

newspaper content is given over to advertisers. Verstraeten (1980, 46) estimates the 

income provided by advertisers in the Belgian press to about 70%. This shows how 

even in a country providing subsidies, advertising is still a major source of income. 

Whatever the percentage of the income provided by advertisers, without this income, 

the press cannot make any profit (Verstraeten, 1980, 47). More often, the stronger 

newspaper groups, those that manage to sell the most papers, are more appealing to 

advertisers. This reinforces their position even more, often leading to the 

disappearance of smaller papers. Although advertisers do not want media 

monopolies, they have been the main cause for the monopolistic situation in the 

United States (Bagdikian, 1987, 119). This statement is probably valid for other 

countries, too. Only newspapers that manage to sign contracts with big advertisers 

can survive. 

The bigger media groups have been able to use their power to secure advertising 

money, by creating pools to attract advertisers to whom they were able to offer the 

publishing of advertising material simultaneously in a series of papers. The 

concentration of most of the advertisement money on a few press groups limits the 

income and therefore the prospects of the smaller independent papers or the 

newcomers. Advertising pooling has contributed to the formation of monopolies on 

advertising. Most surviving newspapers owe their continuous existence to their 

inclusion in a press group, which also allows non profitable dailies to be supported 

by more profitable ones. In France, the whole process of concentration has thus been 

encouraged by the practices of France's two dominant advertising giants: Publicis 

and Havas. Together they handle the advertising for two thirds of the papers and 

press groups with circulations above 100,000. By disfavouring the independent 

papers and preferring to supply more profitable advertising to the centralised 

advertising booking agencies of major press groups, they have acted as a spur to 

media concentration (Freiberg, 1981, 29). 
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This concentration trend has meant that the control over press companies has been 

passed to large corporations, which often hold transnational interests (Ward, 1995). 

Murdoch's News Corporation is an example of this; so is the French Hersant group. 

These large groups also tend to be more and more diversified, conducting a wide 

range of activities. This process of concentration has - albeit with varying intensity -

been evident in all countries mentioned in this research. Following are the major 

elements characterising this process in the countries whose press was analysed. 

II. 1.5.1 Australia 

Australia counted 48 dailies in 1886 (Mayer 1964). They were often in fierce 

competition, which led, over the years, to a series of mergers. The strain of the First 

World War (Cryle, 1999), the increased cost of establishing papers was to further 

reduce competition. As early as 1929 only about six groups owned most of 

Australia's big newspapers, making it possible for them to enforce a complete 

censorship (Dark 1949, 8). One of those was Keith Murdoch's Associated News 

Limited, which already had extensive press interests by that time. 

The depression and later the Second World War reduced competition even further. In 

1949, as Dark (1949, 10) notes, the great daily and evening papers of Australia were 

controlled by about half a dozen men, who were connected by interlocking 

directorates and by social ties with the men who controlled the financial, business 

and manufacturing concerns of the country. This trend toward concentration would 

continue steadily. 

Control within the press intensified again after the introduction of cross-ownership 

rules in 1986 (Chadwick, 1989, Cryle, 1995). The idea of these cross ownership rules 

was to block owners of newspapers and radio licences from controlling television 

stations serving the same market. With the introduction of those rules owners were 

essentially forced to choose between print or television (Ward, 1995). This was to 

completely change the Australian media landscape. For instance, Murdoch, one of 

the biggest and most controversial media magnates in the world, divested his 

interests in Australian television to concentrate on print media. His News Limited 

corporation is now the largest newspaper publisher in Australia, publishing 

monopoly daily papers in five of the seven capital cities, with over 60% of national 
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circulation in his control. Together with John Fairfax Holdings, who publish one 

national financial daily and broadsheets in the two largest cities, they control the 

overwhelming majority of the Australian press. 

II. 1.5.2 Belgium 

In Belgium, the process of concentration of newspapers occurred much later. It 

began in the 1950s and accelerated after 1960. At first this was not considered 

serious in view of the large numbers of titles available (Smith, 1977, 73). More alarm 

was caused when, in the 1960s, several groups began to merge. Those mergers led, 

later in the 1960s, to the emergence of what were considered very large groups. The 

best-known example is the group Rossel & Cie. At first the group only owned the 

daily Le Soir. But in a few years it acquired nine other titles. Initially they were 

allowed to retain their original ideological flavour, but in 1974, three of the Rossel 

papers ceased to appear 'on grounds of financial unviability' (Smith, 1977, 34) thus 

limiting ideological diversity. 

In Belgium a distinction is traditionally made between the Catholic, Socialist, liberal 

and neutral press. The Catholic press has always been very strong, and has certainly 

always dominated in the northern province of Flanders (De Bens, 1997). The liberal 

press is second in importance (CGSP, 1998). The socialist press has had its ups and 

downs. It thrived, in both the French and Flemish speaking communities, between 

the wars, and lost its hold after the Second World War. It stayed fairly strong in 

Wallonia (Gol, 1970) for a long time, but it has since lost ground there, too. The last 

socialist newspapers disappeared a few years ago. The fact that the currently existing 

newspapers have always belonged to families that have been politically self-defined 

and distinct has certainly played a role in the delay of media concentration in 

Belgium. It is clearly harder to amalgamate newspapers marked by ideological 

differences than it is to amalgamate neutral newspapers. The fact that Belgium 

includes three different linguistic communities has certainly also contributed to 

making mergers difficult. Few newspapers cross the linguistic borders, and there is 

no bilingual daily newspaper. 

But press concentration has nonetheless become a fact in Belgium. In 1948 there 

were 39 newspaper groups; in 1978, only seventeen were left; and by 1997, only 
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seven newspaper groups published daily newspapers (De Bens, 1997, 18). In 1998, 

90% of the French-speaking press was controlled by three media groups (Rossel, 

IPM and Vers 1'Avenir), whose prime efforts have been directed at keeping if not 

extending their share of the market (Dumont et al, 1998, 18). The largest one, the 

Rossel group represents the only 'neutral' press group. The Rossel-Hurbain family 

holds 60%> of its shares, and the French Hersant group the remaining 40%. The latter 

is also active in tourism, audiovisual products, print, edition, advertisement, 

marketing and film; and controls more than twenty companies, amongst which 

several magazines and dailies. It provides half of the total sales of newspapers in the 

French-speaking part of Belgium. 

Two groups control 70% of the Flemish press: V U M and de Persgroep (CGSP, 

1998). Twenty or thirty years ago nearly all dailies belonged to family-owned 

groups. Since then there has been not only a concentration of the press, but also a 

bigger interference in the press world from the financial sector. As in other countries, 

the press is increasingly driven by capital coming from other sectors like industry 

and banking. 

II.1.5.3 France 

In France, as in Belgium, no press groups the size of the British or American ones 

were developed until at least 1960, when Roberts Hersant's group attained 

significant proportions. Chalaby (1997) attributes this difference to the fact that 

French press owners (like French landowners) were never interested in exploiting 

their property themselves. Most of them had no real interest in journalism. One 

invested in a newspaper to acquire a means of influence and many politicians and 

bankers owned newspapers. Until the Second World War, most newspapers were 

owned for propaganda purposes and supported by political factions that used them as 

organs to diffuse their ideas. Vanity was also a reason for having a newspaper in 

France (Chalaby, 1997), because most forms of cultural and discursive production 

were highly valued by the Parisian society. The fact that advertising did not develop 

in France as it had in Britain, probably also played an important role in the late 

development of big media enterprises. Papers had to find other sources of revenue, 

since circulation was not enough to meet production costs. Money was obtained from 
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political parties or special interests groups, which published many papers (Olson, 

1966, 175). 

After the Second World War, the price of newspapers started rising. This, of course, 

affected readership. Later the introduction of television reduced readership even 

further. 'The Parisian papers took the brunt of the financial pressure, while regional 

papers had been able to seize advertising opportunities to increase their scope and 

pagination' (Smith, 1977, 10). Between 1914 and 1975, the number of newspapers in 

Paris went from 60 to ten, but their individual circulation stayed unchanged. 

Provincial newspaper titles fell from 242 to 75 over the same period. (Dunnett, 1988, 

152) Certain titles simply disappeared. Some newspapers merged, contributing to 

the continual strengthening of press groups and the gradual disappearance of smaller 

independent papers. 

In France, four principal factors contributed to this phenomenon of concentration 

(Freiberg, 1981, 6): 

• the demise of papers in small towns and cities and the subsequent dominance of 

the nearest metropolitan centre in supplying information; 

• the monopolisation of the aligned supply sectors (print, distribution); 

• the role of monopolistic advertising agencies in patronising only overtly 

depoliticised papers; 

• a general decline of the use of the press and its profitability. 

Robert Hersant stood at the forefront of this movement of concentration, initiating a 

lot of practices (such as the rationalisation of costs, transfer of funds and staff in 

between groups, risky financial moves), followed later on by many other newspaper 

owners. Robert Hersant's group was created after the Second World War. In 1991, 

the group controlled about thirty papers amongst which were the Parisian Le Figaro 

and France Soir, a series of regional dailies and a variety of periodicals. The group 

has also been extended to include papers in Belgium, Spain and Hungary (Cayrol, 

1991). 

The trends towards concentration increased in the 1980s and a great deal of non-

media capital entered the sector. The review of the communication sector undertaken 

during the first Mitterand presidency (1981-1988), saw the entrance of major banks, 

finance house, industrial groups, as well as international media moguls, in the French 
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media stage (Tunstall and Palmer, 1991, 137). Practically speaking, the struggle for 

the control of the French press groups is no longer primarily a question of achieving 

political influence, but is decided by financial considerations (Palmer & Sorbets, 

1997, 63). 

The existence of stronger press groups, with a stronger financial basis, has been 

suggested as an answer for the French press (Toussaint Desmoulins, 1997). Although 

this press concentration appears to limit democracy, it has also been underlined that 

it is a condition for survival and development of an independent French press and its 

success on the international markets (Cayrol, 1991, 154). While most big French 

newspapers belong to press groups, French media groups are relatively small 

compared with those in Germany, the United Kingdom, and the United States of 

America. This makes French groups an easy target for the bigger foreign groups or 

the national industrial groups. 

II. 1.5.4 Britain 

In Britain, the wars, the depression between the wars, and economic problems 

enabled the big newspapers to reinforce their positions. The restrictions put on 

advertising during the wars helped to briefly radicalise the press, but once the 

situation returned to normal the radical newspapers were the first to disappear, 

mainly because they could not attract enough advertising income. Some newspapers 

amalgamated to avoid going under, but by the late 1940s the national daily press was 

not doing very well. Success was reserved for the periodical press, and daily 

newspaper owners who had a stake in the periodical press found it relatively easy to 

survive. By the late 1960s and early 1970s half of the papers published in Fleet Street 

were running at a loss. Only the stronger newspapers survived (eliminating the 

weaker papers), often thanks to marketing techniques (Lacey and Longman, 1997). 

The arrival of Murdoch on the British press scene resulted in a series of changes. His 

takeover of The Sun in 1969, marked the beginning of an increased trivialisation of 

the British press (Sergeant, 1999). By the end of the 1980s he had also initiated the 

press's move from Fleet Street. This was to completely change the nature of the 

British press. Previously, the labour cost of publishing newspapers was very high, 

partly because of high wage settlements that had been made during the 1950s to 
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avoid the threat of strikes. Murdoch put an end to this by moving the production of 

his papers overnight to a plant in Wapping, equipped with computer technology. The 

move led to large confrontations, but Murdoch, making use of industrial relations 

legislation which limited the unions power to respond, was ultimately successful 

(Seymour-Ure, 1996, 23). The rest.of Fleet Street followed the news investment path 

laid out by Murdoch and also adopted his system of slashing workforces. 

Increasingly intense circulation wars followed. In the 1993 summer, Murdoch started 

an aggressive price war, cutting the price of The Times from 45p to 3Op and that of 

The Sun from 25p to 20p, destabilising prices throughout the national press. This led 

to fluctuations and changes, but all other papers managed to survive (Seymour-Ure, 

1996, 24). In the meantime, however, the newspaper industry had undergone a 

complete transformation. While in 1945 papers were typically owned by British-born 

families, each of whom generally ran only one paper, the British newspaper industry 

today is dominated by big conglomerates. This concentration of the national press 

has attracted a lot of criticism, but this criticism is usually directed at the character of 

the owners involved. This is indicative of the British attitude towards monopoly 

which is not regarded as evil per se, while foreigners and nouveaux riches are 

considered suspicious (Dunnett, 1988, 121). 

II. 1.6 Reactions against media concentration 

The commercial orientation of the press, followed by a general move towards 

concentration did not go without criticism. As early as the end of nineteenth century 

many complaints were issued (Underwood, 1993, 46). Most countries took some sort 

of action to stop the concentration of the press, but this was done with little 

conviction. The collusion of industrial and political interests did not provide strong 

incentives to change things. In reality media concentration was almost seen as a 

natural trend. A lot of the measures put into place aimed at keeping foreign groups 

out, rather than at limiting concentration in itself. 

But the press responded to criticism made, to avoid interference, and to protect their 

reputation. One way of doing so was through the setting up of Press Councils. This 

gave the message that they were taking care of complaints made and that no further 

regulation was necessary. 

31 



The adoption of codes of journalistic ethics is another self-regulatory measure. Their 

main function is to show accountability to the public, as well as to the State, sources 

and advertisers. Behind this is the need to look good, so as to convince regulators 

that no further surveillance is needed (Laitila, 1995). Australia, Belgium, France and 

the United Kingdom all have journalists' codes of ethics. Most of these codes are 

very similar. They all stress the importance of truthful and honest information; 

condemn discrimination on basis of race, gender, and religion, stress that information 

has to be obtained by fair means; and advocate the respect of privacy. Although these 

codes of ethics are often honoured more in the breach than the observance, the fact 

that they have been put in place, often by journalists themselves, indicates the 

importance that has been placed on protecting the journalistic profession from 

external, as well as from internal pressures. 

Faced with public criticism governments have in most countries been forced to take 

some sort of measures. The measures adopted by Australia, Belgium, France and the 

United Kingdom do vary. As we will see in this study those variations largely 

correspond with attitudes held towards the press. 

II. 1.6.1 Press regulation in Australia 

There is very little direct regulation of the Australian press, and little has been done 

over the years to counter press concentration. The general upheld idea, in Australia, 

is that any form of government intervention into the press presents a greater danger 

for freedom of speech. 

This does not mean that there is no press regulation at all in Australia. There is, but it 

is limited mainly because the power held by media owners has influenced media 

policy (Schultz, 1997). Politicians are very dependent on the media when it comes to 

how they will be portrayed. In practice this has meant that not public interest, but 

politician's own fortunes have come first when considering media policy (Armstrong 

and Molnar, 1996). By the same token the press is also dependent on the 

government, not only because of the government's capacity to regulate the press, but 

also because the government is an important source of income for the press. The 

government is indeed the single largest advertiser in the press. 
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There is benign government influence via government limitations on cross-media 

ownership (Dunnett, 1988, 205), 'which excludes radio and television proprietors 

from controlling major daily newspapers in their audience area and vice-versa' 

(Armstrong and Molnar, 1996, 48). Foreign investment in mass circulation 

newspapers is also restricted by Australia's foreign investment policy, which can, 

and has in the past, refused investment proposals. Editorial content is constrained by 

defamation laws and by the Trades Practices Act of 1974 (Dunnett, 1988, 207), 

which applies to business in general and 'is the main law governing competition in 

Australia' (Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, 1992, 197). It contains no 

specific provisions in relation to print media, but existing provisions relating to 

competitive conduct, and largely protecting the existence of competition, are 

applicable to the print media. 

The Whitlam government expressed interest in newspaper ownership and operations 

and attempted to impose a regulatory system on the press. Those efforts were 

countered by the creation, in 1976, of the self-regulatory and industry funded 

Australian Press Council (Schultz, 1997, 34). The Council set itself the aim to 

'maintain and enhance both the freedom and responsibility of the press in order to 

ensure the right of the Australian people to be informed on all matters of general 

interest' (Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, 1992, 283). To do so the 

Press Council has been given the task of addressing complaints made and the role of 

'impartial arbiter of complaints against the press, including complaints on how the 

press is meeting its obligation to disseminate information and ideas' (APC, 1986). 

But the effectiveness and the independence - affected by publisher and journalist 

representation - of the Council has regularly been questioned. 

Cross-ownership restrictions limiting common ownership of newspapers and 

commercial radio and television were only introduced in 1987, in order to allow 

competition, discourage media concentration in local markets and enhance the 

public's access to news diversity (Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, 

1992). 

Considering the extent of media concentration in Australia, it is surprising that no 

national inquiry was held before 1991. The State of Victoria had held two such 

inquiries in the 1980s, concluding that the concentration of the press endangered 
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diversity of opinion, only providing to a few the possibility of influencing the 

opinions of people (Grundy, 1992). The Norris report (Norris, 1981), named after the 

person who chaired one of these inquiries in Victoria, recommended the legislation 

of an independent authority, which would have the power to declare void certain 

transactions of newspapers (Norris, 1981). None of the recommendations made by 

the Victorian inquiries were upheld. In 1991, a Select Committee was established to 

carry out the first Australian national inquiry into the press. The House of 

Representatives Select Committee on the Print Media (Parliament of the 

Commonwealth of Australia, 1992, 90) noted that only Sydney, Melbourne and 

Adelaide have two newspapers directed to their metropolitan area. Adelaide has 

since lost one. The other capital cities of Australia are market targets for only one 

newspaper. The Committee made a series of recommendations, which have been 

described as shallow and not far-reaching (Grundy, 1992) and in practice did not 

bring forth any changes in the Australian press landscape. 

II. 1.6.2 Press regulation in Belgium 

In Belgium, the only measure taken thus far to preserve the pluralistic character of 

the press has been the establishment of a system of subsidies. Direct and indirect 

financial subsidies coming from the State have always been an important source of 

income for the press, which has always been granted reduced postal, telephone, and 

transport charges. A call for increased support was made in the early 1970s, when the 

press faced difficulties following increased production, telephone and postal costs. 

Convinced that urgent measures were required, 'to guarantee the existence of a press 

of opinion, a precondition of a democratic government' (Smith, 1977, 78), a working 

party was set up, by the government in power, to discuss further aid to the press. In 

1972, the Association of Newspaper Editors commenced negotiations with the 

government via a ministerial committee. Their argument was that the broadcasting 

monopoly held by the State interfered with the free operation of the written press, 

which therefore needed compensation. In 1974 the senate approved support for 

newspapers produced in Belgium, sold at a price agreed on by government, 

published by a single owner consistently for at least twelve months, and selling at 

least 7,500 copies for 250 days of the year. 
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In 1977, those subsidies contributed one third of the total income of newspapers 

(Verstraeten, 1980, 49). But the system did not entirely satisfy everybody. The 

Professional Union of Journalists criticised it for not doing enough to help the 

opinion press, which faced more financial problems than other sectors of the press. 

The idea that the opinion press is worth protecting is based on the notion that this 

press supports the development of ideological and philosophical pluralism (CGSP, 

1998). In 1979 another law was passed in Belgium, providing direct subsidies to the 

opinion press. It included selective support for newspapers selling less than 50,000 

copies a day and whose income from advertising did not exceed 75 million Belgian 

francs; as well as compensatory support to all papers according to a preferential 

system of quotas. 

Until 1980, those press subsidies were distributed by the national government. Since 

then the country has moved towards a federal system. Cultural matters were the first 

issues handed over to the regional governments. The creation of Regions and 

Communities dividing Belgium and creating local governments saw the power of 

allocation of press subsidies handed over to the power of local governments. From 

1989 on, these local governments also started compensating the press for revenues 

lost by radio and television advertising. 

How important these subsidies are for the Belgian press is not clear. But the 

existence of press subsidies does not mean that the Belgian press can survive without 

advertising income. Press subsidies act merely as supplements to other income. Le 

Soir for instance gets 60% of its income from advertising (Dumont et al, 1998). 

II. 1.6.3 Press regulation in France 

France developed a clear doctrine on the issue of press subsidies long before the 

wave of press concentrations, and commenced a concerted and planned program of 

subsidies before the present century. While the press was declared free in 1881, the 

French government at the time maintained that this freedom had to be guaranteed by 

the existence of a diversity of publications. In the beginning, subsidies were 

distributed in the form of special postal tariffs. Changes that took place over the next 

century culminated in the 1970s with a series of upheavals. At that time indirect and 

direct subsidies were made available to qualifying newspapers. Indirect subsidies 
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consisted of reduced postal tariffs and exemption from Value Added Tax on certain 

items. Later on, a V A T system was established specifically for the press. Publishers 

were also exempt from other taxes (professional taxes and taxes on profit). Direct 

subsidies were budgeted to reimburse the postal services, the railways and the cost of 

distribution of French papers abroad. 

Beginning in March 1973 a special effort was made to help newspapers which earned 

little advertising money. When the cost of newsprint increased (1973-1975) the 

French government paid out money to papers concerned with politics and general 

information to offset those costs (Smith, 1977). The aim of those measures was to 

vitalise newspapers with little advertising income, to protect those weaker papers 

from the economic crisis (Murschetz, 1998, 296). Three national low-circulation 

dailies and nine small provincial dailies benefited from the measure. 

Most of those subsidies still exist. They include reduced transport (via train) and 

postal tariffs and a special fund for newspapers receiving little advertising. Reduced 

transport and postal tariffs are particularly important for Le Figaro and Le Monde, 

which rely on this traditional method of distribution. It is less important for other 

papers which have adopted satellite transmission to printing plants outside 

metropolitan areas (Murschetz, 1998). The press also benefits from indirect aid in the 

form of a reduction of postal tariffs and tax reductions (less Value Added Tax, no 

professional tax and exemption on tax of the profit, if the money is used for 

reinvestment). 

In general, the support offered by the State applies to the whole of the press. To be 

qualified, a newspaper has to provide information of general interest, play a role in 

the diffusion of ideas, satisfy laws concerning the press, appear regularly (at least 

once every three months), be sold at a marked price and contain no more than two 

thirds of its surface in publicity (Cayrol, 1991, 179). According to Smith (1977, 15) 

the French government's willingness to subsidise the press results from a fear of 

concentration of ownership. During the 1970s the formation of press empires in 

France had not yet stabilised as it had in the U K . It is not clear whether the measures 

have really been able to safeguard a plurality of outlets. The subsidies have been 

widely criticised for favouring the already better off, in fact harming competition and 

diversity (Murschetz, 1998). 
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The French press is regulated by common law as any other private company is. It is 

also subjected to a series of specific dispositions. These are generally based on the 

law of 29 July 1881, regarding publications; on the ordinance of 26 August 1944 

applicable to all periodical information papers; and on the law of 23 October 1984. 

In 1984, the 'ordonnance' was voted to protect the press from capitalist forces and 

foreign influences. It demanded that full financial details of newspapers publishing 

companies be published and that the same entity not be allowed to control more than 

one newspaper (Palmer and Sorbets, 1997). But this rule was repeatedly violated. 

The 1984 law is often nicknamed the 'loi Hersant', because it was voted in by the 

then socialist government to limit the ambitions of French media entrepreneur Robert 

Hersant, whose press group was becoming more and more important on a national 

level (Cayrol, 1991,113). At the time, his group dailies accounted for 38% of the 

total circulation of national newspaper titles and almost 20% of provincial daily sales 

(Tunstall and Palmer, 199,142). Robert Hersant's personal past during Nazi 

occupation particularly, and the ways the extension of his press group has set 

limitations to pluralism were the main preoccupations leading to the 1984 law. The 

law applies to all newspapers that carry more than 50%> of information on national 

and international affairs, and over 20% of whose distribution covers areas outside 

their main distribution zones. According to the law, one (physical or institutional) 

person can not control more than 15% of the distribution of daily newspapers; the 

same person can only control national and regional dailies if the global distribution 

of the papers in each category (national and regional) does not exceed 10%> of the 

total percentage of similar papers. The law also ensures transparency to the public of 

information like the capital and the direction of the press groups. A special 

commission for transparency and pluralism was created by the law of 23 October 

1984 to make sure those dispositions were applied. This law is the only meaningful 

law in France limiting ownership of multiple media outlets (Tunstall and Palmer, 

1991). 

In practice the i o i Hersant' has not modified the situation of the Hersant press group. 

The law was not retroactive and hardly affected Hersant, who later benefited from a 

very liberal legislation promoted by the conservative government. The bill did not 

oblige Hersant to disinvest himself of any of his interests. This was mainly because 
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the political situation in 1985-86 was such that the government could not afford a 

new Hersant case. Judicially the law also specified that it would only be applicable to 

papers acquired or taken over before the publication of the law. By extension it was 

later decided that the law does not apply to newly created papers or existing papers 

that have increased their readership. The conservative government, which later 

replaced the socialists, made sure that the legislation governing media concentration 

was liberalised. This gave Hersant the possibility to continue expanding his empire 

(Tunstall and Palmer, 1991). 

II. 1.6.4 Press regulation in Britain 

There is no written constitution in Britain, and no written law specifically dealing 

with the role of the press (Dunett, 1988, Tunstall, 1997). Regulation depends on 

competition law and voluntary adherence by publishers to ethical standards. Policies 

have relied on the Royal Commisions to investigate the press. In Britain, 

monopolistic tendencies were investigated by a Royal Commission, as early as 1947. 

Complaints against increased monopolistic attitudes were introduced in the post war 

years, mainly attacking the press barons and the tactics they used to force 

independent newspapers out of their way. In 1947- 49, a Royal Commission 

investigated monopolistic tendencies in ownership and management. The trend in 

monopolistic concentration continued nonetheless. A second investigation was held 

in 1961, concentrating on the economics of newspaper production and a third one in 

1977. A Press Council was set up on the recommendation of the 1947 Royal 

Commission 'to encourage a sense of public responsibility and public service in the 

press' (Siebert et al, 1963, 75). Neither the Royal Commission's investigations nor 

the Press Council were able to restore a competitive press. Made up of editors and 

press managers, the Press Council could hardly have been impartial, which might 

have contributed to its lack of enthusiasm for taking action against existing media 

enterprises. It was replaced by the Press Complaints Commission (PCC), which 

drafted a new code of conduct. This followed a Committee of Inquiry, chaired by 

David Calcutt QC and established by the Thatcher government in reaction to the 

Press Council's failure to control the press (Wheeler, 1997). The inquiry also 

recommended a statutory tribunal, an ombudsman and the right to privacy. But the 
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government, which was keen not to antagonise the press (Wheeler, 1997), did not act 

on the committee's recommendations. 

The British government seems to have taken the position that the concentration of the 

press was a necessary evil. In practice this meant that highly commercially orientated 

companies took over profitable newspapers, with the blessing of the Monopolies 

Commission (created to investigate the merger of newspapers and companies owning 

newspapers which circulation combined exceeded 200,000). 

When it comes to subsidies, Britain grants few concessions and indirect subsidies to 

the press: there are postal reductions but the post is not a main instrument in the 

delivery of newspapers, as it is in Belgium and France. Mostly the Value Added Tax 

(VAT) concessions are of great value to the British press, allowing it to recoup all 

V A T on materials purchased (Smith, 1977, 102). Over the years a number of 

schemes for subsidies have been put forward with the aim of reducing market 

pressures towards higher concentration. Overall, the English government avoids 

interfering in the press (Murschetz, 1998) and in practical terms, public policy 

accelerated the trend to concentration (Simpson 1981, 31-32). 

II. 1.7 The newspapers analysed in this thesis 

II. 1.7.1 Australia's newspapers 

Australians rate highly on daily newspaper consumption per capita. Many 

immigrants brought the newspaper habit from Britain (Dunnett, 1988). In 1999, the 

readership of newspapers in cities equalled 63% of the total city population 

(Mitchells and Partners, 2000). The bulk of Australian newspaper titles are rural 

publications, but the greatest volume of newspapers is found in metropolitan areas. 

The market is dominated by the large city dailies with a second tier to meet the 

requirements of the smaller cities, rural areas and special interests. Distance has 

limited the development of newspapers with a genuine national circulation. Only The 

A ustralian and The Australian Financial Review can be called national newspapers. 
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The Australian 

The Australian is the only non-specialised Australian daily newspaper that can be 

regarded as national. It is mainly sold as a second morning paper, complementing 

more regional papers. The paper exerts some influence amongst the country's leaders 

and elite. Established in Canberra, in 1964, The Australian is a relatively new paper. 

Its owner, Rupert Murdoch, was at the time reputed for publishing rather popular, 

sensational papers. Launching The Australian was an attempt on his part to create a 

more serious paper. The paper was first headquartered in Canberra to be close to and 

have an impact on government (Kiernan, 1986). It moved to Sydney three years later. 

Owned by Rupert Murdoch the paper is part of his large media corporation, News 

Limited. As far as circulation goes, the paper has had its ups and downs. It was a 

money loser when it began, and did not start seeing profits until after 1986 (Dunnett, 

1988). In September 1999, its circulation was 131,499 (Mitchells, 2000). 

Murdoch did not hesitate to use The Australian to promote his political views The 

paper has had several changes in position, reflecting swings in political direction 

taken by its owner, Rupert Murdoch (Tiffen, 1987). The paper openly supported 

Gough Whitlam, the leader of the Australian Labor Party, and played a crucial role in 

helping the Labor government gain office (Kiernan, 1986). Later on the same tactics 

were used to undermine and bring down Gough Whitlam. Murdoch has since the 

1970s concentrated his fire on the threat from the left, 'exposing' communists, 

student groups, unions; seeing himself as 'the guardian of our freedoms' (McQueen, 

1977, 80). 

The Age 

The Age is published in Melbourne. The only other Melbourne daily, The Sun, is a 

popular paper targeting mass circulation, while The Age is aimed at readers of a more 

affluent social group. 

In the 1970s, The Age was one of the fastest growing morning papers. It was reputed 

for its production of investigative and analytical news and used to employ the largest 

editorial staff in Australia (Windschuttle, 1984). Its circulation in September 1999 

was 192,500 (Mitchells, 2000). 
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The Age is owned by John Fairfax Ltd, Australia's oldest media company. Up till 

1987, Fairfax Ltd owned nearly all of Australia's most prestigious newspapers (The 

Sydney Morning Herald, The Age, the Canberra Times and the Financial Review) as 

well as many other regional and suburban titles (Chadwick, 1989). The company not 

only has assets in the press, but also in radio and television. John Fairfax bought his 

first share in the old Sydney Herald in 1840 and became the sole owner of the Sydney 

Morning Herald in 1852 (McQueen, 1977). Over the years the Fairfax group 

expanded, not so much in a move to build an empire, but rather to protect itself from 

other media groups and ensure its own survival (Windschuttle, 1984). 

The Age was founded in Melbourne in 1854 as a radical paper, by a company of 

merchants (Walker, 1982). Its clear radical stand soon resulted in 'a boycott by 

advertisers and a financial crisis' (Walker, 1982, 294). The Age survived, became a 

workers' co-operative and was in 1856 bought by the Syme family. The Syme 

brothers continued the radical tradition of the paper, while over the years cutting 

down the price of the paper to increase circulation. By the late 1870s The Age was 

one of the most important newspapers in Australia. 

Over the years The Age had its up and downs. But in the mid 1960s the paper faced 

serious financial difficulties. Following this, the Fairfaxes and Symes joined forces 

when descendants of the Syme family sold shares to Fairfax in 1966 (Norris, 1981). 

Sir Warwick Fairfax secured full control of The Age from 1983 on (Cryle, 1995). At 

the time his company, John Fairfax Limited, was at its peak. But the company has 

since been through uncertain times, during which the fate of The Age has often been 

in question, especially following an unsuccessful takeover bid by young Warwick 

Fairfax. In early 1988, half of the stakes of The Age were offered for sale and faced 

with the possibility of going to Robert Maxwell, the British publisher. This created a 

spate of protest. Finally the then Australian Premier, Bob Hawke, remarked that 

foreign ownership of The Age should be ruled out. This left Maxwell out and young 

Warwick Fairfax renegotiated his debts (Chadwick, 1989). 

II.1.7.2 Belgium's newspapers 

Today, the daily Belgian press comprises 32 titles; 1.6 million newspapers are 

bought every day (CGSP, 1998, 1). Two main languages are spoken in Belgium: 
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Flemish (Dutch) and French. There is a German-speaking minority which has its own 

daily, Grenz-Echo; the rest of the newspapers are either in French or in Dutch. 

De Standaard 

De Standaard is a Catholic Belgian newspaper published in Dutch. It belongs to the 

Flemish press group V U M (Vlaamse Uitgevers Maatschappij) and is one of the most 

important newspapers distributed in Flanders, the Flemish (Dutch-speaking) region 

in the north of the Belgium. Over the last years the sale of copies has increased. In 

September 2000, 76,095 copies of De Standaard were printed daily (VUM, 2000). 

First published on two pages, in 1918, De Standaard mainly addressed Catholic 

intellectuals. In 1927, the politician Gustaaf Sap acquired a majority of its shares. 

Two years, later he became the sole owner of the paper. His family inherited the 

paper upon his death and kept it until the mid-1970s, when it was taken over by the 

newly created V U M (Dumont et al, 1998). By then De Standaard owned a number 

of Flemish newspapers, most of them acquired during the 1950s. 

V U M has also expanded considerably since it acquired the De Standaard papers. In 

1977, it owed only five press titles. Today it owns four titles6 which account for 

42.1% of the newspaper market in Flanders. Today it is a major player, not only 

publishing a large share of the Flemish press, but also owning several printing 

presses in Belgium; it is also active in other parts of the media and communication 

market. Most of its shares are held by Belgian industrial and financial groups. 

The paper's avowed aims are to promote the respect of traditions rooted in Christian 

values, a plural political democracy and the free market; and to defend the legitimate 

interest of the Flemish people (De Standaard, 2000). It still proposes to offer a high-

quality product aimed at Flemish intellectuals. Over the last years the paper has 

defended the interests of the Flemish in an increasingly sharp tone, often taking 

positions considered to be aggressive by the French-speaking Belgian community 

(Dumont et al, 1998). 

0 De Standaard, Het Nieawsblad, De Gentenaar and Het Volk. 
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Le Soir 

Le Soir is the newspaper of the French-speaking population of Brussels, but is also 

distributed in the rest of French-speaking Belgium. In 1996, an average of 147,367 

copies were sold daily, while 185,337 copies were printed daily (CGSP 1998, 18) 

covering 24.5% of the Belgian market (Mortelmans, 1995). Over the past few years, 

Le Soir has slightly increased its sales. 

The paper belongs to the Rossel group, which controls about twenty companies, 

some of which publish magazines, weeklies and newspapers. In practice 50% of the 

French-speaking audience reads a Rossel paper (Dumont et al, 1998, 5). Forty 

percent of Rossels's shares are owned by the French media magnate, Robert Hersant. 

Not linked to a political party or a religious group, Le Soir is considered to be a 

neutral paper. Its main aim is to keep a large audience. This hasn't prevented the 

paper from taking clear political stands on some occasions (Gol, 1970, 49). 

The paper was launched by Emile Rossel in 1887, as a free advertising paper in 

Brussels. During the Second World War, Le Soir was taken over by the Germans. 

The Rossel family was nonetheless able to resume the publication of its paper 

straight after the war without any apparent loss of prestige (Olson, 1966, 145). The 

group started expanding in the 1960s, when in 1966, the Rossel family purchased La 

Meuse and La Laterne, while acquiring control over three French newspapers in 

Flanders through a sister company. In 1968, the group purchased La Nouvelle 

Gazette and three other provincial papers. The papers in the group were allowed to 

retain their original ideological flavour, but in 1974 three of the Rossel papers which 

were no longer profitable ceased to appear. The group has since continued its 

expansion. 

II.1.7.3 France's newspapers 

In France there are just under 100 national and regional dailies, excluding specialist 

papers, and about twelve million copies are printed daily. About 49% of French 

people read a newspaper every day (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 1999). The variety 

of newspapers on the market reflects the heterogeneous nature of the market demand 

in France (Dunnett, 1988, 154). Even though the conservative press is dominant in 
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France, there is also still a very good left press, which has much more influence 

compared with the left press of other Western countries. 

French dailies are not doing well at the moment, but this poor performance is offset 

by the strength of the periodical press (Palmer & Sorbets, 1997). 

Le Figaro 

Le Figaro is one of France's leading quality dailies. It was one of the first French 

newspapers since it was created, as a weekly, in 1826; to become a daily 40 years 

later. As a conservative paper, Le Figaro is considered to be the paper of the 

'bourgeoisie', reflecting the opinions of the traditional right. 

Le Figaro, owned by Francois Coty, greatly extended its scope in the late 1930s 

under the direction of Pierre Brisson. During the Second World War, the paper 

moved from Paris to Lyon but faced serious financial problems. After the liberation, 

Brisson reopened the paper in Paris. By then Francois Coty had died and his widow, 

who had remarried in the United States, had become its new owner. She directed 

Brisson to take a clear pro-US view on international matters. Brisson could not 

accept and asked Coty's widow to create two separate companies, one concerned 

with financial management of the paper and the other with its editorial production. 

She refused, but in 1948 the French Commercial Court decided in favour of Brisson 

and she was forced to negotiate. In 1950, a management agency was set up to run the 

editorial end of the publication for nineteen years. Brisson ran both companies till his 

death in 1964. During his tenure he defined a nationalistic and conservative but 

open-minded and intelligent line for the paper. Those were the best years of the 

postwar papers, when political and editorial lines were set by the directors and not by 

the press bourgeoisie, who would in later years regain control all papers, except for 

Le Monde (Freiberg, 1981, 55). 

In the meantime French press owner Jean Prouvost convinced Coty's widow to sell 

half her holdings in the paper to himself and his partner, Fernand Beghin, along with 

the right to buy the other half later. That right was exercised in 1964, when she sold 

her other share for 200,000 francs, a ridiculously low price considering Le Figaro 

makes an annual profit of 140,000 francs (Freiberg, 1981, 54). After Brisson's death, 

it became clear that Jean Prouvost did not want to maintain the division between 
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financial and editorial management. He waited till the 19 years were over and then 

refused to continue to support the two separate entities. In 1969, the journalists went 

on strike over the issue, supported by Fernand Beghin. Prouvost's position quickly 

became one of the right of ownership, and he was supported by then president 

Georges Pompidou who needed Le Figaro's support. The journalists were forced to 

call a temporary peace when the Commercial Court ruled on May 23 that a judicial 

administrator was to run the paper temporarily and make suggestions to the court 

about the necessary transition. By 1971, Beghin had sold his shares to Prouvost. But 

by 1975, Prouvost was in financial trouble. Le Figaro had lost its financial viability 

and was sold to Robert Hersant, while the periodicals of the Prouvost holdings were 

sold to Hachette, a large international publishing house. 

Robert Hersant was known for having actively collaborated with the Nazis during the 

Second World War. He was condemned after the war and sent to prison, but cleared 

his record with the 1952 amnesty. Later other criminal convictions, often linked with 

his business dealings, were to follow. He and his brother owned several small 

publishing companies in Paris. In 1975, he was not the only candidate for ownership 

of Le Figaro. Others had also expressed interest buying the paper, but the then 

Gaullist government supported Hersant. At the time journalists were perceived as 

leaning more toward socialist policies and the Gaullist circles, by choosing Hersant, 

were indicating that they wanted to assure themselves of the future direction of a 

paper that had traditionally mobilised the political right in France (Freiberg, 1981, 

71). A year later, despite Hersant's earlier promises of non-intervention, the 

members of the editorial management had all been replaced. He was not a man to 

treat lightly: he called himself the 'political director' ofZe Figaro (Cayrol, 1991). By 

1976, of the 293 journalists active on the newspaper's staff a year earlier,160 had 

resigned and 30 had been fired, allowing Hersant to appoint an almost entirely new 

staff, which would write the news his way. Following this, Le Figaro became an 

overtly reactionary paper. 

By 1976, Robert Hersant was at the pinnacle of the second largest press empire in 

Paris, an empire he used to construct a political career for himself. He was attacked 

on various occasions by other papers, consumer associations, unions, but this has had 

little impact on him. Because of strong links with the banking community and the 

conservative political parties, Hersant's empire was safe. Hersant himself died in 
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1996, and there has since been a lot of speculation as to will happen to his media 

empire, but no fundamental changes have yet taken place. In 1996, the daily 

circulation ofLe Figaro averaged 371,096 copies (Reseau National de Ressources en 

Sciences Medico-Sociales, n d). Le Figaro is always in the red, surviving only thanks 

to the money-making provincial newspapers of the Hersant group. 

Le Monde 

Le Monde is today considered not only a quality paper, but also a reference 

newspaper and is very much respected for the quality of its columns, especially those 

on foreign policy. In 1996, the paper sold an average of 377,200 copies a day 

(Reseau National de Ressources en Sciences Medico-Sociales, n d). 

It was founded as an evening paper, in 1944, by Hubert Beuve-Mery. Its origin can 

be traced back to Le Temps, a newspaper that began publishing in the 19 th century. 

Le Temps was confiscated by the Germans in late 1942; after the war, the 30 

journalists from Le Temps who had not collaborated with the Nazis were given 

partial ownership of its new version under its new name (Dunnett, 1988, 154). 

Hubert Beuve-Mery represented the non-socialist but progressive Christian 

liberalism that was important between the wars. He was joined by Funck-Bentano, an 

earlier adviser to De Gaulle in London, and Rene Courtin, another trusted Gaullist. 

Each of the three held equal shares of the paper, while various associates owned 

smaller parts. This worked well till 1948, when the issue of France's relation with the 

US became topical because of the intensification of the cold war. It caused a split. 

Courtin and Funck-Bentano, who unlike Beuve-Mery, supported French entry into 

the Atlantic Alliance refused to continue to write for the paper. In 1951, following 

editorial criticism by Courtin and Funck-Bentano, Beuve-Mery handed in a letter of 

resignation. This created a wide coordinated protest from left political leaders, 

journalists (who created a journalist association) and readers. Hubert Beuve-Mery 

was reinstated. Two months later Hubert Beuve-Mery announced structural changes 

to avoid the possibility of similar attacks. New shares of Le Monde were issued (28% 

of the total number) and given to the journalist association to hold in trust. Le 

Monde's, shares pass on to one's successor. Over the years, journalists continued to 

support Hubert Beuve-Mery who faced several attacks over ideological and financial 
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matters. At his retirement, in 1968, Hubert Beuve-Mery appointed an editorial 

director and a financial director to succeed him. He also increased the share 

participation of journalists to 40%, giving another 9% to middle level administrators 

and clerical staff. 

Today the newspaper is unique in the way its share capital is distributed. Since 1986 

ownership of its 1,240 shares has been distributed as follows: 400 to the founders of 

the paper; another 400 to the journalists working for the paper, 63 to its executives, 

86 to its managing director, 51 to the remaining staff, 140 to the readers, and 100 

shares have been sold to supporting companies via a company called 'Le Monde des 

entreprises' (Cayrol, 1991). 

Until the early 1980s, the paper was a success in terms of circulation, although 

always vulnerable financially and politically. Le Monde could never benefit 

financially from profits made by provincial newspapers, which all the other Parisian 

newspapers did. There have also been several attempts to buy out the journalists 

writing for the paper and when this did not work efforts were made to create papers 

competing with Le Monde. They all failed to influence Le Monde (Freiberg, 1981, 

96). Because Le Monde has always been a forum for discussion for a wide variety of 

opinions, it has at times been considered dangerous, as much by the communist left 

as by the Gaullist right, and it is therefore not surprising that the paper has been 

regularly attacked from other press organs from all sides. Those attacks went as far 

as organising a request to ask advertisers to boycott Le Monde. None of this has 

caused serious damage to Le Monde, but it does leave the paper vulnerable (Freiberg, 

1981, 94). 

II.1.7.4 Britain's newspapers 

The British are traditionally heavy newspaper consumers. It is therefore not 

surprising that Britain has some of the world's highest-circulation newspapers. Two 

thirds of the population aged above 15 reads a newspaper every day (Cayrol, 1991, 

340). According to the Audit Bureau of Circulations, more than 13 million British 

newspapers are being bought on weekdays and Sundays (The Times, 16 June 2000). 
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The Guardian 

The Guardian has a liberal tradition and enjoys great appeal in the education world; 

it has a tradition of putting editorial conviction before commercial convenience and 

is also kept afloat by cross-subsidation and a family trust. The paper is owned 

through its parent company, The Guardian and Manchester Evening News, by the 

Scott Trust. The trustees are the ultimate authority, but once an editor has been 

appointed she or he is editorially autonomous. 'The Guardian editor's position is 

unusual because there is no proprietor above him and he has greater freedom of 

decision than most editors' (Hetherington, 1981, 36). 'The Guardian's writers, too, 

have customarily enjoyed greater freedom than is common in Fleet Street and have 

used it well.' (Hetherington, 1981, 29). 

The Manchester Guardian, as it was named first, started as a Manchester weekly in 

1821, launched by John Edward Taylor, whose political views were 'those of a 

reformer at a time when reform was a dangerous talk' (Ayerst, 1971, 17). At the 

time, the reformers wanted a newspaper to support their political activity and they 

put together the money required to set up the paper. Jeremiah Garnett, who had 

practical experience of printing and newspaper work, was to become Taylor's first 

partner and manager of the paper. The first Manchester Guardian, published on 5 

May, 1821, was a four-page paper of 24 columns. It was to appear once a week on 

Friday evening. Publishing often seemed impossible at the time. Taxes imposed on 

newspapers were at their highest (Mills, 1972, 41). Together with the low general 

education levels, taxes remained a drag on daily newspapers for many years (CP 

Scott, 1946). But in 1836, when taxes were lowered, the paper started a Wednesday 

edition and when, in 1855, taxes were finally abolished The Manchester Guardian 

became a daily. 

After the death, in 1844, of John Edward Taylor his eldest son succeeded him as 

editor. He died four years later, to be replaced by Jeremiah Garnett who kept the 

position for forty years. Editors have played an important role in defining the paper's 

political position and under Garnett's influence The Guardian became an organ of 

liberalism, in its traditional sense. In 1872, Charles Prestwich Scott succeeded him. 

For the next fifty years, the history of The Manchester Guardian reflected Scott's 
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mind of his mind: 'Its sensitiveness to moral ideas, its intolerance of the high hand, 

its dislike of the magisterial brow are his' (Mills, 1972, 143). 

In 1959, The Manchester Guardian's name changed to The Guardian, in a first move 

towards printing in London, seen as a way to win the display advertising necessary 

for its survival (Hetherington, 1981, 144) and to achieve national distribution. The 

move to London took place in 1961 and was followed by a few difficult years, during 

which the newspaper was making yearly losses. In 1966, The Guardian went through 

a severe financial and managerial crisis. A merger between The Times and The 

Guardian was discussed. The papers were similar in the sense that they both attempt 

to achieve high standards. But they also had clear political differences. Traditionally 

The Guardian has been politically centre left, whereas The Times is centre right. 

After long negotiations, The Guardian finally decided to remain independent. To 

solve existing financial problems costs were cut, and changes and editorial 

improvements carried out. The paper was successfully 're-launched' in February 

1969 (Hetherington, 1981, 172) and by 1971, The Guardian sold more copies than 

The Times (Taylor, 1993). But this trend reversed later on. In 1999, The Guardian 

daily sold 391,000 copies (The Times, 21 January 2000, Media 1). 

The Times 

Since 1979 The Times has been part of Rupert Murdoch's News International group. 

In 1999, The Times sold 721,000 copies daily (The Times, 21 January 2000, Media 

1). After becoming politically independent in the middle of the nineteenth century, 

The Times became renowned for its independent news reporting and its opinion 

columns, which were considered a norm by which other papers could judge their 

own news reporting. The Times imposed itself as a national institution, as a typical 

newspaper based on the ideology of social responsibility (Simpson, 1981, 66) and for 

a very long time it had a reputation as one of the world's best newspapers. But its 

take-over by Murdoch was arguably followed by a decline in quality (Dunnett, 1988, 

118). 

The origins of The Times can be traced back to the 18th century. It was first 

published by John Walter in 1785, under the title Daily Universal Register (Cayrol, 

1991) and is one of the oldest surviving titles in the world (Hartley, 1996, 13). Three 
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years later it became The Times, and from 1803 took its place as a major quality 

paper. In 1861, the paper was sold for three pence. Later Lord Northcliffe bought The 

Times and, in 1914, lowered its price to one penny, allowing the paper to sell up to 

145,000 copies daily without changing its quality tag (Chalaby, 1997). Colonel 

Astor, known as a non- interventionist proprietor, bought The Times in 1922 to keep 

it out of the clutches of Lloyd George who was seeking a political platform 

(Seymour-Ure, 1996, 35). 

He maintained the high quality of the paper's reporting and kept it till 1966, when 

The Times was bought by Lord Thomson of Fleet, the editor of the Sunday Times. At 

its takeover, Lord Thomson gave assurances that the independence of the paper 

would be maintained, as well as its tradition as a paper of record, with an editorial 

opinion on the cutting edge. Because of its reputation, the potential of the paper to 

influence public opinion was recognised, making it clear that controlling it would 

give considerable power to whoever owned it (Monopolies Commission 1966 cited 

in Simpson 1981, 67). The Times and the Sunday Times have traditionally been 

viewed as public institutions. Lord Thomson seemed to take this very seriously, and 

the duties and responsibilities imposed by a paper like The Times cost him some 30 

million pounds. The paper was certainly not making any money. But it has been 

argued that Lord Thomson's support of The Times helped his interest in other 

profitable and government-regulated industries, notably North Sea Oil (Dunnett, 

1988, 104). Lord Thomson did try to increase readership; he also modernised the 

paper's presentation, spending about 1 million pounds on its redevelopment. Special 

sections were added, such as a business news section and women's pages. 

Readership rose from 256,000 in 1965 to 432,000 in 1969. This is an important jump 

in sales, but because the sales of the paper only account for 34% of its income, this 

was not sufficient to keep the paper afloat. However the advertisement sales did not 

increase, since most of the newly acquired readers were perceived as being young 

and therefore unlikely to buy advertised products. The Times had to abandon the 

experiment and suppress the extra editorial costs by dropping the special sections. 

But in 1980, The Times and The Sunday Times were put up for sale. The sale had 

been precipitated by a year long labour dispute and the resultant huge losses 

incurred. Murdoch quickly moved to show his interest. There were few alternatives 

to Rupert Murdoch's offer, since The Times was not really a good business 
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proposition (Dunnett, 1988, 117). The take-over was not realised without raising the 

question of monopoly and political independence. Rupert Murdoch already owned 

The Sun and had a reputation for involving himself in editorial policy. He had to 

promise the British government and the journalistic staff that he would not interfere 

editorially (Kiernan, 1986). Thanks, to those guarantees and thanks to the support of 

the conservative Thatcher government, which he had earlier supported, the sale 

escaped reference to the Monopolies and Mergers Commission (MMC) (Williams, 

1995). 

It was not long before Murdoch imposed his will on the editorial staff. The editor 

was forced out a year after Murdoch bought the paper. Murdoch went on to 

substantially change the paper. 

II.2 The impact of commercialisation 

Previous sections have briefly outlined the history of the press in Australia, Belgium, 

France and the United Kingdom. This history clearly shows that, while the press in 

each country has its own characteristics, there has been a clear evolution towards a 

press that is far more commercial in outlook and nature. This refers to the existence 

of a press increasingly controlled by economic imperatives and operated for 

economic reasons. 

This section outlines the literature on the impact of commercialisation on news 

content. As will be seen, the findings of this thesis confirm the findings that abound 

in the literature on the modern press. 

The consequence of the commercialisation of the press, the loss of diversity and the 

concentration of ownership in few hands, has been the subject of a great amount of 

research and commentary. In theory the marketplace of ideas should be enlarged by 

competition, but in practice competition tends to eliminate competition and 

'whenever possible stronger media groups have absorbed smaller ones' (Entmann, 

1989, 91). There is in fact a profound contradiction between the need for media 

diversity and economic imperatives (Robbins, 1967). In practice, the economic and 

financial rules dominating the press world tend to eliminate smaller newspapers in 

favour of the larger ones, thereby narrowing the marketplace of ideas. Everywhere 
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'competition has eroded competition because it has forced media firms to protect 

themselves by becoming market leaders that stride leagues ahead of their would-be 

competitors' (Keane, 1991, 71). The commercialisation of the press has thus 

contributed to the reduction of diversity in the press, characterised (and further 

caused) by a clear diminution in the diversity of news outlets. 

This was particularly marked by the elimination of the more radical left press in 

Britain (Curran, 1987; Freiberg, 1981). Practically speaking, access to the press is 

difficult, if not impossible for most, because of the cost associated with it. And once 

a newspaper is launched it has to survive. In a commercial and competitive 

environment, 'freedom' can mean that the law of the jungle takes over and the 

strongest wins. This is what has been happening in many places. There is a clear 

inequality of power between existing media outlets. Clearly large publishing 

companies benefit from a stronger financial position, which allows them to more 

easily absorb eventual losses made. Bigger groups are also more attractive to 

advertisers, which today provide the main source of income for the press. The 

competition between publishers for mass advertisements has generally led to the 

survival of one and the death of all others (Bagdikian, 1987). 

Many European States have recognised the potential for inequality inherent in a 

commercial free-for-all, and have tried to correct them by adopting supportive 

political measures through legislation, to protect the public's right to information 

while maintaining the freedom of the press (Charon, 1991), and in some cases to 

redress inequalities of class. As mentioned earlier, in many European States press 

enterprises benefit from both direct and indirect aid. Many of those countries apply 

an especially favourable Value Added Tax (VAT) rate to the press, in some cases 

extending it to the raw materials used by the press. In many countries, press 

institutions also benefit from favourable postal and telephone costs. Added to those 

advantages, many countries also offer direct financial aid. In Holland, Belgium and 

Luxembourg for instance financial aid is granted to the national opinion and general 

information press. Italy provides funds for the national newspapers of political 

parties and for those with a clear cultural character. 

What will happen with those measures in the light of the demand for equal treatment 

and harmonisation of aid in the European Market is not clear. While the European 

52 



Council has repeatedly pointed to the necessity for cultural diversity, the 

establishment of Europe has led to pressure for a harmonisation of existing rules. In 

this sense, the unification of Europe has created a conflict between transnational 

pressures and national attempts to protect the press (Murschetz, 1998). Countries • 

offering State support in the form of cheaper postal distribution of newspapers will, 

for instance, be forced to review those measures. Because the European Union's aim 

is to provide a universal service, Europe's postal cartels will be open to competition 

(Murschetz, 1998, 299). This will force the States to review their relationship with 

the postal services, which are in most countries still government operated. The 

European Commission is also pressing for a harmonisation of the various national 

V A T regimes to be applied on sales revenues of newspapers (Murschetz, 1998, 301). 

On the international scene United States' government has tried to get support for the 

idea that communication should be treated like any other service and should 

therefore be subject to international trade agreements.7 A positive response to this 

demand on the part of the European Community has the potential to open the door 

even further to the domination of a few powerful international groups. 

But even with a reduced number of news outlets the potential still exists for diversity 

in content. This would be possible if all parts of society took part in making the 

decision as to what should become information. In addition, journalists would need 

to stop conceiving their role as that of mediator between political authorities and the 

mass public, and begin thinking of themselves as engaging political discussion in 

civil society (Hallin, 1992). Opening up political discussion demands that 'a 

democratic media system represent all significant interests in society' (Curran, 1991, 

30). What are the media but 'a battleground for contesting forces'? (Curran, 1991, 

Whether the liberalisation of commerce should include cultural goods and services was a contested 

issue during the GATT Uruguay round (1986 -1994). France and Canada were, for economic and 

cultural reasons, strongly opposed to the idea. Such liberalisation would open their country to the 

flood of American products, thus potentially affecting their balance of trade, as well as their cultural 

identity. Europe took the French position and refused the liberalisation. This has allowed Europe to 

continue protecting its media. 
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29). Over the years this battleground has considerably expanded, with the 

introduction of new media and internet players who have come to play a major role 

in defining what political discussion is about. But many argue that it is an 

increasingly skewed battleground. It is true that there has been 'a dramatic flowering 

of new political and social movements' (Dahlgren and Sparks, 1991, 13). When it 

comes to environment news, for instance, groups like Greenpeace have played a 

fundamental role in putting this kind of news on the agenda. But according to some 

the most conservative and reactionary organisations seem to have had the most 

profound influence on media content. Jansen (1994, 497) argues that 'as a result of 

the growing dependence of news media on private, corporate-funded, data and policy 

sources, many - perhaps even most - of the keywords that have acquired currency 

within the U.S. political discourse since the early 1980s have been fabricated within 

conservative think tanks'. 

But some of the more progressive movements have nonetheless also learned how to 

make use of the dominant media (Ericson, Baranek and Chan, 1987, 11). Recognised 

organisations like Amnesty International and Greenpeace even end up serving as 

sources for the dominant media. Those groups have become forces to reckon with, on 

this contested battleground. These are well-organised groups, which function on an 

international level. Smaller, more local, and less well-organised lobby groups 

probably find it much harder to get their ideas presented through the press. The 

investigation that follows examines the role played by lobby groups, as news 

providers and as actors in the news, and their potential contribution to the content of 

news. 

We also examine the input that collectives with no lobby group to defend their 

interests can have. The fact that poor people, for instance - people on social welfare 

and the unemployed - have no established relationship with journalists who know 

little about their world, has been well researched (Accardo et al 1995, Moss 1987). 

This must clearly influence the way they are represented by the media. 

Having the capacity to participate, and thus contribute to setting the terms of a debate 

held in the media is important, particularly when one considers the important role 

news plays in influencing public policies. Research has thus shown that news reports 

on welfare have an impact on public policy. Various researchers have established a 
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clear link between media representation of people on welfare and welfare policy 

(Asen, 1996; Bessant &Hi l l , 1997; Farrar, 1986; Golding & Middleton, 1982; 

Mendez, 1997; Mowbray, 1985). This is particularly important now, since the 

question of whether the State should or should not provide social welfare, and how 

much can be expected from social welfare, is being posed in most countries. 

Following a world-wide decline in economic performance this is part of the debate 

on welfare in most Western countries today. Under these circumstances having the 

power to influence the terms of the debate is equivalent to having a say in what 

welfare policies will eventually be. 

Only a communication and information system offering diversity of provision, 

providing the possibility for feedback and participation, and guaranteeing universal 

access to the media can insure that the diversity of interests existing in a community 

can be represented (Murdock and Golding, 1989). To ensure citizenship, there is a 

need for a press which is not only diverse, but which also takes its role of fostering 

debate seriously (Glasser et al, 1989). One of the aims of this investigation is 

' precisely to examine to what extent the press fulfil this role. This is particularly 

important in a context in which the few independent small-scale media organs are 

kept at the margin of society, thereby restricting diversity of expression, while 

providing the illusion that there some form of diversity still exists (Schiller, 1984, 

116). 

Some researchers (Bagdakian, 1987; Grade, 1995; Schiller, 1984) suggest that big 

newspaper groups are now in a situation of quasi monopoly, which allows them to 

have the power to decide what to do with the content of their papers. Thus, according 

to Grade (1995, 14), most press enterprises today are large, powerful financial 

corporations and, 'newspapers can pursue unashamedly partisan agendas, can tease 

and titillate to bolster circulation, and can justify their privileges under the banner of 

free speech'. Bagdikian (1987, 4) adds 'by losing in diversity and competition, mass 

media is not only reducing the variety of political voices, but also the accountability 

of the marketplace'. 

According to Schiller (1984), private communication corporations claim that their 

programming is democratic, since it relies on keeping their audiences' attention and 

interest; but this does not signify that programming is the outcome of audiences' 
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preferences or needs. 'The only audience paid attention to is an audience which can 

contribute to profitability and audience preferences are often flagrantly disregarded, 

excluding desires of the old, the poor... '(Schiller, 1984, 115). If that is the case, it 

means that a large portion of the population is excluded from the news: their desires 

are not taken into account and unless they are united in a collective or lobby group 

strong enough to defend their interests they will have no voice in the media at all; 

further, that the media system can only increase its power within the broader 

population, because as long as it does not allow citizens to see themselves as 

producers of news, they will see themselves as having very little influence as readers 

of news (Brune, 1997). In this system citizens are therefore mainly passive witnesses 

to the representation that the world media provides; they are denied the significant 

privilege of recognizing themselves and their aspirations in the range of 

representations offered within the communication sectors (Murdock and Golding, 

1989). This is why Brune (1997) concludes that mass media can only disorientate 

and at the same time oppress those who rely on them. 

As was mentioned before, the emphasis put on selling media has changed not only 

ways in which news is produced, but also the nature of news itself. Thus more and 

more entertainment has been introduced. This is at the cost of news with political, 

economic or social significance, which has been to some extent replaced by 'soft 

news' or news about people and celebrities (Altschull, 1984). According to 

Gurevitch and Blumler (1990, 276) the competition between two or more media 

organisations for a large and heterogeneous mass audience is likely to generate 

pressures to limit the amount of public affairs coverage, and shift its style from the 

serious and extended to the entertaining and arresting. Newspapers have been filled 

with 'circulation boosters' (horoscopes, comics, sport scores, movie and television 

listings, recipes) (Abramson, 1990, 258). All news is turned into human interest 

stories, and events which cannot be moulded this way are given little or no 

importance (Hoggart, 1995). Researchers criticise the use of sensationalism 

(Baldasty, 1992), violence (Gerbner, 1992), dramatisation of politics and news 

(Mancini, 1991) to maximise circulation. This is why Entman (1989, 17) argues that 

the need to sell news prevents journalists from supplying the kind of news that would 

allow the average American to practice sophisticated citizenship. The commercial 

'imperatives of T V massively reinforce the notion of the audience as markets, not 
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publics; as consumers, not citizens' (McKnight, 1997, 24). This applies to the press 

as well. Charon (1991) underlines that the space attributed to information in the 

media is being reduced at a time when people are increasingly reliant on the press, 

the radio and television for information. 

These changes are sometimes blamed for the very cynical attitude towards politics 

which most Westerners have developed. While the media cannot be held entirely 

responsible for this situation it does appear to have exacerbated an existing tendency. 

In Western countries people do not tend to recognise their responsibilities within a 

democratic society; instead they tend to lock themselves up in their private individual 

worlds (Castoriadis, 1998). The general public today has become essentially passive. 

Wherever voting is not compulsory there has been a decline in voter turnout (Hart, 

1996). 

According to Abramson (1990) and Baldasty (1992), it is the increased amount of 

entertainment found in mass media that has exacerbated de-politicisation. Hallin 

(1988, 140) put changes in public attitudes down to the fact that newspapers, which 

used to invite the reader to participate in political debate or action, now give an 

authoritative account of the state of the world, addressed to an audience whose own 

role in the world is normally not at issue, thus discouraging political involvement. 

For Hart (1996), watching television news gives viewers the feeling that someone 

else is minding the shop, so that they themselves are not required to participate in 

public life. 

In the United States the media are have not only been accused of discouraging public 

participation in politics, but have also been held responsible for the low confidence 

in public institutions. Cappella and Jamieson, (1996, 72), attribute the low public 

confidence in politics and government to the fact that media encourage the 

assumption that 'what we see is not what it seems'. This reflects back on the media 

itself. If what we get from the news is not what it appears to be, then there is little 

point in trying to keep informed. For Cappella and Jamieson (1996, 74), the 'use of 

strategic or conflict-oriented frames' has contributed to an increased public cynicism, 

because such frames present events as if they were about winning or losing, 

describing politicians as performers. This emphasis on the candidate's performance, 

style and image reminds the public of the self-interest politicians have in winning, 
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which encourages the audience to dismiss the significance of politicians' words 

(Cappella and Jamieson, 1996, 81). The general perception is that politicians are not 

willing to solve problems or to work toward creating a better future. Politics seem to 

be mainly about advancing an individual's own agenda (Cappella and Jamieson, 

1996, 81). Patterson (1996) adds to that viewers are encouraged to believe that 

politics does not work, because news coverage focuses on the negative aspects of 

politics, thereby contributing to the public's dissatisfaction with its political leaders 

and institutions and making it more difficult for officials to govern. 

Excessive media concentration has also been blamed for preventing freedom of 

choice. According to Keane (1991, 77), practice has clearly demonstrated that 

unrestrained market competition tends to work strongly against the choices of 

citizens and temporary or floating majorities. Hallin (1992) issues the warning that 

while tabloid news (with its excessive emotionalism, its violence often linked to sex) 

can be dismissed as 'just entertainment', it could also very well lead to an 

intensification of the knowledge gap. This means that one day a significant part of 

the public may only be exposed to tabloid type news, while a smaller, wealthier and 

better educated public consumes news of a higher quality. The existence of a 

widening gap between an informed upper white-collar professional class and the 

entertained manual workers has also been underlined by Colin Sparks (1991, 62-63). 

Bourdieu (1996, 17) also accents the division between those who read the so called 

serious newspapers and those who use television to obtain their information, which 

is, according to him, next to useless. Bourdieu (1996) accuses television of having a 

monopoly on the development of the minds of a large part of the population, to 

whom they do not provide the information necessary to exercise democratic rights. 

II.3 Setting an agenda: how news is manufactured 

So far this thesis has examined the historical development and evolution of the press 

in Australia, Belgium, France and the United Kingdom as well as the impact of 

increasing commercialisation on news content. This chapter looks at the practices 

that shape the news and the impact of those practices on the content of news of news 

itself. The aim of this chapter is to outline some of the key debates which inform this 
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research. It fits into a theoretical tradition, which questions the news discourse in 

relation to societal power structures. 

Discourses around concentration of ownership generally revolve around the fact that 

only a very small part of the population ends up having control over the media. This 

gives it the possibility of influencing people, of creating 'ideas and movements 

which might only reflect the desires of the media owners' (Bagdikian, 1987, 42). 

Considering the capital necessary to establish and run a newspaper, media owners 

come from elite groups, who have access to the necessary capital. Media owners are 

part of elite and have vested interests in seeing status quo, which works in their 

favour, continue. Altschull (cited in Shoemaker and Mayfield, 1987) asserts that the 

overriding determinant of media content is the ideology of those who finance the 

media. For him, the media have from the beginning been an agency for social 

control, disseminating forms of political persuasion. In this sense, the nineteenth 

century's debate as to whether to control the press by legal regulation or by market 

values was essentially a debate concerning how best to control the media and had 

little to do with any altruistic notion of a genuinely open market of ideas (Lacey and 

Longman, 1997). What mattered is that the right ideas prevailed, not that all ideas 

could be expressed. Whether the media were exploited commercially or not was not 

that important. What counted was that the existing order could be sold 'to maintain 

the prevailing hierarchical pattern of society' (Enzenberger cited in Glasgow 

University Media Group, 1976, 14). To do this, news tends to reinforce existing 

structures and positions, proposing them as the only alternatives (Hartley, 1982). But 

because of the important political and social role the press attributes to itself, it has to 

somehow legitimise its actions. To do that the media will go so far as to criticise the 

status quo, but without ever seriously threatening it (Shoemaker and Mayfield, 

1987). This limits the possibility for media to be a real 'battleground for contesting 

forces', as Curran (1991, 29) described them. Media has indeed been described as a 

terrain on which different interpretations were fighting to get the upper hand. When 

it comes to environmental news particularly, research has shown that there are 

competing interpretative packages in each cultural system and that there is always a 

symbolic contest over which packages will prevail (Gamson and Modigliani, 1989). 

This is important, particularly when one considers that for the general public the 

media helps to make sense of the world. According to Hartley (1982), the news has 
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taken over the role of the maker and teller of tales in oral cultures. 'The media have 

not simply supplanted the priest, the patriarch, the little old woman and the minor 

intellectual: they have, in both fictional and factual output, taken them over, and used 

them in a mediating role to construct cohesion out of fragmented 'facts' of life' 

(Hartley, 1982, 104). To do this, the media translate the doings of the powerful into 

the language of the workers, thereby implicating the workers in the thinking and the 

policies of the powerful. This is why media are accused of reflecting only the 

interests of the powerful groups, interests which are then perceived by the readers as 

natural and as being the same as everybody else's. Elements falling outside of some 

assumed consensus are rendered as irrational. They are presented as curious heresies 

and treated as eccentricities (Miliband, cited in Glasgow University Media Group, 

1976, 15). In this sense, mass media have become the producers of a consciousness. 

This consciousness only accepts the existing social order as defining the limits of 

rationality. This prevents any other values or possibilities being presented. The media 

have the power to shape images, which often have more impact on people than does 

reality (Galtung and Vincent, 1992, 246). This becomes particularly important when 

the news provides information about issues which people know little about. The 

reality of unemployment and the environment for instance can only be directly 

experienced by many people in a very limited way. The role of the media here is 

crucial in putting those small bits of reality into a larger picture. Thus the media have 

the capacity to reconstruct those issues and limit possible interpretations. It might 

therefore become very hard to look beyond the possibilities presented by the media. 

The use of media messages in routine social interaction contributes to the further 

popularisation of selected values and ideas (Lull, 1995, 20). This in turn can only 

reinforce the media's messages and further limit the general public's inclination to 

look beyond the media's proposed picture of the world. This is why the role of the 

media is a major concern, particularly as, with improving technology, the continuous 

flow of news images can only increase. 

Ericson, Baranek and Chan (1987, 15) have also defined news as a form of 

knowledge, in the sense that 'news is one of the important means by which society 

comes to know itself'. Conceiving news as knowledge gives the media institutions 

the role of producers, reproducers and distributors of knowledge. The media produce 

knowledge by interrelating and giving coherence to the disparate elements of the 

60 



environment, thus making sense of things. Our knowledge allows us to make sense 

of our lives, shaping our perceptions of each experience. It allows us to understand 

what is going on. For Ericson, Baranek and Chan (1987, 11) 'understanding news as 

a knowledge involves the understanding of a society in which news is produced and 

used' and the production of information and its conversion into knowledge is a 

primary activity of our society. This makes knowledge an essential component of 

culture and the key aspect of organisational power and social stratification. It is a 

social and public mechanism for ordering the world, and is therefore strongly bound 

up with power. 

But knowledge is not necessarily imposed on people. While the research presented in 

this thesis has not taken into account the role played by the reader, the fact that the 

public plays an active part in the translation of news into knowledge has been well 

researched. Messages are not all received by the public in a neutral way. Audiences 

often play an active role, for example by choosing those organs and products whose 

ideas they are in agreement with (Kress, 1983). Newspaper readers also use their 

own beliefs and attitude schemata about newspapers to comprehend and generate 

opinions about news events, in the same way that news writers use their own social 

schemata to create the news (Van Dijk, 1988). Those belief and attitude schemata are 

part of a 'stock of knowledge'. The notion of 'stock of knowledge' was first 

proposed by Schutz (1971) who studied the basis of knowledge in daily life. 

According to Schutz, the social world is interpreted according to categories and 

constructions of common sense that constitute the resources by which social actors 

get to an intersubjective comprehension and manage to find their place in the world. 

Those stocks available in daily life and in the world of life are distributed in a 

differential manner, creating a diversity of knowledges in action and in interaction 

according to individuals, groups, generations and sex. For Van Dijk (1988, 9) 

reading news thus has a cognitive dimension, just as writing news has. Participants 

are, in this context, social actors, for whom participating implies a cognitive 

dimension, which is acquired when episodes in our lives are represented as scripts in 

our memory 
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II.3.1 News as a reflection of organisational practices 

News practices have been held responsible for contributing to the maintenance of the 

social, political, economic status quo. In this sense, they are accused of being a 

propaganda instrument. A number of commentators have argued that news stories are 

said to largely reflect the practices of the workers in the organisations producing 

news (Fishman, 1982; Molotch and Lester, 1974, 1975; Sigelman, 1973; Tuchman, 

1972, 1973, 1977). For these researchers it is journalists who decide which events to 

cover, and which stories to print. To be able to do that a journalist must determine 

what constitutes an event, where it can be found and how it can be told. Official 

institutions are one of the most important sources of regular news. 'News workers do 

not only detect occurrences primarily through legitimated institutions of the society, 

but they also detect and interpret what they are exposed to by means of schemes of 

interpretation and schemes of relevance, which are the same as those used by those 

institutions' (Fishman, 1982, 236). Because of this, news work can be described as 

'repair work', designed to normalise activities in bureaucratic settings and exclude 

what might challenge the legitimacy of the institutions which reporters depend on for 

news (Fishman, 1982, 219). The fact that news practices favour the pronouncements 

of government officials and institutional elites contributes to their reality being 

presented as the reality of the majority of people (Bennett, Gressett and Haltom, 

1985). Events are defined in terms of official statements, rather than according to a 

critical method that would place news in its broader context (Koch, 1990). 

It is therefore not surprising that the news gathering processes have been considered 

as an act of constructing an image of, rather than reflecting, reality. Can news reflect 

reality? This would only be possible if there was one universal reality, which would 

be everyone's reality. Every issue involves competing events and needs, competing 

accounts of what has happened. Access to media is crucial in creating and sustaining 

one's realities. The ability to have one's own account become the reality perceived 

by others is a dimension of power. Occurrences only become potential news events 

'in so far as there is someone with an interest in noticing them'; the media reflect not 

objective reality, 'but the practices of those having the power to determine the 

experience of others' (Molotch and Lester, 1974, 111). Thus sources of news used 

can also be referred to as sponsors of particular frames (Entman, 1993). Frames play 
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a central role in the organisation of ideas (Gamson, 1989) and thus contribute to the 

promotion of certain problems, certain interpretations instead of others. 

Moloch and Lester see news as a process that generates significant 'things'. Their 

(1975) study of newspaper coverage given to the Santa Barbara Oil spill 

demonstrates that government officials and business people had more access to the 

news media, in that instance, than did conservationists and local officials. The 

environment became an important media issue in France only after the success of 

green politicians in the 1989 elections (Sainteny, 1995). Politicians have the power to 

determine media agendas. Traditionally recognised as sources of news, their ideas 

will penetrate the press more easily than those presented by other groups which to do 

not benefit from the same recognition. Environmental groups are placed well behind 

government agencies when it comes to defining environmental news (Hansen, 1991; 

Molotch & Lester, 1975; Patterson, 1996). 

Acknowledging competing realities often leads to seeing media as a terrain in which 

forces defending their own understandings of reality contest each other on a level 

playing field. But contesting forces do not all have the same power. Power is 

acquired in part via recognition by the media. Official institutions, traditionally seen 

as important sources of news, benefit from the recognition accorded them somewhat 

automatically, although even these sources have had to fight heavy competition in 

order to see their version of events prevail. Attracting media attention has become a 

skill in itself. Organisations that can afford it employ communications specialists to 

that end. For smaller, less powerful organisations, getting into the news is not easy. 

Environmental, humanitarian groups have tried many, sometimes dramatic ways, to 

ensure media attention. The bigger, better organised groups like Greenpeace or 

Amnesty International have succeeded after many years in becoming news sources to 

whom journalists routinely listen. 

Media reports favour the powerful and Tuchman (1977) holds routine news practices 

responsible for this. For her, news practices are built upon understood and frequently 

unexpressed knowledge of organisational structures, ideologies and power. These 

structures are usually an invisible component of the news, because they constitute 

standards that are largely taken for granted. In this sense, newsworthiness is a 

function of editorial and reporting routines, which incorporate allegiances to the 
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powerful, and present their reality as defining normality. Journalists possess and 

apply a set of basic assumptions about the bounds of social and political normalcy 

(Bennett, Gressett and Halton, 1985). This is why journalists have also been defined 

as 'a kind of'deviance defining elite" (Ericson, Baranek and Chan, 1987, 3). 

Research on how recipients of social welfare are presented by the media demonstrate 

how some of these recipients are presented as being deviant to social norms (Cloke, 

1995; Gilens, 1999; Bright, 1978). The manner of representation makes a big 

difference (Bright, 1978): the group's problems are depoliticised and individualised 

and this renders obsolete any reflections on the role which society at large may play 

in their condition (Burgstaller, 1982). 

II.3.1.1 News values 

The practice of 'value exclusion', in journalism in the interest of objectivity, in itself 

results in the inclusion of values (Gans, 1979a). To write news, journalists have to 

decide what is and what is not important. Though the inclusion of values is, 

according to Gans (1979a&b), generally not done consciously, editorial staff decide 

what will and will not be reported, which process of selection necessarily brings to 

bear the press's values. The whole process of making news has been described as 

following 'a set of conventions which may make intuitive sense to one group of 

journalists in one time and place, but which is subject to change as people's ideas 

and values change' (Henningham, 1990, 2). When an event is considered to be 

valuable as news, it is said to have news value. The reference made to news values 

refers to the selection of events deemed suitable to become news, according to a 

scale of interest values. 

News values have been observed and commented on since the seventeenth century 

(Westerstahl and Johansson, 1994). Various researchers have studied news values 

including Walter Lippman (1922), Galtung and Ruge (1965) and Schulz (1976). 

Galtung and Ruge (1965) came up with a list of precise news values defining foreign 

news. Masterton (1990) found that consequence, proximity, conflict, human interest, 

novelty and prominence are universal criteria of newsworthiness. Looking at 

newsworthiness in those terms is somewhat simplifying. In practice, journalists tend 

to somehow learn to recognise newsworthy events. Journalists possess preconceived 
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or learned knowledge about what news is in general, and what news is for the 

particular newspaper they are working for. To learn to be a journalist is to learn news 

practices and criteria of newsworthiness. Those criteria are not abstract norms, 'but 

fundamental social and cognitive constraints' (Van Dijk, 1988, 39). Ericson, Baranek 

& Chan (1987) made an attempt to'draw up a list of what makes events newsworthy. 

They concluded that for events to be recognised as newsworthy they had to be easy 

to simplify, personalisable, continuous with previous events, and/or consonant and 

unexpected. Hart (1996) stressed that news focuses on the extraordinary event, often 

ignoring larger pictures. 

In a 'neutral' press system, journalists probably often think that they are adopting a 

neutral position. One can of course question whether there is such a thing as a neutral 

position. News practices are not neutral and journalists themselves are the product of 

their own historical, educational and professional circumstances. 

II.3.1.2 Objectivity 

It is precisely because it is generally accepted that journalists and human beings in 

general cannot be neutral that objectivity became an ideal of journalistic practice in 

Anglo-Saxon countries - as part of the liberal political tradition within which the 

Anglo-Saxon model of the press is defined. It originated in the 19th century and was 

widely acclaimed in Australia, the United States and in Great Britain, as a way of 

eliminating the expression of political bias in the press (Siebert et al, 1963). From the 

1920s onward objective reporting, posing as the application of rigorous and scientific 

method, was intended to oppose the emotionalism and sensationalism of the 

conservative American press (Streckfuss, 1990). Objectivity became one of the 

'central points for claims made to professionalism, authority and autonomy of 

journalism' (Schultz, 1998, 130). Objectivity is also demanded by advertisers as a 

way of not offending customers who identify with particular ideological groups 

(Hallin, 1985). A media producer is compelled to meet as many needs of the market 

as possible and therefore to reach as many people as possible in order to sell space to 

advertisers who provide the main source of income. 

Being objective was viewed as a way of preventing consciously held beliefs from 

entering the news. This deliberate exclusion of ideology is what makes American 
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(and Anglo-Saxon) journalism different (continental) from European journalism 

(Gans, 1979a, 190). Contrary to European tradition having ideological views is not 

seen as fitting with journalism in America, where ideology is associated with 

extremism. This is also the case in countries like Australia, which have largely 

adopted the Anglo-Saxon model of journalism which aims to be free from values. 

Opinions are not supposed to enter the bulk of news, but have to be confined to the 

editorial pages. 

In reality, this seems to be changing today and journalists appear to be taking more 

partisan positions, slowly moving away from a more descriptive style of reporting, to 

adopt a more interpretative style (Patterson, 1996). Journalism seems to become 

more active, more interpretative (Hallin, 1992). While the British press appeared to 

became decreasingly partisan in the years after WWII, today it is widely thought that 

it is getting more partisan (Sparks, 1991). This is not to say that there aren't many 

journalists who are still, at least theoretically, committed to objectivity. 

One of the elements that distinguishes newspapers from one another is their position 

on objectivity. Australian journalists for instance are in theory still very committed to 

objectivity (Schultz, 1998, 131). The status of objectivity is slightly different in 

Europe. Many of the European dailies are still associated with a particular party or 

ideology. This does not mean that objectivity is not a recognised standard in Europe. 

After all, there are also 'neutral' media in Europe and journalism schools teach 

objectivity as an important journalistic standard. Objectivity is also an important 

standard for national broadcasting organisations which, as institutions directly 

financed by the State, constantly have to prove their independence from political 

groups by not favouring one group over another. 

The adoption of objectivity as a standard for news is a practice has been widely 

researched. Some present it as a strategy which in the end only benefits the powerful, 

whereas for others it is a good working standard. Researchers like Bennett (1988), 

Molotch and Lester (1974), Short (1976), Sigelman (1973) and Tuchman (1971) 

have all demonstrated that there is no such thing as objectivity in news. For Tuchman 

(1972), objectivity is a ritual used by journalists to minimise risks by placing a 

bulwark between themselves and critics. She also underlines a series of strategic 

procedures allowing journalists to claim objectivity: verification of facts, 
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presentation of conflicting possibilities and supporting evidence, use of quotation 

marks, structure of news as an inverted pyramid. According to Sigelman (1973, 134), 

objectivity is an 'institutional myth', a virtue to which journalists aspire, without ever 

attaining it. For Bennett (1988, 11), news is biased precisely because of the 

professional standards intended to prevent bias. 

Other researchers find that the notion of objectivity is still a very useful one. Tiffen 

(1987) sees it is a necessary standard allowing some integrity and openness about the 

news process. Nonetheless he admits that objectivity can mask the criteria made by 

news organisations to select news. Those unavoidable decisions about news selection 

are most of the time not completely impartial. Avieson (1991) sees objectivity as a 

means to satisfy the needs of the audience by providing a system to rank news stories 

by order of interest to an audience. 

IL3.2 News as a reflection journalists' values 

' If news is seen as knowledge, and knowledge as a mechanism for ordering the world, 

journalists become not the power holders of this mechanism, but those who make it 

possible for us to know who the key powers in society are (Ericson, Baranek and 

Chan, 1987). For this purpose journalists seek to provide consensus on the nature of 

reality by presenting their own way of construing the world as the norm, in the 

process producing common social knowledge and cultural values. In this sense the 

news process can be seen as an act of structuring reality (Ericson, Baranek and Chan, 

1987, 11). This process depends on news-gathering routines, but the journalists' own 

personalities and their socialisation might also play a role. 

Gans (1979a, 182) is convinced that most journalists do make a conscious effort to 

leave their personal values at home, and that the vast majority of opinions enter news 

unconsciously, through the existence of values concealed in journalistic work. But 

not all researchers agree with him. White (1950) argued that news is highly 

subjective, because it is essentially based on journalists' own experiences, attitudes 

and expectations. His research on news selection argued that journalists act as 

gatekeepers of messages. In practice this means that journalists will favour values 

corresponding to those held in their own social environment. Rothman and Lichter's 

(1985) research in the Unites States also supports the view that the ideology and the 
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personality of the reporters play some role in the manner in which they perceive and 

consequently report events in the real world. 

A survey of journalists carried out in the United States, Great Britain, Germany, Italy 

and Sweden (Patterson and Donsbach, 1996), shows that there is a significant 

correlation between journalists' personal beliefs and their news decisions; and that 

journalists' beliefs do enter the news, despite their conscious commitment to a code 

of strict neutrality. Van Dijck (1988, 27) supports the fact that who journalists are 

has an influence on how they construct news. The social schemata of each journalist 

serve to determine, in each news production stage, how new events will be 

interpreted, how they will be represented. 

What sort of social environment do journalists come from? Research carried out in 

Australia (Henningham, cited in Lipski, 1993) pictures the typical Australian 

journalist of the 1990s as male, young and ambitious with a middle-class, Anglo-

Saxon background. Tunstall (1972), after analysing the background of journalists in 

the British press, painted a slightly more complex portrait of the typical British 

journalist. According to him, journalists working in different fields have different 

goals and come from different social backgrounds. Tunstall (1972) makes a 

distinction between a non-revenue goal (held by journalists covering international 

news) and an audience goal (held by journalists covering sport or crime). Journalists 

working in non-revenue-producing areas are mostly from an upper middle class 

background, whereas journalists working in revenue-producing areas tend to come 

from the working class. 

According to Rothman and Lichter's (1985) research American journalists are 

essentially liberal-cosmopolitan, and therefore promote a liberal agenda out of step 

with the rest of society. But their findings have been severely criticised by Gans 

(1985), who disagrees with the claim that journalists have a predominantly liberal 

orientation. According to Gans (1985), journalists are mainly reformists, with 

progressive, but safe views. Patterson and Donsbach (1996) confirm this by 

characterising journalists' beliefs as only slightly left of centre rather than 

unambiguously left-liberal. Other figures indicate that journalists tend to 'prefer left 

or liberal parties rather than right or conservative parties' (Kepplinger and Kocher, 

1990, 296). But journalists are far from being a homogeneous group. Journalists 
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'working for the prestige media for instance hold views which are more on the left 

than journalists working for popular media' (Kepplinger and Kocher, 1990, 297). 

Davis Meritt (cited in Mc Knight, 1997) looks at a number of values held by 

professional journalists. Many of these seem to be learned values, values coming 

from some professional socialisation. They include belief in: 

• the value of conflict as primary narrative device, 

• the validity of experts as the primary if not exclusive voices for framing public 

issues, 

• the utility of 'being first', of providing news scoops even when such an attitude 

neglects more lasting needs of both the public and the institution, 

• the usefulness of relentless cynicism (as opposed to scepticism) towards other 

institutions, 

• the idea that dealing with values is somehow beyond the ken of journalism, 

• the idea that people are customers to be wooed or audiences to be entertained 

rather than a public capable of action, 

• the idea that it is better to report on failure than on success, 

• the idea that stories somehow frame themselves within facts which journalists 

merely need to observe and report. 

Clearly these values can also be related back to the notion of newsworthiness. They 

cannot help but have an impact on what will become news. 

But those are professional values which are not necessarily linked with personal 

values. Gans (1979b, 39) is convinced journalists' personal values do not influence 

the news; that the values found in the news are not necessarily those of the 

journalists, but that many are shared by or originate from journalists' information 

sources. This leads him to conclude that the beliefs which make it into the news are 

essentially linked with professional values intrinsic to journalism, and that they are 

learned on the job. This includes learning to use certain sources rather than others. 

Thus Gans gives more importance to the professional socialisation of journalists than 

to their social backgrounds. 

'This professional socialisation process starts in journalism schools, which inculcate 

ideological beliefs in future journalists, while teaching them to adopt a certain style' 

(Altschull, 1984, 114). Bennett, Gressett and Haltom (1985) also find training, 
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during which journalists learn to apply a particular system of logic, to be an 

important factor in determining the eventual nature of the news. It is during their 

training that journalists learn the use of 'established and uncontested ways of setting 

up social problems', which will set up a framework (King, 1983). This means that 

journalists begin work with a ready-made frame or set of frames. 

On-the-job socialisation also has an important influence on the content of news 

(Breed, 1955). Breed's study concludes that the newspaper publisher, as an owner or 

as a representative of the owner, sets news policy and that staff members generally 

follow this policy. Kerrick et al. (cited in Kepplinger and Kocher, 1990, 298) 

confirmed those findings. Their study found that while journalists tend to provide 

information in line with their personal persuasions, they support editorial policy even 

if it contradicts their ideas. But this is not necessarily a conscious process. Journalists 

often come to understand their newspaper's values through a subtle process of 

osmosis, and subsequently adhere to these values and work accordingly (Sigelman, 

1973). This sets the limits within which a journalist can move freely, and gives her or 

him an impression of independence (particularly if those limits have been 

unconsciously adopted). The journalist's socialisation as a media professional is 

further reinforced by the 'context of shared values' it creates with other journalists 

(Sigal, cited in Shoemaker and Mayfield, 1987). Not everyone shares the idea that 

journalists are manipulated by existing mechanisms. Underwood (1993, 169) found 

that journalists are well aware of the constraints under which they work and 

constantly negotiate a balance between journalistic principles and the market 

principles often imposed by the editors, who in an era of mass media 

conglomeration, behave more and more like managers of any other corporate entity 

(Underwood, 1993, 15). 

But a journalist's socialisation is not necessarily confined to the workplace. French 

researchers have repeatedly denounced the closed world in which better known 

journalists move. They all tend to know each other and work closely together. Over 

the years the current group has developed close relationships with those holding 

political and economic power. In France there are around thirty star journalists and 

intellectuals who play a key role in journalism (Halimi, 1997). They are important 

news presenters, opinion leaders who are regularly interviewed by the various media. 

Television debates usually feature these well-known people, who often also become 
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authors (Bourdieu, 1996; Halimi, 1997). They see each other regularly, like each 

other, support each other and almost always agree on everything. They dine with 

businessmen and politicians and have contributed to the domination in France of 

what Halimi (1997) calls 'la pensee unique',8 an intellectual environment dominated 

by thoughts which have been shaped by the close interdependence of journalists and 

the business class, thus largely representing the interests of international capital 

(Halimi, 1997, 46). For Bourdieu (1996, 26) this little group of journalists virtually 

exercises censorship and is the main cause of a phenomenon that he calls 'enclosure', 

a form of censorship which is much more efficient than political censorship, because 

it is hidden. Cayrol (1999, 34) also denounces the complicity existing between 

political leaders and journalists, who tend to go to the same restaurants, enjoy similar 

leisure, travel to the same places, share the same values, the same life style and many 

little secrets. This complicity between political leaders and journalists restricts 

journalistic freedom when it comes to covering political figures (Cayrol, 1999, 34). 

This phenomenon is all the more important because of how closely the State and the 

media are linked in France. 

An independent press is important if one believes that journalists are central agents in 

the preservation of order, that they use the news media 'to provide an ongoing 

articulation of the proper bounds to behaviour in all organised spheres of life' 

(Ericson, Baranek and Chan, 1987, 3). While some studies portray journalists as 

somehow trapped by the practices of their profession, by their socialisation and by 

their role as gatekeepers, for Halimi (1997) journalists have become a group 

protecting its own interests, its own power. This might seem incoherent considering 

the high degree of unemployment and the enormous differences in pay levels 

amongst journalists. But the few more powerful journalists have so far prevented 

those with less power from denouncing the situation. As Bourdieu (1996, 63) made 

clear, denouncing journalistic practices should not be about blaming individuals but 

about providing an increased awareness of the existing mechanisms governing a 

given situation, thereby providing journalists and viewers who are manipulated by 

those mechanisms with a means to free themselves. 

The one single thought 
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II.4 A conflict of interest? 

Previous chapters discussed the importance of news in today's society as well as the 

limitations that excessive commercialisation and news practices have imposed on 

news. Those limitations are accused of preventing the media from fully carrying out 

its role as provider of information allowing citizens to fully participate in society. 

This chapter looks at the relations between the press and those holding political 

power on the one hand and, on the other, between the press and those holding 

economic power. This is about who has access to the media as producer of 

information and whom the media considers itself to be accountable to, theoretically 

and practically. 

Western media emphasise the necessity of independence towards governments in 

power. This necessity underlies the principle of freedom of expression, which is one 

of the basic principles of modern democracies. The press in Western democratic 

countries is largely evaluated against this principle. Freedom of expression in the 

West is seen as forming the basis for a free press, by providing citizens the power 

that goes along with political accountability. According to Altschull, in the USA the 

news media are considered indispensable to the survival of democracy (Altschull, 

1984, 18). 

But again according to Altschull (1984, 20) the support of a free press is essentially 

ritualistic. In practice, little is done to ensure that the press has real freedom, real 

independence from all power holders. Private enterprise is generally not considered a 

menace to free speech. On the contrary it is almost as though private enterprise is 

seen as safeguarding the freedom of the press by virtue of the fact that it has the 

power to sustain media without the support of government or other official 

institutions. At least this is how big players in the media world like to promote 

themselves. Big competitors in the media market use freedom of the press to argue 

against any form of government intervention. 

Today it almost seems as though freedom of the press was created only to benefit 

journalists and the media industry, but not the public. But article 11 of the French 

'Declaration des droits de l'homme et du citoyen', passed on 24 August 1789, which 

is still the basis of the freedom of the press in France, makes it clear that those rights 
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were accorded to every citizen (Cayrol, 1999, 27). In France, at least, real freedom of 

expression presupposes that all members of society have the capacity to engage in 

the media industry. But how many people can afford to buy a national newspaper 

company to promulgate their views? Whereas in the early days of newspapers the 

investment was limited to a small press and a few people to work it, launching a 

newspaper these days a very expensive business. 'Democratic communication is 

limited by the cost of setting up facilities for expression' (Schiller, 1984, 115). 

Through advances in technology, the broad public exercise of the right to free speech 

has become the privilege of the few. 

This has not prevented freedom of expression from being touted as a basic guiding 

principle, even more so in recent years, because of the rapid changes to which the 

media markets have been subjected. Technical improvements have in the last decade 

had a tremendous impact on mass media and governments are forced to adapt media 

policy to this changing environment. 'The old language of "liberty of the press" 

shaped by the ethos of private market competition, is today making a come back to 

the centre stage of public debate about the future shape of mass media' (Keane, 

1991, 52). 'Media industry figures, but also market liberal intellectuals, politicians, 

government policy makers and supporters of supra-national treaty makers played a 

key role in exhuming the early protagonists of a liberty of the press. Deregulation is 

presented as a condition sine qua non for an era of liberty for all readers, listeners 

and viewers' (Keane, 1991, 54). The expression of this belief can be seen as a clever 

way for media owners to disguise a desire to increase their incomes with political 

and social propositions ostensibly intended to benefit everyone. It transforms 

individual interests into politically acceptable discourse according to which those 

who defend regulation are presented as conservatives who would curtail freedom of 

expression (Le Diberder & Steiner, 1989). 

At the basis of those ideas lie different conceptions of the world. According to one of 

these conceptions individual action, individual achievement and short-term action are 

proper goals. Another sees State intervention as a mechanism to equalise things and 

make them accessible to the population at large, as well as longer-term answers. 

These two conceptions of the world may underlie the way the environment, social 

welfare and unemployment are popularly presented in the news - which is a reason 

to chose these world views as objects of analysis. This thesis is not about deciding 
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whether there is a right or wrong way to look at the world. But competing world 

views should all get relatively equal opportunities, in a system promoting media 

diversity through the implementation of freedom of expression. 

Another objective of freedom of expression was to allow the press to exercise its role 

as fourth estate, a concept of the press that is still widely upheld by journalists 

(Schultz, 1998). But one might wonder what the concept still means, considering the 

close interrelationship between the modern media and the powers that be. As 

mentioned above, the concept of fourth estate was originally based on the media 

exercising control over the other three estates, the clergy, the nobility and the 

commons. This can only be valid, if the order via this sequence of 'powers' still 

exists. But today, argues Ramonet (1999, 56), the first power is held by the economy, 

the second (closely related to the first) is held by the media, which is without doubt a 

tool of influence, action and decision; the third power is political. While one might 

not agree with this, today power can no longer be identified solely as political power. 

The traditional concept of fourth estate should probably be broadened to take into 

account economic power. 

The notion of fourth estate is particularly strong in Anglo-Saxon countries where it 

has somehow become synonymous with carrying out watchdog journalism or 

investigative journalism, which is about scrutinising the powerful in the name of 

those who lack power (Schultz, 1998). Those notions have become particularly 

significant in the United States since the Watergate affair in the 1970s. But one might 

wonder to what extent the press is in any position to truly scrutinise the powerful. 

Those in the watchdog role require complete independence from the watched - an 

independence which in this case does not exist since the press is subject to economic 

forces and dependent on government for sources of information, for initiatives 

concerning the regulation of media and, in some countries, for economic support. 

And how does the journalist fit into all this? Today's professional journalists tend to 

see themselves as 'standing above political discussion' (Hallin, 1988, 131). 

Verstraeten (1998) wonders whether journalists can in fact use their freedom of 

expression since, as in any commercial organisation, choices and orientations taken 

by newspapers are decided at a higher hierarchical level. Similarly Bowman (1988) 

argues that editors and journalists do not control newspapers, but are controlled 
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themselves by owners and managers. But priorities at that level are often different to 

those held by journalists. 'Managerial attitudes do not always match the adversary 

ideology of journalists. Many news executives are primarily organisation men, 

oriented to production and audience concerns, who do not relish controversy or risk. 

They see public conflict with major figures not in terms of important democratic 

principles, but as threatening revenue, endangering corporate interests' (Tiffen, 1999, 

212). To what extent can journalists impose their own views on owners and 

managers, their employers? The right of freedom of expression of journalists in 

relation to publishers and owners is generally not protected by law. France has 

adopted, in a legally binding form, the principle that journalists cannot be forced to 

write against their own convictions (Kepplinger and Kocher, 1990). In most other 

countries only voluntary codes of ethics protect the journalist from internal pressures. 

Yet codes of ethics cannot prevent the subtler process of socialisation of journalists 

and the effects of guidance provided by media owners. In practice, notes Keane 

(1991, 90), corporate decision makers routinely act as censors. Those in control 

determine what is allowed to enter the marketplace of ideas. 'If large media 

corporations do not interfere in the running of news outlets on a day to day basis they 

take action when larger issues in which the media corporations have a strong self-

interest are at stake' (Bagdikian, 1987, 41). Rupert Murdoch is notorious for 

intervening in the process of generating content for his newspapers (Kiernan, 1986, 

Sergeant, 1999). Big media corporations will generally not admit to interfering with 

the selection of the content of news, but it seems only logical that they would tend to 

promote the politics and economics which they will profit by. In a press operated for 

mainly commercial motives, decisions made about what will or will not appear in the 

news are essentially commercially motivated. Rupert Murdoch is not like the 

flamboyant press barons who marked the depression years in British press history -

his first priority is to make a profit rather than to promote a political agenda - but 

that is not to say that he shies away from defending neo-liberal and conservative 

values (Sergeant, 1999). The fact that the press is increasingly dependent on capital 

coming from segments of the business world other than media and communications 

probably accentuates this tendency even more. Behind the press stands the business 

world at large. Therefore policies decided on at a higher level are in the short term 

designed to sell (newspapers to readers and readers to advertisers), and in the 
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medium to long term to create an environment favourable to doing business. The 

analysis of news on the environment, unemployment and social welfare in this thesis 

examines whether this has a practical impact on the news and if so, how this impact 

is made and felt. 

In France, where the most important French newspapers belong to major industrial 

groups such as Aerospatiale and Dassault, Halimi (1997) has denounced the 

overlapping of interests between media and industry. In Belgium, banks have a clear 

influence on the few larger media groups, because of the amount of capital directly 

or indirectly (via the paper industry, or media distribution agencies) invested in them 

(Verstraeten, 1980, 22). The links between media groups and other industrial sectors 

are also very strong, to the point where Hans Verstraeten (1980, 380) does not 

hesitate to say that the important Belgian press group V U M is nothing but an 

emanation of the main Belgian employers. In Australia, as early as 1949, Mander 

(cited in Dark, 1949, 9) found that'.. .the whole complex of financial controls - of 

steel, coal, chemicals, glass, textiles, shipping, manufacturing, banking and insurance 

- is brought into relation with the Murdoch press and able to influence the Murdoch 

newpapers' policy...'. In view of the fact that corporate executives have remained 

amongst the most conservative (Baker, 1997), it is obvious that this tendency worries 

people with a progressive frame of reference. Some of these issues will be 

investigated in the following pages. 

Not only do the media owners have the capacity to influence the content of the press, 

so do the advertisers on whom the press depends for its survival. Commercial mass 

media 'are not news and features backed by advertising', rather they are 

'advertisements which carry news, features and entertainment in order to capture 

audiences for the advertisers' (McQueen, 1977, 10). Gathering and processing 

information can be an expensive business and there would be no profit without the 

advertisers. In other words, without advertisers there is no commercial press. To 

what extent advertisers can use their position to influence the press is not really clear. 

One could argue that the media are just as dependent on advertisers as advertisers are 

on them. Media organs that have a clearly established position on the market 

probably do have a strong negotiating position with respect to advertisers. But who 

gave them this strong position? Advertisers themselves. Many media outlets have 

been created not so much because the public needed them, but because advertisers 
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needed them (Verstraeten, 1980, 61). Windschuttle (1984, 6) states that it is by 

generating audiences rather than through any direct control that advertisers exert 

their influence over the content of the media. Here again, although officially 

advertisers do not participate in the shaping of media content - a practice seen as ' 

unprofessional and to be avoided (Windschuttle (1984, 5) - they have been known to 

push beyond their direct economic interests, making their opinions known 

concerning specific editorial viewpoints (Baker, 1997). Not only media owners but 

also their advertising clients have vested interests in defending ideas that are in 

favour of the industry as a whole. In 1999, a scandal exploded in Australia when it 

became known that a broadcast journalist had accepted large sums of money from 

the banking sector in exchange for showing the banks in a good light. Reports on the 

issue largely concentrated on the behaviour of the journalist in question - John Laws 

- without really analysing the power relationships between the business sector and 

the media. What is in fact hidden advertising is made possible because of the 

increasingly common and increasingly accepted blurring between reporting and 

advertising. Advertorials, which are editorials that act as advertising are increasingly 

common. As early as 1994 Schiller noted that advertising 'has been extended to 

politics, politicians, policies and general socio-economic issues, which are sold to the 

public the same way soap or cars are sold' (Schiller, 1984,117). A report of the 

Australian consumers magazine Choice (1998) denounced this tendency. 

It has been argued that media dependence on commercial powers is a lesser evil than 

media dependence on the State. Most researchers (Verstraeten, 1998, Hallin 1992) 

emphasize that changes have not been only negative. Obviously, considering the 

importance of the press as a democratic instrument, total government control of the 

press can only undermine the press's potential as watchdog. The press at large has 

become independent of political groups. 

One could argue, however that political groups today are more dependent on the 

press than vice versa. To some extent the media have the capacity to make or break 

politicians, and even a government. Governments and politicians are generally well 

aware of the power held by the media and will think twice before attacking media 

groups, certainly when they are strong. 'They always attempt to tame and seduce the 

press, well aware of its power' (Boyce, 1987, 109). Politicians largely depend on the 
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media to sell themselves and get their messages through to the larger public. Because 

media are so important to them, politicians have learnt how to provide information 

that is sure to be published. According to Cayrol (1999), the media are one of the 

major preoccupations of French politicians, to a point where the anticipated response 

of the media can determine the positions taken by the politicians, the style they 

adopt. In most countries it has almost become impossible to be successful in politics 

without the media's support, 

And the media to some extent still depend on government organisations and while 

'the press accommodates its structures and operations to the imperatives of 

commercial logic, it does not turn a deaf ear to the wishes of the State' (Dahlgren and 

Sparks, 1991, 11). Government organisations are important sources of information 

and, more importantly, they make decisions concerning press regulations. Over the 

years, and pushed by widespread criticism, the governments of many countries have 

investigated issues raised by an increasingly concentrated and commercial press. But 

government action has been very limited and the collusion between industrial and 

political interests has certainly contributed to that. 

There are many documented cases showing how media moguls have used politicians 

to protect their media interests and vice versa (Cryle, 1995). Margaret Thatcher, for 

instance, helped Rupert Murdoch, whom she greatly admired, to buy The Times and 

The Sunday Times. French media baron Robert Hersant was a parliamentarian 

himself at one stage. He also employed parliamentarians, which was of course a 

means by which they could be kept under control. So in a way, 'free' is not the word 

for the market in which the press operates. The so-called free market 'has only ever 

existed inside a framework of State regulations and government interference, for 

there was never a 'free press' - only a continuous cha-cha between editors and 

governors, back and forth from deference to defiance' (Hartley, 1996, 37). 

The notion of a free market of ideas implies that the exchange of ideas should be 

insulated from all structures of wealth and power, in reality, when it comes to media 

the centres of production and dissemination of ideas is closely tied to the centres of 

economic and political power (Hallin, 133). In practice, choosing to have media 

controlled by the State or by economic forces is, according to Lacey and Longman 

(1997) just choosing how to best control the media. The institutionalisation of the 
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press within the market system serves as a form of control, which is also why the 

modern newspaper is vulnerable to all kinds of pressures (Curran et al, 1977). But 

the interpretation of press history legitimates this market-based system and has 

'encouraged a limited model of the role of the press as an independent mediator 

between government and governed, and as an independent channel of 

communication. This model has dominated public inquiries into the press in Britain, 

effectively excluding serious consideration of structural reform' (Curran et al, 1977, 

197). 

Although some threats are greater than others, 'neither public service nor private 

corporations can be seen as automatically enhancing the democratic cause' and 'there 

is no group whose interest can be considered as necessarily coincidental with 

democratic ideas about the media' (Tiffen, 1994, 64). In Anglo-Saxon countries, the 

power obtained by some large media corporations is rarely seen as worrying. This 

testifies to the extent to which the Anglo-Saxon economic model has become the 

model of relations between the State, business, the public and the media, according 

to which the press acts as mediator between government and governed, and also to 

some extent as government watchdog, while leaving the corporations largely 

unwatched. 

The extent to which this fourth estate role is equally accepted by all cultures has been 

discussed by Charon (1991). He argues that while the Anglo-Saxon culture tends to 

view the press as representing its readers, in other continental European countries the 

legitimacy of the press taking on this role is not widely accepted. The Anglo-Saxon 

press sees investigative journalism as an ideal to be carried out in the public interest 

(Schultz, 1998). 'Newspapers appeal in their opinion columns to the public interest, 

often, as if it were a tablet of stone and they its priestly keepers' (Bowman, 1988, 

xii). In fact in Australia some of the media appear to have reduced this role to a kind 

of perpetual witch hunt, whereby small business operators (rarely big corporations) 

are tracked and exposed, and politicians accused of minor wrongdoings. What indeed 

is the public interest? Which public's interest do they defend? In opinion papers one 

is at least made aware of whose interests are being defended. In the 'neutral' press 

things are not as clear. Anglo-Saxon newspapers somehow present themselves as 

representing their readers. This attitude is not prevalent in the French or Belgian 

press for instance. The kind of article in which the media attributes to itself the role 
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of administrator of justice in the name of the public, is rarely recognised as 

acceptable in France or in Belgium. On the one hand this is because those countries 

have greater provision for the respect for the privacy of the individual. But it is also 

because, for a French or Belgian politician, the only democratic legitimacy is 

provided by universal suffrage. The elected person has is legitimated because he was 

voted in, not the journalist. French politicians therefore also have a tendency to 

question the rights of a journalist to investigate their actions (Cayrol, 1999, 31). This 

does not mean that the French press has never exposed major wrongdoings. But 

overall only few French journalists carry out what is called investigative journalism 

in Anglo-Saxon countries. The notion is not as developed and accepted as it is in 

Anglo-Saxon countries. 

How those different attitudes towards the press are reflected in the news is partly the 

subject of this thesis. Specifically this research compares newspapers from Australia, 

Belgium, France and the United Kingdom. Acknowledging different models for 

relations between the press and the State should shed some light on the way the 

selected newspapers in those countries frame their stories. 
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Chapter III. Research: aims and 
methodology 

III.l Why unemployment, social welfare and the 
environment? 

Following the more theoretical considerations set out in previous chapters, we now 

turn to the methodology of the research used in this investigation. This introduction 

answers the question: Why were unemployment, social welfare and the environment 

chosen as topics for analysis? 

The way we as a society deal with unemployment, social welfare and the 

environment suggests what kind of society we want. The importance of these issues 

is heightened by the uncertainties existing in today's world, uncertainties which 

stand in contrast with the optimism and strong belief in continuing progress which 

marked Western societies between the end of WWII and the early 1970s. In this 

earlier period, there appeared little doubt that we were heading toward a more open, 

a more equal society, a better society. Today the world seems to be heading in no 

clear direction. The future nonetheless depends on choices made today. It is 

particularly in such an uncertain context that media play an important role. As 

producers, definers of knowledge, media present us with available options, possible 

choices. As Golding & Middleton (1982, 59) put it, the media has, in moments of 

social change, the power to 'cut through popular uncertainties with a display of 

political verities around which social consensus is sustained'. How is a society which 

is characterised by individualism going to respond to a problem like unemployment 

or the deterioration of the environment? How is a society preoccupied with the 

creation of wealth going to articulate unemployment and environmental issues? The 

object of this thesis is not to offer any answers to those questions but to analyse how 

the press articulates those issues. What are the stories told about unemployment, 

social welfare and the environment? And also what role is attributed to various actors 
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involved in those issues, such as governments, the industry, community groups, 

individuals themselves? The public has clearly identified those issues as important; 

they have been named in public polls as major public issues (The Australian 

27701/98, 2; The Times 29/5/98, 10). 

From the early 1970s unemployment re-emerged as a major problem in most 

Western countries. This followed a slowing down of economic growth and 

accompanied a move towards a more globalised economy. The fact that a relatively 

large percentage of the population was unable to find work led to a change in 

attitudes towards work. In such an environment employers questioned the advantages 

and protective measures gained for the employed after the Second World War. It also 

led to widespread reappraisals of the welfare State (Saunders, 1994). More money 

needed to be spent on social security and the idea that this was partly the reason for 

budgetary difficulties started to develop. By the beginning of the 1980s the welfare 

State was perceived as facing a crisis (Saunders, 1994). Since, the welfare system has 

been continuously modified in Australia, Belgium, France and the United Kingdom. 

In other words, we seem to be going through a transition period, for which there is no 

clear outcome. It is impossible to look at news on unemployment and social welfare 

without examining the role attributed to various social actors as managers of such a 

transition period. As we will see, newspapers describe two main forces as best 

managers for employment and social issues: the State and business. But those two 

forces have completely different functions and priorities. The possible role attributed 

by the newspapers to those two forces is indicative of a world view proposed by the 

press. 

The same goes for the reporting on environment. The environment is a relatively new 

issue, one which only really emerged in the 1960s (Hansen, 1991). While the 

importance of taking care of the environment is rarely questioned, how much priority 

it should be given, in a context of economic uncertainty, is certainly a question. 

Priorities depend on whether short-term solutions based on short-term economic gain 

should be favoured, or whether priority should be given to long-term management of 

the world. In this sense possible choices offered or not offered by the media are 

crucial. Overall the public also has very little information about the environment, and 

the role of mass media in the circulation of environmental meaning is therefore 

crucial (Cottle, 1993). This is exacerbated by the fact that many of the effects of 
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environmental neglect are, as yet, invisible. Because of this invisibility, they only 

exist in terms of knowledge about them. But the effects of environmental neglect are 

often also irreversible, which contributes to the importance of the issue. 

Not only do the media f i l l in gaps of knowledge experienced by the public, but they 

also have the power to create these issues in the first place, particularly when the 

public does not possess the information to correct statements made by the media. The 

public's knowledge of unemployment, social welfare and the environment is limited 

to direct experience, which does not often allow for the conceptualisation and 

understanding of a larger picture. 

The research carried out in this thesis concerns interpretations, choices and frames 

put into action: the media's mediating role between social phenomena and people. 

The media are not only transmitting information, but also making statements, which 

most citizens cannot correct. This is why those statements are important, and in 

theory they can come from a variety of directions, competing with or reinforcing 

each other. 'On most policy issues, there are competing packages available in this 

culture. Indeed, we can view policy issues as, in part, a symbolic contest over which 

interpretation will prevail. This cultural system has a logic and dynamic of its own' 

(Gamson & Modigliani, 1989, 2). Different levels of sense-making constantly 

compete or reinforce each other. The environment, says Simon Cottle (1993), has 

become contested terrain, variously defined and understood by the social meanings 

and frameworks of understanding within the wider culture. The same can be said for 

social problems such as unemployment and the need for social welfare. 

Considering the role of media in making sense of the world, how those issues are 

related by the media has a crucial influence on how they will be perceived and acted 

upon. Researchers have clearly established a relationship between the way 

environmental issues are reported and public opinion on the environment (Burgess et 

al, 1991; Hansen, 1991; Gauntlett, 1996) and between the way unemployment issues 

are reported and public opinion on unemployment (Shaw and Slater, 1988; Iyengar 

and Kinder, 1987; Mutz, 1992). This, in turn, has been said to have an influence on 

policy making (Asen, 1996; Farrar, 1986; Mendez, 1997; Moss, 1987; Mowbray, 

1985). 
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III.2 Methodology 

Quality papers were selected for analysis because they are the papers that are seen as 

reflecting and continuing the role that the press has traditionally adopted for itself in 

liberal democratic capitalist nations. They are, in other words, the papers of record, 

the publications that are read daily by decision makers and experts, the papers that 

influence much of the broader media agenda. The way that issues are presented in the 

quality press affects the way they are perceived by society as a whole, even by those 

who may not read the papers themselves. This study makes comparisons between the 

press in countries where the media concentration is very high (Australia), where the 

national press is highly competitive (United Kingdom), where the press is subsidised 

and where the opinion press is still very strong (Belgium and France). 

Because of its large size and heavily urbanised population Australia lacks a true 

national daily broadsheet newspaper. Most of the daily papers in Australia are 

regional with the most influential located in the largest cities, Sydney and 

Melbourne, with The Sydney Morning Herald and The Age respectively. A true 

national daily, The Australian, was started by Rupert Murdoch in the early 1960s, but 

it has only become profitable only in recent years. The evidence of history suggests 

that Murdoch subsidised a loss on The Australian for many years rather than vacate 

the market niche to a competitor who could be expected to acquire the political 

influence available to the publisher of such a paper. This is further evidence of the 

importance and influence of daily quality newspapers. Because of the two languages 

in daily use in Belgium - French and Flemish - the country is sometimes considered 

to lack a true national quality daily. But Le Soir and De Standaard nevertheless fit all 

the criteria that apply to national quality newspapers, and these are considered as 

important quality papers in their respective language communities. France and the 

United Kingdom both have quality daily publications that are produced and 

distributed around the entire country. 

Obviously there are other sources of news available to the general public apart from 

the quality daily broadsheets. Television news, for example is much more widely 

consumed than the print media, and, in the opinion of many journalists and 

commentators, more influential than the print media, particularly in the context of 

events such as election campaigns. The logistical and practical difficulties of 
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obtaining and analysing broadcast media, however, precluded its use in this research. 

Audiovisual news, in other words, is simply not as available to the researcher as is 

news published in newspapers. Besides, although television is very popular, it would 

seem that print media are the choice of people actively seeking information (Chaffee 

& Kanihan, 1996 & 1997). 

The press, as the first model of mass media in history, has over the years been hard 

pressed by new technologies such as radio and television. The latest challenge comes 

from the internet. While over the years newspaper consumption has dropped in most 

countries, the press has also proven its resilience and capacity to adapt to new 

situations. It is doing this again today by supplying in electronic form over the 

internet not only the daily news but also extra documentation, the consultation of 

archives and interactive services. Big media groups are increasingly attracted to a 

medium which has the potential to link them to 140 million users worldwide 

(Ramonet, 1999). This might turn out to be significant, considering the fact that the 

internet has the potential to reduce advertising income received by newspapers 

(Morris, 1996). Internet news might have been an interesting medium to analyse, but 

it is early days yet, for this medium, which is still defining its role. A l l the papers 

used for this research have an electronic version, but only the hard copy was used for 

this analysis.9 

A systematic, twelve-day sample of the eight newspapers under consideration 

published in 1998 was selected, as outlined in Table 1. This form of systematic 

sampling, in which the selection of each unit is dependent on the previous one, 

covered weekly and yearly variations by covering each weekday, excluding Sundays, 

and each month of the year.10 This form of sampling offers a high degree of 

representativeness (Sarantakos, 1998, 141). Hence the sample days were selected as 

follows: the first Monday of the first six day week of the first month of 1998, then 

the second Tuesday of the second week of the second month of 1998, the third 

Wednesday of the third week of the third month of 1998, the fourth Thursday of the 

9 I would like to note here that I found that there are different issues of The Times and The Guardian, depending 
on when and where each issue was printed. Those different issues do not always carry exactly the same articles. 
In some cases the article is the same, but the headline is different. To avoid confusion, I only used the copies 
available on microfiche at the Australian National Library. They are copies printed only within the United 
Kingdom and not distributed anywhere outside the country. 
1 0 Sundays were not included because not all the newspapers analysed have a Sunday edition. 
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fourth week of the fourth month of 1998, the fifth Friday of the fifth week of the fifth 

month, the first Saturday of the first week of the sixth month of 1998, the second 

Monday of the second week of the seventh month of 1998, etc. 

Table 1: Newspaper sample 

1st Monday of January 5 January '98 

2 n d Tuesday of February 10 February '98 

3th Wednesday of March 18 March '98 
th 

4 Thursday of April 23 April '98 

5 t h Friday of May 29 May '98 

1st Saturday of June 6 June '98 

2 n d Monday of July 13 July '98 

3 t h Tuesday of August 18 August '98 

4 t h Wednesday of September 23 September '98 

5 t h Thursday of October 29 October '98 

1s' Friday of November 6 November '98 

2 n d Saturday of December 12 December' 98 

This method of sampling was chosen because it allows a good exploration of larger 

patterns of coverage, which is the main aim of this research. Such a sample makes it 

difficult to look at the development of individual stories. But individual stories were 

only examined as part of the larger sample. It is only as part of this larger framework 

that conclusions have been made from the examination of individual stories. 

III.2.1 The sampling of articles on unemployment, 
social welfare and the environment 

From the selection of twelve issues of each of the eight newspapers, three separate 

samples were drawn: one containing articles on unemployment, another with articles 

on social welfare, and a third containing articles on the environment. 

Stories on unemployment were defined as all articles containing at least two 

sentences on the idea of unemployment or on employment when reported as a 

movement (people becoming unemployed or employed). In other words, the word 

'unemployment' itself did not form the basis for the selection of articles, but rather 
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the concept of unemployment. Articles about people finding a job or losing a job 

were retained; articles in which the word 'unemployment' was mentioned once, 

without any further reference to it were not retained. Articles about working 

conditions (without any reference, literal or by implication, to unemployment) were 

not part of the sample, nor were articles with only one mention of the word 

'unemployment' without any further reference to it. A total of 283 articles were 

extracted from the newspapers for further analysis. 

For social welfare, all articles which referred to social services and social security 

were included, as well as articles about welfare benefits provided in a variety of 

areas, such as the legal, health, education and housing area. Articles mentioning legal 

support or child support for people with little income were thus selected as part of the 

sample, but articles about the general health system, for instance, were not included 

unless they specifically mentioned welfare benefits. Here the sample set totalled 151 

articles. Some of these articles also formed part of the unemployment sample set. 

This was particularly the case with articles which mentioned unemployment benefits. 

For the purpose of this research environmental articles were defined as articles 

relating to the natural environment; in other words those having as main subjects the 

air, the soil, the water, wildlife, vegetation, and environmental organisations. Articles 

on gardening and agriculture, without any mention of general environmental impact, 

were not included in the sample, nor were daily weather reports and articles about 

outer space. Using this process, 342 articles was retained for analysis. 

These definitions inevitably have an element of arbitrariness, and a different coder 

might well have selected articles omitted here, or omitted some that were included. 

However a consistency of approach was provided by the fact that all the articles were 

chosen by one person relying on the same processes to select articles. For this reason, 

there was no attempt to assess inter-coder reliability. 

As a first step the number of articles in each sample was counted against the total 

number of articles published in each newspaper sample, to provide an approximate 

percentage of the amount of news published on those topics (see Table 2, page 103). 

Any news item with a separate title and a separate by-line (when included) was 

counted as one article. 
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III.2.2 Analysis of information sources and framing of 
news 

Quantitative categorisation 

Each of the selected samples was analysed quantitatively and qualitatively. As a first 

step for each article in each of the subject categories the following information was 

noted: the name of the newspaper, the main source of information used (who 

provides the bulk of the information given in each article) and the secondary sources 

of information (other providers of information mentioned). No categorisation has 

been made according to story type, as such distinctions (e.g. between straight news 

stories and features) are not germane to this study. In categorising stories according 

to main source, the source category 'editorial and other opinion articles' only editorial 

and opinion pieces for which a journalist is clearly the main source were included. 

Articles signed by politicians and published in the opinion pages were classified in 

the source category 'government representatives and politicians'. 

The categorisation process adopted differs slightly for news on unemployment, social 

welfare and the environment, because of a differing range of sources. The terms 

used and the categorisation process are set out in detail in pages 92 to 98. 

Articles on unemployment were also submitted to an extra classification according to 

whether they were slanted toward a political, social, economic interpretation, or a 

mixture of those. More explanation on this process is given on pages 94 and 95 

Because the stories covering the environment are very varied, a set of environmental 

story categories was also identified. More explanation on this process is given on 

pages 97 and 98. 

The aim of the categorisation according to sources of information was to find out 

which, for each article, was the main source of information (i.e. the originators of the 

stories, the main authorities quoted) and which secondary sources of information 

were used. This research recognises that it is important to identify who makes claims 

with regard to unemployment, social welfare and the environment. These issues are 

rarely cause for immediate or dramatic response; therefore, in order that they should 
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be reported, they must be actively promoted. This is why a considerable proportion 

of this research is dedicated to the use of sources of information. 

It was found that the majority of articles in a given newspaper could indeed be traced 

back to a single main source of information. Such sources will be referred'to as main 

sources of news or of information. When counting main sources of information, each 

article was only attributed one main source of information. Practically speaking, this 

means that the tables categorising main sources of information are also indicative of 

the total number of articles making up each sample. Secondary sources of 

information are other sources referred to as providers of information in the articles of 

the sample. Those sources offer complementary information by either agreeing or 

disagreeing with the main source of information. While the quantitative analysis does 

not consider positions taken by these secondary sources, this has been taken into 

account in the qualitative discussion. In the tables containing secondary sources of 

information the number of articles in each sample is not at issue, since some articles 

have more than one secondary source of information, while others have none. 

During this process only categories of sources of information were counted and not 

individual people. This means that if two different politicians are cited as sources of 

information in one article, the article is categorised as coming from a political source 

of information. This does not take into account the political orientation of the 

politicians in question, who are all put in the same category: 'politicians'. No attempt 

has been made to classify politicians according to whether they were in government 

or in opposition. It would have been difficult to carry such a categorisation for all 

countries, considering Belgium's political representation system is based on 

proportional representation. The qualitative framing analysis, which follows the 

quantitative analysis, does take into account the position and orientation of the 

politicians. 

The attribution of sources is not always clearly made by newspapers and the 

attribution of news to a main source is to some extent arbitrary, but not sufficiently 

so as to render the method invalid. 
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Qualitative analysis 

The data collected by the quantitative analysis are used as the basis for further 

analysis, at a number of different levels. 

The first level involved the framing of news. The aim of this part of the analysis was 

to find out what was emphasised in each of the stories and to compare the results 

with analyses of similar stories in other newspapers and with similar stories in which 

different sources of information were used. Together with the journalist who wrote 

the story, the sources of news used for the story can be regarded as the sponsors of a 

particular frame, which can be defined as central in organising ideas 'for making 

sense of relevant events and suggesting what is at issue' (Gamson, 1989,158). The 

process of framing involves selecting 'some aspects of a perceived reality and 

makfing] them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a 

particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or 

treatment recommendation for the item described' (Entman, 1993, 60). Frames are 

largely dependent on the source of news or sponsors; and 'are constructed from and 

embodied in the keywords, metaphors, concepts, symbols, and visual images 

emphasised in a news narrative' (Entman, 1991, 7). The facts on which the news is 

based have no intrinsic meaning, but only take on meaning by being embedded in a 

frame that organises them and gives them coherence, selecting certain interpretations 

to emphasise while ignoring others. News frames, argues Todd Gitlin (1980, cited in 

Bell and Garrett, 1998,120), 

make the world beyond direct experience look natural; they are 'principles of 

selection, emphasis, and presentation composed of little tacit theories about what 

exists, what happens and what matters [...] frames organise the world both for 

journalists who report it and, in some important degree, for us who rely on their 

reports. Frames enable journalists to process large amounts of information 

quickly and routinely; to recognise it as information, to assign it to cognitive 

categories, and to package it for efficient relay to their audiences [...] It is 

through repetition that the prevailing frames acquire an ostensibly natural or 

taken for granted status. 

Frames were identified by looking at a number of variables: the place of the article in 

the newspaper, the headline used, the information emphasised, the portrayal of the 
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various actors in the news. To analyse news on unemployment the extra 

classification according to whether articles were slanted toward a political, social, 

economic interpretation was taken into account. When possible, that is when similar 

events were reported in more than one newspaper, a comparison of the way those 

variables were used by the various newspapers was carried out. Different newspapers 

do use different headlines, emphasis different bits of information, give a different 

role to news actors, thereby clearly framing events in their own way. News actors are 

here defined as individuals or groups who are in the news, whose actions are 

described. Potential links between the use of specific sources of information, 

between the nature of newspapers and the framing of news were then made. 

The second level of analysis involved identifying recurrent themes. After reading of 

each of the three samples of news, it became clear that some themes occurred 

repeatedly. In other words some stories, versions or frames of stories were repeated 

throughout the sample. Each of these recurrent stories were then examined with 

regard to which newspaper reproduces the same interpretations, and whether those 

recurrent stories had a place within the more general framing of news, and the use of 

news sources. These recurrent themes are themselves clearly particular ways in 

which information has been framed, since they involve retaining parts of information 

which are then interpreted in a particular way. In the sample of articles on the 

environment, themes were analysed within the different sets of environmental story 

categories identified. 

The third level of analysis established who the sources of information were in each 

story. The first quantitative categorisation of sources of information is a fairly 

general one. It does not tell us, for instance, what political parties politicians stand 

for, whom community representatives represent, what type of environmental sources 

are featured. Therefore it seemed necessary to determine the political parties to 

which the politicians used as sources belong, which environmental groups were used 

as sources and what aspect of the environment the group defends. This information 

was then further related this to the content of the article they provided information 

for. How the different newspapers make use of those different sources of information 

is also an aspect of this investigation. 
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Information sources are often also news actors, so they are important in two ways: 

first because of their role as news promoters and definers, and then because of their 

role as news subjects. The issue of how the various news actors are portrayed and 

what roles are attributed to them is another aspect of this investigation. 

Finally, all the findings were collected and summarised. This entailed establishing 

patterns and links between the use of particular sources of information, the framing 

of news and the recurrence of certain themes in the newspapers themselves. It also 

entailed looking at the importance given to key information by noting its 

prominence. Of course it is essential in this type of research to account for cultural 

and social differences existing in the various countries whose newspapers we 

analysed. The sample reflects what happened in Australia, Belgium, France and the 

United Kingdom in 1998, and more specifically on the days in which the news was 

sampled. 

Clearly, the construction of meaning also operates at the audience level where the 

news is decoded. However, that is beyond the scope of this project, which therefore 

does not attempt to tackle the issue of how readers make sense of the news. 

Unemployment, social welfare and the environment are reported differently, and 

each of these types of news therefore required a particular approach. We will now 

explain the terms that were used in the course of examining the three types of 

sampled news. 

Terms used in the categorisation process 

The categorisation of news on unemployment 

A list of sources of information was made up after a reading of the articles in the 

sample obtained. 'Sources' here are defined as the individuals (often designed by 

their occupation), the groups or organisations who have, directly or indirectly, 

provided the information used by the press 
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This list provided the following categories of major sources (see Table 5): 

• government representatives and politicians, 

• union representatives, 

• community representatives, or people representing a community group 

• representatives from the industry, 

• experts, 

• unemployed private citizen, that is private people explicitly described as being 

unemployed 

• other private citizen (which might or might not be unemployed as this is not 

made clear), 

• editorials and other opinion articles 

• larger features coming from multiple sources (using a variety of sources to offer a 

broader view on a subject and in which the journalistic input is very big -

generally special reports on a situation, a place, etc.), 

• and articles for which the main source is unclear. 

Only one main source was identified for each article, if this was impossible the 

articles were classified in the category 'unclear' or 'larger features' (when 

appropriate) and sources listed in the table of secondary sources of information. 

Since each article was placed in only one category, the total number in Table 5 is the 

same as the total number of articles on unemployment in the sample. Table 5 is thus 

an exhaustive list of all articles used; 

While many articles rely on a single major source, secondary sources of information 

(sources that provide information adding to the information provided by the main 

sources of information - also named additional sources) are also frequently used. 

Articles based on information coming from a single source were classified in Table 

5. When the main information came from one source while other sources were asked 

to provide more comment the article was classified in Table 5 according to the main 

source of information; sources offering comment were listed in Table 6. 
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Secondary sources of information identified are as follows: 

• government representatives and politicians, 

• union representatives, 

• community group representatives, 

• representatives from the industry, 

• experts, 

• unemployed private citizen, 

• other private citizen (which might or might not be unemployed). 

Because there can be no or more than one secondary source of information in an 

article, the total number of secondary sources used does not correspond to the total 

number of articles. Table 6 is thus not exhaustive list of all articles. 

In this classification, sources are looked upon as groups, in the sense that if in one 

article several politicians have a say the article will simply be attributed to politicians 

without counting the number of those mentioned. 

Articles were submitted to a second classification, according to whether they were 

slanted toward a political, social, economic issue, or a mixture of those. This 

provided us with a table (Table 3) containing following categories: 

• political (news in the political pages of the newspaper, mainly dealing with 

political matters) 

• economic (news in the business/finance pages, mainly dealing with economic 

matters) 

• social (news reflecting on social aspects, which are nor in the political or 

business pages of the newspaper) 

• socio-economic (news of which the main emphasis is either social or economic) 

• socio-political (news of which the main emphasis is either social or political) 

• politico-economical (news of which the main emphasis is either political or 

economic) 
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Another table, Table 4, was also established. Table 4 collapses the six categories 

from Table 3 in to three main categories: 

• Political (Table 3's categories 'political', 'politico-economical' and 'socio

political' added up), 

• Economic (Table 3's categories 'economic', socio-economic' and politico-

economic' added up), 

• Social (Table 3's actegories 'social', 'socio-economic' and 'socio-political' 

added up). 

This part of the research is aimed at discovering the angle and the emphasis taken by 

each article. This emphasis is generally consistent with the place given to each article 

in the newspaper. Most newspapers have pages dedicated to political, economic and 

social news. The emphasis in each article, the headlines, its location in the paper 

were used as guidelines for this categorisation process. Those categories are broad 

ones and as such do not indicate specific political, economic or social orientations. 

This aspect is the object of a more profound discussion on the content of the articles 

in the qualitative analysis. 

A further analysis was done, looking at the recurrence of dominant themes, and the 

representation of various actors in the news. Links were then established between the 

different newspapers, the emphasis made; and the sources of information used. 

The categorisation of news on social welfare 

Here too, a categorisation of sources of news was carried out. This was done in the 

same manner as for news on unemployment, but the categories differ slightly. The 

main sources of news identified in the stories on social welfare (see Table 7) are as 

follows: 

• government representatives and politicians, 

• government agencies, 

• union representatives, 

• welfare organisation representatives, 

• representatives from other community groups, 

• representatives from the industry, 
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• experts, 

• security and justice representatives, 

• private citizen, 

• editorials, 
• larger features coming from multiple sources, 

• articles for which the main source is unclear. 

Here too, a separate table (Table 8) taking into account the secondary sources of 

information was drawn. It includes following secondary sources of news: 

• government representatives and politicians, 

• government agencies, 

• union representatives, 

• welfare organisation representatives, 

• representatives from other community groups, 

• representatives from the industry, 

• experts, 

• security and justice representatives, 

• private citizen. 

As with the analysis on unemployment, this was followed by a further analysis, an 

examination of recurrent themes, and of the representation of the various actors in 

the news. Links were then established between all those different elements. 

The categorisation of news on the environment 

News on the environment was also categorised according to sources of information 

used. The main sources of information identified in the environment sample (see 

Table 10) are as follows: 

• government representatives and politicians (excluding green politicians), 

• politicians belonging to green parties, 

• environmental group representatives, 

• representatives from industry, 

• agricultural representatives, 

• security and justice (police, army, judges), 
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• private citizens, 

• editorials, 

• articles for which the main source is unclear. 

The principles for the categorisation are the same as those used for the analysis of 

news on unemployment. 

Secondary sources of information (see Table 11) were identified as follows: 

• government representatives and politicians (excluding green politicians), 

• green politicians, 

• environmental advocates, 

• agriculture representatives, 

• representatives from industry, 

• scientists/experts, 

• security and justice representatives, 

• private citizens. 

Because environmental news encompasses a rather diverse set of possible issues, it 

seemed important to clarify exactly what sort of environmental issues the news was 

reporting. To do this a set of environmental story categories was identified (see Table 

9). Story categories were derived from an interpretative analysis of the total body of 

text in the story set. 

Those categories include: 

• air pollution (excluding city pollution, nuclear pollution), 

• city pollution, 

• ground/soil pollution (excluding nuclear pollution), 

• water pollution and purification, 

• general waste disposal, 

• nuclear issues, 

• crops/ food, 

• energy (not including nuclear energy), 
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• weather patterns, 

• animal and plant life, 

• country side protection, 

• green politics, 

• business ethics, 

• practical tips, 

• miscellaneous items. 



Chapter IV. Findings 

IV.l Unemployment in the news 

Unemployment is a complex problem, which crosses the boundaries of economics, 

politics, and social relations. This investigation does not analyse employment and 

unemployment as such, but rather the role of the press in constructing meanings for 

the phenomenon of unemployment through its reportage. As mentioned before, this 

thesis concerns the way the press makes sense of the world for its readers. Of course, 

readers also participate in this construction of meaning. If this investigation does not 

explicitly take into account the readers' contribution, that is not because it is 

insignificant, but because it is beyond the scope of this research. The fact that the 

sample used here is drawn from stories published exclusively in 1998 makes it 

impossible to take into account the social, political, economic, structural and other 

changes which societies continuously undergo. 

This thesis proposes that the press is an instrument which is indispensable to the 

functioning of a democracy. Chapter II explored the development of the press in 

general, and more specifically in Australia, Belgium, France and England, the 

democracies whose newspapers were analysed; as well as the role attributed to the 

press in those countries. Chapter II also identified distinct press traditions and key 

differences between newspapers, rising from explicit or implicit ideological positions 

and national cultures. We now consider the specific ways that unemployment has 

been reported, and the extent to which differing newspaper traditions and newspaper 

cultures reveal themselves in the way the issue of unemployment is constructed. This 

chapter will also put into broader perspective the implications inherent in particular 

ways of reporting unemployment. 

The findings set out here are based on an analysis of the reporting of unemployment 

in eight daily newspapers: The Age and The Australian in Australia, De Standaard 

and Le Soir in Belgium, Le Figaro and Le Monde in France, and The Guardian and 

The Times in England. A sample was constructed, covering twelve days of news in 

1998. From those twelve days of news, articles which included at least two sentences 
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on the idea of unemployment or employment were chosen. This means that the 

sample is not limited to articles which mention the word 'unemployment', and 

includes articles in which the concept of unemployment, but not the word itself, is 

present. Every article which reports the condition of unemployment, or a move from 

employment to unemployment or vice versa, has been selected for the sub-sample on 

unemployment. (More about the selection process can be found in the methodology 

section.) This sampling method provided a total sample of 283 articles on which the 

findings for this part of the research are based. 

Unemployment is an issue that touches some of the most important aspects of life, 

and it can be approached from various angles. The overall framing of unemployment 

by the various newspapers defines their approach. This is revealed in the way they 

present information on unemployment, as well as in the elements they emphasise. In 

this context is useful to ask whether unemployment has been framed as an economic, 

as a political or as a social issue. Do any of those frames dominate? How does each 

newspaper further frame unemployment? A first analysis revealed that in all 

newspapers the coverage of unemployment was dominated by a few themes. These 

were then further analysed. 

For the purpose of this analysis the sources of information used for the reporting of 

unemployment were also examined. These usually appeared in the form of attributed 

quotations. Information sources can be crucial, since they help to define the contours 

of debate. This investigation found a clear relationship between information sources 

and the framing of unemployment issues by the newspapers used in the sample. 

The sources of information used can in turn be linked to the priorities of the 

respective newspapers. The choice of particular sources of information over others, 

which, in Chapter II, was attributed to news-gathering practices, is in point of fact 

also part of a selection process made by each newspaper in line with its culture (its 

constituency). This tendency is especially clear in newspapers which are patently 

opinion papers, and which tend to report only information gathered from sources 

they are in sympathy with. However, as we described in Chapter II, there is also the 

fact that traditions vary, in the Western press: the Anglo-Saxon tradition has 

produced a press which more generally claims objectivity; the press of the 

continental and more Latin tradition tends to openly defend its own opinion. 
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The introductory chapter explored the national and international political and 

economic backdrop against which newspapers have developed in the West. 

Newspaper cultures exist only within these broader economic, social and political 

cultures. Public attitudes towards the press, generally the result of a combination of 

historical events, political intervention in the press, and economic conditions, have 

all contributed to defining the Western press as it exists today. Attitudes held towards 

the press and the concept of the role played by the press form the background against 

which newspapers have been able to develop according to certain cultures. 

We have seen that in countries like Belgium and France the existence of an opinion 

press was openly accepted and even encouraged. This has contributed to the 

continuing existence of opinion papers like De Standaard, Le Figaro and Le Monde, 

which take clear ideological stands. De Standaard is a pro-Flemish Catholic and 

conservative paper, Le Figaro is a conservative paper defending the ideas of 

conservative parties, while Le Monde makes clear its socialist leanings. This is not to 

say that continental countries do not have newspapers claiming objectivity or 

neutrality, as is the case with the Belgian Le Soir, a newspaper which was first 

created for commercial rather than for political purposes. Nor is it the case that 

England tolerates only "objective" news reporting: The Guardian is an opinion 

paper. We are talking about general tendencies here. By the same token, opinion 

newspapers cannot be said to have no commercial aims. Chapter II explored the 

increasing commercialisation of the press and the fact that most newspapers today 

belong to large media empires, whose aim is to make a profit. The Guardian and Le 

Monde are the only newspapers among those in the sample used by this investigation 

which do not belong to press syndicates. Historically, newspapers have tended to 

adopt a 'neutral' position in order to attract a larger readership. But in reality, as this 

research clearly shows, so-called neutral papers also take clear ideological positions. 

Some of the differences between newspapers can be said to flow from national 

cultural characteristics, rather than the individual newspaper's cultural environment. 

It is not easy, nor always possible to differentiate between those two cultural levels, 

but some of the differences explored here clearly pertain to the national culture. 

To my knowledge, no international comparative research has been carried out on 

unemployment in the news. Much of the existing research on unemployment was 
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carried out in the 1970s and 1980s and stressed the influential role played by the 

media in not questioning dominant capitalist views. This approach can be related 

back to Antonio Gramsci's theory of ideological hegemony, according to which 

ruling elites use mass media to perpetuate their power (Lull, 1995; McQuail, 1987). 

Gramsci was at the basis of a broadening of 'Marxist theory into the realrh of 

ideology" (Lull, 1995, 32). This lead to a large body of research studying the ways 

through which 'capitalist relationships are reproduced and legitimised with the 

consent of the working class' (McQuail, 1987, 67). Research has found that this was 

done via the representation of the unemployed and welfare recipients (Bright, 1978; 

Windschuttle, 1979; Bannister et al, 1980; Burgstaller, 1982). That there is a clear 

underlying ideology behind the way people are represented in the news is 

indisputable for Van Dijk (1991, 143), as is the fact that those representations are 

often not innocent, but part of a deliberate attempt to set an agenda, which has an 

impact on public perception as well as on government policy. Barkin and Gurevitch 

(1987), who studied unemployment on American television, concluded that 

television was a mechanism for disseminating the dominant ideology. Along the 

same lines, but more recently, Serge Halimi (1997) advanced the view that the media 

discourse on unemployment was put at the service of capitalism. 

In Europe as well as in Australia, election polls have regularly named unemployment 

as a major preoccupation for voters (The Australian, 27/01/98, 2; The Times 29/5/98, 

10). According to our sample, the amount of news on unemployment found in the 

newspapers analysed (The Age, The Australian, De Standaard, Le Soir, Le Figaro, 

Le Monde, The Guardian and The Times) is nonetheless limited to under 2.5%. In the 

sample, there was less news on unemployment than on the environment for instance 

(see Table 2). On average only 1.5% of the articles published in my sample deals 

with unemployment (see Table 2); some countries have a higher percentage of news 

on unemployment than others. 
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Table 2: Quantification of articles front the sub-samples on environment, unemployment and social 

welfare in proportion to the total number of articles published, by the sample ofn&vspapers 

selected. 

Newspaper Total Articles Environment Unemploy
ment 

Social Welfare 

The Age 2,538 63 / 2.5% 31 / 1.2% 10 /0.4% 

The Australian 2,422 33 / 1.4% 33 / 1.4% 14 /0.6% 

De Standaard 1,579 32 / 2% 28 / 1.9% 10 /0.6% 

Le Soir 2,292 42 / 1.8% 40 / 1.8% 14 /0.6% 

Le Figaro 2,431 38 / 1.6% 55 / 2.3% 27 /1.1% 

Le Monde 1,855 38 / 2% 44 / 2.3% 23 / 1.2% 

The Guardian 2,681 48 / 1.8% 26 / 1% 27 /1% 

The Times 2,977 48 / 1.6% 26 / 0.9% 26 /0.9% 

Total 18,775 342 283 151 

It is interesting to note that the newspapers analysed have very similar percentages of 

news on unemployment. Thus, in the two Australian newspapers, The Age and The 

Australian, of the week's news 1.2% and 1.4% respectively is about unemployment. 

In the Belgian newspapers, those figures are 1.8% (Le Soir) and 1.9% (De 

Standaard). In each of the two French newspapers, Le Mo?ide and Le Figaro, 2.3% 

of articles were on unemployment. There were 0.8% in the British Guardian and 

0.9% in The Times. This would seem to indicate that whether or not unemployment 

is on the press agenda depends more on the local (national) environment, than on the 

newspapers' location. What is happening in the different countries thus influences 

how much news there will be on an issue such as unemployment. 

But when one looks at the number of articles published, rather than their percentage, 

there seem to be few similarities between papers in the same country. For instance, in 

Belgium De Standaard published 28 articles on unemployment and Le Soir 40; in 

France, Le Figaro published 55 and Le Monde 44. This can be explained by the fact 
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that Le Soir and Le Figaro tend to have bigger extra sections, thus providing more 

news generally, which would tend to produce more articles on unemployment. 

IV. 1.1 The framing of unemployment 

What is the story on unemployment as told by the various newspapers? Previous 

research on unemployment in the media has generally concluded that the media do 

not question social structures and reproduce dominant capitalist values (Barkin & 

Gurevitch, 1987; Bright, 1978; Burgstaller, 1982; Speer & Heldorf, 1981; Halimi, 

1997). Thus Speer and Heldorf s analysis (1981, 28) of unemployment on the 

Australian T E N television program Eyewitness News concluded, 'the political and 

economic background of free enterprise and the crucial wage-work-consumption 

ethos are taken as given or natural. Where political or bureaucratic organs of society 

are mentioned, their role in contradiction to the free market is seen as obstructive or 

inconsequential'. Burgstaller (1982) drew similar conclusions after analysing the 

Australian A B C television series Spring and fall". For him television never 

questions capitalist values, but 'ritually re-enacts dominant interpretations of life' 

(Burgstaller, 1982, 97). Research carried out in the United States on the coverage of 

unemployment in television news similarly found that, while there was an abundance 

of often contradictory explanatory frameworks, the ideas and beliefs contained in 

those frameworks always lay 'within the boundaries of a dominant paradigm' 

(Barkin and Gurevitch, 1987, 17). 

Very similar results were found by this investigation. While there are clear 

differences in the way different newspapers cover unemployment, those differences 

lie within the limits of a dominant interpretative framework. All newspapers tend to 

emphasise the same elements, but some more so than others. Al l newspapers also 

tend to ignore certain elements, but some do so more than others. Some newspapers 

allow for contradictory information to enter the news, others don't. There are clear 

dominant tendencies. 

One of these dominant tendencies is the framing of news on unemployment as being 

primarily an economic issue. In fact this is true for all of the newspapers in our 
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sample. Unemployment is presented to a lesser extent as a political matter, and still 

fewer articles present unemployment as a social problem. As we shall see, the extent 

to which newspapers adopt this hierarchy differs, largely in keeping with each 

newspaper's culture. Each newspaper makes its own selection of what is to become 

news, places a particular emphasis on information, chooses specific sources from 

which to gather the information, and presents it in specific pages, with specific titles. 

All this contributes to framing - in other words it helps to organise the information 

for the journalists, but also for the reader who is thus guided as to how to read to the 

information provided. As we will see in this chapter, this framing process is never 

neutral and can clearly be linked to the ideological position held by each newspaper. 

There are also several dominant themes when it comes to unemployment. These are 

themes that can be found in all newspapers. Here again, while those themes are 

present in all newspapers, some newspapers emphasise them more than others. The 

dominant themes found in the current sample were as follows: 

. • The explanation of unemployment as a result of maladjustment, at an individual 

or national level. When unemployment is seen as maladjustment on a national 

level the responsibility of unemployment is generally sheeted home to 

governments, which have been unable to adapt to new global conditions. 

• The presentation of the fight against unemployment as an individual battle, which 

can be won by anyone. This is linked to the idea that government can have an 

effect on the outcome of the battle (whether a good or bad effect depends on the 

ideology of the relevant newspaper). 

• The general idea that operating a business is about providing employment. 

The following pages outline how the general framing of news is performed by the 

various newspapers analysed. This will be followed by an exploration of the three 

dominant themes set out above. 

To study how newspapers choose to present unemployment, all articles of the sample 

were categorised according to whether their main focus was economic, political or 

This series intended to deal with controversial social issues. 
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social (Table 3). Because some articles contain a blend of two categories, mixed 

categories were introduced. Thus Table 3 categorises all articles according to 

whether they were mainly framed as a political, social, economic, politico-economic, 

socio-economic or socio-political issue. Categories here are mutually exclusive, in 

the sense that each article has been.Gategorised only once. The total number of 

articles categorised here thus represents the total number of articles from our sub-

sample on unemployment: 283. 

Of concern here is the question of how the news was framed - how news was 

organised and given coherence. This is done in part by placing news on specific 

pages in the newspapers. The use of specific titles further participates in the framing 

of each particular article. Then there is the content of the news itself. Is the article 

about the economic impact of unemployment, political measures taken, or the social 

impact of unemployment? Al l these aspects have contributed to the attribution of 

articles to a specific category. 

For practical reasons we also added up all articles categorised in Table 3. To do so all 

the articles categorised in Table 3 were re-distributed in a table consisting of only 

three categories (see Table 4): 

• articles with an economic emphasis (in which articles previously categorised as 

economic, politico-economic and socio-economic were filed; 

• articles with a social emphasis, (all articles previously categorised as social, 

socio-economic and socio-political); and 

• articles with a political emphasis (all articles previously categorised as political, 

' socio-political, politico-economic). 

This allows us to have an overview of the number of articles according to their main 

emphasis (economic, political or social). Since in Table 4 all the articles categorised 

as mixed have been counted twice, the table does not represent the total number of 

articles in our sample. 
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IV. 1.1.1 Unemployment as an economic issue 

Table 3 shows that 33.9% of the stories on unemployment are essentially economic 

stories (economics category), while another 27.9% have a strong economic 

component (politico-economic and socio-economic). 

Table 3: categorisation of articles on unemployment according to their main focus 

News cate
gor ies 

The 
A g e 

The 
Austra
lian 

De Stan
daard 

Le Soir Figaro L e 
Monde 

The 
Times 

The 
Guar
dian 

Total Total 
% 

Polit ical 9 
29% 

9 
27% 

6 
22% 

2 

5% 
6 

10.9% 
1 

16% 
2 

8% 
6 

23.1% 
46 

100% 
16.3% 

Socia l 7 
23% 

3 
9% 

. 5 
17.9% 

7 
17.5% 

5 
9% 

11 
26% 

3 
12% 

7 
26.9% 

50 
100% 

17.7% 

E c o n o m i c / 
B u s i n e s s 

8 
26% 

8 
24% 

7 
30% 

11 
27.5% 

28 
50.9% 

13 
30% 

13 
50% 

8 
30.8% 

96 
100% 

33.9% 

Pol i t ico-
e c o n o m i c 

4 
13% 

11 
33% 

9 
33% 

12 
30% 

7 
12.7% 

3 
7% 

3 
12% 

2 
7.7% 

51 
100% 

18% 

S o c i o 
e c o n o m i c 

2 
6% 

1 
3% 

1 
4% 

8 
20% 

5 
9% 

5 
12% 

4 
15% 

2 
7.7% 

28 
100% 

9.9% 

S o c i o 
political 

1 
3% 

1 
3% 

0 0 4 
7.2% 

4 
9% 

1 
3.8% 

1 
3.8% 

12 
100% 

4.2% 

Total 31 33 28 40 55 44 26 26 283 100% 

Table 4 indicates that when categories are added up, 61%) of these articles have a 

strong economic component. This compares with 39% of all articles from the sample 

with a strong political component and 31% of articles with a strong social 

component. 

Table -I: categories in Table 3 suumed up to create three main categories: economical, political, 

social 

News 
categories 

The 
Age 

The 
Austra
lian 

De 
Stan-
daard 

L e 
Soir 

Figa
ro 

L e 
Mon
de 

The 
Times 

The 
Guar
dian 

Total Total 
% of 
283 

Polit ical 14 
45% 

21 
64% 

15 
54% 

14 
35% 

17 
31% 

14 
32% 

6 
23% 

9 
35% 

110 39% 

Soc ia l 10 
32% 

5 
15% 

6 
21% 

15 
38% 

14 
25% 

20 
45% 

8 
31% 

10 
38% 

88 31% 

E c o n o m i c / 
B u s i n e s s 

14 
45% 

20 
60% 

17 
61% 

31 
78% 

40 
73% 

21 
48% 

20 
77% 

11 
42% 

174 61% 
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This points up the dominance of the economic frame in reporting unemployment. As 

Tables 3 and 4 show, this is true more of some newspapers than of others. Table 3 

shows that Le Figaro and The Times contain the greatest number of articles framing 

unemployment as a purely economic matter. The Age, The Australian and Le Soir 

have the fewest such articles. But when categories are added up, Le Soir shows a 

significant number of articles in which economics are emphasised, while The Age, Le 

Monde and The Guardian have the fewest articles with an economic emphasis (Table 

4). In fact in The Australian, De Standaard and Le Soir and to lesser extent in The 

Age, the economic aspect is mixed with a strong political aspect (see politico-

economic category - Table 3). 

Those differences can be attributed to a variety of factors. Events happening in each 

country do influence the news. That news in the Australian newspapers has a higher 

political component (see Tables 3 and 4) can be attributed to the fact that several 

elections were held in Australia that year; in Belgium the government voted in new 

measures to fight unemployment. As mentioned in Chapter II, information-gathering 

practices play an important role in defining the content of news. News practices 

which tend to favour officials and politicians as information sources ensure that news, 

on unemployment is framed as a political issue, providing it is on the political agenda 

at the time. In Australia, unemployment was on the agenda in 1998, mainly because 

the Australian Labor Party (ALP) had made unemployment one of its election points. 

In Belgium, the government and the various political parties, because of the new 

measures voted and discussed, also ensured that unemployment was on the political 

agenda. 

But while general events and news practices do set the pace, clearly each newspaper 

also has its own priorities, its own internal news values. Our analysis demonstrates 

that newspapers all have priorities according to which they choose particular sources 

of information and retain specific types of information as news. The fact that Le 

Figaro and The Times position themselves as more conservative papers, as papers to 

be read by business people, certainly accounts for the large number of articles in 

which economics dominates. Le Monde and The Guardian, on the other hand, make 

up for the smaller number of articles with an exclusively economic emphasis by 

having more articles with a social emphasis. As we will see, this is in line with the 
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culture of those newspapers. But before speaking of differences, let us look at the 

similarities that exist between all these newspapers. 

Points on which all sampled newspapers agree 

The economic news on unemployment is, in all newspapers analysed, largely made 

up of statistics, and information about companies taking on or laying off personnel. 

Unemployment statistics and vacancies advertised, are regularly analysed and made 

public by national organisations or polling agencies. Thirteen percent of the sample 

was made up of articles reporting unemployment statistics. This relatively high 

number follows the publication of regular reports from the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics or its equivalent in other countries. But it is how the statistical information 

is framed that is important. Statistics are most frequently presented as an indicator of 

the state of the economy and of business confidence. Unemployment becomes an 

important economic variable, an economic measure. De Standaard uses the term 

'arbeidsmarktbarometer' ('labour market barometer') to designate statistics on the 

numbers of vacancies ('Arbeidsvraag in blakende gezondheid', 10/2/98, 1). In the 

same vein, The Australian publishes data on skilled vacancies advertised under the 

title 'Mixed picture for the economy' (29/5/98, 7). When reporting the US 

unemployment rate, The Times' reporting makes the Wall Street reception of those 

numbers the most important element of the article ('US unemployment steady', 

6/6/98, 28), while British unemployment figures are framed as only important for 

business ('City cheered by jobs and earnings news' The Times, 23/4/98, 27). 

In this type of reporting the unemployed are little more than abstract numbers and 

individual experiences are largely ignored. It is as if unemployment had nothing but 

economic implications. This is a practice shared by all newspapers, though to a 

differing degree. 

IV.1.1.2 Unemployment as a political issue 

Unemployment is not only an economic issue, but also a political one. While only 

16.3% of articles on unemployment are political (Table 3), combined categories (see 

Table 4) show that 39% of the articles on unemployment have an important political 

component. This exists alongside the overall framing of unemployment as an 
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economic issue. Even in political articles unemployment is often about economics: 

how much should be spent, how much will be spent, where it will be spent. Table 3 

shows that articles in the politico-economic category come second, accounting for 

18% of all the news. As Table 3 and Table 4 indicate, The Australian as well as the 

two Belgian newspapers have a particularly high percentage of news in that political-

economic category. The Australian covered various elections and State budgets that 

year, more so than The Age which does not tend to cover what happens in States 

other than Victoria. The fact the Australian Labor Party centred much of its election 

campaign on the theme of unemployment contributed to the prominence of the issue 

as a political matter in Australian newspapers. The Australian further accented 

politico-economic aspects of the matter by concentrating on budgets. In the case of 

the Belgian newspapers, the predominance of politico-economic news can be 

attributed to specific measures to reduce unemployment voted by the Belgian 

government at the time. This put unemployment measures on the political agenda. 

How much is to be spent on unemployment, and how the money is to be spent forms 

a major component of the reporting on unemployment for which information was 

provided by political sources. It makes sense, since 'throwing money at the problem' 

has over the years been the 'most common response to unemployment' (Richardson 

and Henning, 1984, 309). What seems strange is that the real effectiveness of 

proposed expenditures is rarely brought up. What seems to count is that the 

government is responding to the problem, more than whether the response is 

effective or not. Nearly half of the articles in our sample propose or discuss ways to 

reduce unemployment, generally by making money available. There is not a single 

article discussing how measures taken have affected unemployment. 

Solutions are mostly proposed and discussed by politicians, business representatives, 

experts and, more rarely, by trade unions and private citizens. Most of the reporting 

occurs when the government (or the opposition) releases (or proposes) new 

unemployment policies, or makes public how much will be spent to fight 

unemployment. In this sense, politicians attribute to themselves a main role in the 

fight against unemployment. Unemployment has indeed been widely accepted as part 

of the political agenda, and governments are regularly asked to address the problem. 

But as we will see, not everybody accepts that government has the ability to do 
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something about unemployment. On the contrary, claims are often made rendering 

them responsible for unemployment. 

Within the larger frame according to which everything is driven by economics, the 

articles of this sub-sample show that attitudes held towards solving unemployment 

can be placed on a left-right scale, respectively either in favour of more State 

intervention or for letting the market sort things out. In each article, the positions can 

be clearly traced back to the use of specific sources of information, or to positions 

taken by newspapers themselves via opinion articles. In practice, the information 

provided by sources of information generally tends to conform to the position taken 

by each newspaper. This is a point that will be addressed and analysed later in this 

chapter, when the use of sources of information are analysed. 

At this stage, it should be acknowledged that, generally speaking, articles looking at 

unemployment as a political issue place themselves somewhere on a scale advocating 

more or less government intervention. But this scale stays well within the limits 

imposed by the fact that unemployment is seen primarily as an economic problem. 

This means that the possibility for the State to intervene successfully is always 

subservient to the economy, and more particularly economic growth. There is no 

attempt to question the economic system. Proposed solutions thus range from more 

government intervention in terms of legalisation for specific working hours, the 

organisation of extra training and close support of the unemployed, to letting the 

market solve the problem, supporting business with tax advantages, lowering labour 

cost and encouraging more flexibility overall. These are some of the tools 

governments have traditionally relied on to solve the unemployment problem. 

Politicians advocate the one or the other depending on the political party they belong 

to,' while as we will see later, business systematically advocates as little State 

intervention as possible when it comes to unemployment. For the business sector, 

market rules have to be followed. 

The articles of this sub-sample also show that business is not always opposed to any 

government intervention. Interventions provided to strengthen the business sector -

State subsidies for business, State built infrastructures - are welcomed. Examples of 

this will be provided later in this chapter. The argument behind all this is that 

business has to be supported in its enterprises, so that economic growth can be 
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created. A reduction in unemployment will automatically follow. This underlines the 

fact that there is an existing contradiction in the way newspapers reflect on State 

intervention. As little State intervention as possible is advocated, while at the same 

time direct financial or material support to business is always welcomed. 

The number of stories presenting unemployment as a political issue can be explained 

by news gathering practices, as well as by political marketing. As was outlined in 

Chapter II, news gathering practices localise major political sources as regular 

sources of information. Active political marketing further ensures that the message of 

politicians is heard. A lot of the information provided by politicians can be qualified 

as promotional material, in the sense that it is often used by a political party to 

promote itself, through the responses offered to solve unemployment. 

The articles about political measures to solve unemployment can be divided into two 

subcategories: those framed as 'unemployment can be solved by political 

intervention', and those within the frame 'the government cannot do anything good 

when it comes to unemployment'. These are sub-frames of the larger political 

framing of unemployment. The fact that unemployment is primarily an economic 

issue goes uncontested in all the articles sampled. Solutions proposed are also 

economic. They all rest on one basic assumption: that economic growth is essential 

to reduce unemployment. The extent to which the State should intervene to promote 

or sometimes to complement economic growth policy forms the basis of discussions. 

Those sub-frames coexist and are tied in with another very similar frame, which also 

functions on a social level. It proposes that there are two ways of doing things: an old 

way, which provides State intervention and job security but cannot be afforded any 

more, and a new more flexible and more competitive way which is about giving 

business a free hand to 'create wealth' (and thereby jobs). The old way is also 

presented as a situation in which there is more control by the State over the economy 

(often seen as preventing the economy, and business from growing), while the new 

way is about letting the market sort things out. This new way is based on the 

assumption that times have changed. Following this way of thinking, unemployment 

becomes a problem of maladjustment, of not having been able to keep in pace with 

changing times. Governments, by certain sources of information and in some of the 

newspapers, are presented as institutions preventing any move forward. Specific 
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examples of this will be presented when we talk about sources of information and 

newspaper's cultures. 

Newspapers offer little real discussions about what causes unemployment. There are 

no articles in our sample dealing in any comprehensive way with causes of 

unemployment. Buried in some articles are brief mentions of the Asian economic 

downturn, competition from other countries and heavy bureaucracy. In fact only 

short-term causes are advanced, without ever being elaborated on. This makes it 

possible to avoid questioning the broader political, economic and social structures. 

Unemployment is certainly a complex problem, which journalists might not feel 

equipped to address. Seriously questioning causes of unemployment might involve 

also deeper questioning about society. None of the newspapers is inclined to do any 

of that type of questioning. So unemployment remains an economic indicator and a 

political tool. We will see later that the use of specific sources of information for the 

provision of news on unemployment certainly contributes to this. 

Unemployment as a problem business should take care of 

The attitude adopted toward industry and business is overall very different to the 

attitude toward government. When industry or business is portrayed in the news, they 

are presented as the main engines of employment creation. That businesses are 

generally established and run for profit-making purposes is often passed over in 

silence. The large number of stories about companies hiring or laying off personnel 

makes the employment factor a very important one for companies. 

Encouraging business is presented as creating employment. In Le Monde, the lack of 

structures provided to small business is presented as leading to a reduced job creation 

potential ('L'Europe se penche sur ses entreprises innovantes'12, 6/6/98, 2), the 

prohibition of tobacco advertising in the U K is reported as threatening 1500 jobs in 

Europe ('La Grande-Bretagne va interdire la publicite pour le tabac13', 12/12/98, 19). 

Le Figaro reports that the suppression of tax-free sales in Europe will result in the 

loss of 127,000 jobs in Europe ('Ventes hors taxes: la fin du pactole'14, 18/3/98, X). 

1 2 Europe is favouring innovating companies 
1 3 Great Britain will prohibit tobacco advertising. 
I J Untaxed sales: the collapse of the gold mine 
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Business is hailed as the creator of jobs ('Plus de 20,000 emplois directs dans le 

raffinage et la chimie. Vallee de la Seine: petrole brut, benefices nets', 29/10/98, XI; 

'Ernest-Antoine Seilliere: "Nous devons changer de mentalite"'15, 12/12/98. II. The 

Times applauds government business support as a positive attempt to create jobs 

('Welsh rural agency hails swansong jobs boost', 18/8/98, 36; 'Prescott plans 50,000 

jobs in U K coal areas', 13/7/98, 44). The problems facing Britain's industry are 

framed as mainly unemployment problems (The Australian. 'Reel Britannia', 

23/9/98, 36), thereby giving industry the providing of jobs as its main role. This point 

is reiterated on several occasions ('Burnie shows folly ofrural fantasy', The 

Australian 6/6/98, 18; 'Labor plans to forget about debt' The Australian, 6/11/98, 6). 

The Belgian newspapers have several articles illustrating how business participates 

in the creation of jobs ('Middel tegen ontgroening en vergrijzing van 

arbeidsmarkt'16, 12/12/98, jobs 3 De Standaard; 'Herman Vandepitte: qualite totale 

des l'ecole', 'Des anges pour les 'demons"1 7, Le Soir 12/12/98, 36; 'Emballer les 

machines pour liberer le temps'18, Le Soir 29/5/98, 3). 

All of those articles portray businesses as active job creators. It is therefore not 

surprising that support for the development of industry is presented as a major 

component in the creation of jobs. The contradiction between the acceptance of 

government support in favour of business, and the rejection of government 

intervention in other areas is rather striking. Newspapers which support 'letting the 

market sort things out' are also those which most strongly applaud or demand State 

support for business. This support is presented not as a way to help business make 

more money, but as a way to create more jobs. The Guardian for example reports 

'Mr Brown made clear his commitment to a growing small business sector as the key 

to tackling unemployment...' ('Brown invests in business', 18/3/98). 

The State is often accused of preventing business from doing its job. 'Trouble at 

Mi l l ' , in an article in The Australian, clearly States that if industry had been allowed 

to develop unhindered, some unemployment problems would not exist. The article 

reports the closure of a pulp mill, leaving many unemployed. 

1 5 We have to change our mentality. 
1 0 Remedies against an aging of the labour market. 
1 7 Angels for demons' 
1 8 Pack up the machines to free up time. 
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The name 'Wesley Vale' will be familiar, ten 7 that the SI billion chemical bleach 

mill that Graham Richardson, Bob Hawke, the Greens and CSIRO scientists 

stopped back in 1989r>... For the first time in the decade, the vision of Wesley-

Vale, of what it might have been, is flooding into the troubled minds of the 

stragglers of the Burnie Army. (6/6/98, 26) 

In other words if the industry had been allowed to develop, those problems would not 

exist. Le Soir, in an article about local taxes titled 'Chasser Pemploi ou imposer plus 

equitablement'19 (23/4/98, 21) also argues that the local government makes things 

too difficult for small businesses, thereby - as the title suggests - threatening 

employment. 

While this is the general line presented, one small article suggests that things might 

not be as simple as they at first appear. It speaks of'strong business investment last 

year failing to produce significant job growth' ('Jobless figure stubborn at 9%', The 

Australian 29/5/98, 6). This line is generally not pushed however. There is overall 

very little criticism of business as an employment provider. 

Le Monde also departs from the general line presented by being, on occasion, more 

critical of businesses, stressing that the industry also has to take on social 

responsibilities, thereby assuming that this does not happen naturally ('Des experts 
20 

europeens soulignent les devoirs sociaux des entreprises' , 6/6/98, 3; 'Les societes 
21 

nippones choisissent des chemins detournes pour restructurer' , 23/9/98, III; 

'L'entreprise tentee par le chacun pour soi ' 2 2 , 6/11/98, 14). The same concern is 

expressed in an article published by Le Soir ('Cardiff se prepare aussi en Wallonie', 

10/2/98, 4) underlining that employers have done little to contribute to employment 

programs. 

1 9 Chase employment away or tax more impartially. 
2 0 European experts emphasise the social responsibilities of companies 
2 1 Japanese companies restructure through the back door. 
2 2 Companies tempted by selfishness. 
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IV.1.1.3 Unemployment as a social problem 

While most of the reporting on unemployment concentrates on political or economic 

aspects, a few articles elaborate on the social aspects of unemployment. Table 4 

shows that only 31% of all articles deal entirely or in part with some social issues. • 

These 31% are not equally divided'amongst all papers. Le Soir (38%), Le Monde 

(45%o) and The Guardian (38%) stand out for their higher percentages on news about 

social issues, when one takes into account all articles with a strong social component 

(Table 4). But when we take in to account only articles which mainly deal with social 

issues The Age (23%), Le Monde (26%) and The Guardian (26.9%) stand out for 

their larger percentage of articles on those issues (see Table 3). Those differences can 

be attributed to different priorities held by those various newspapers. As we will see 

later, Le Monde and The Guardian have a much stronger interest in social issues than 

the other newspapers. To some extent this is also the case with The Age and Le Soir. 

In the case of those two papers, it can be attributed to the more local orientation of 

the papers, which incline them to be more open to local issues generally. This is a 

point that will elaborated on later, when we look more specifically at how each 

newspaper has treated unemployment as news. 

Because the four newspapers indicated above look at unemployment as a social 

issue, they offer contradictory information which does not exist in the other 

newspapers. These four papers endorse dominant frames, but as we will see in detail 

during this chapter, they also emphasise elements that contradict those dominant 

themes. For these newspapers, unemployment is not only an economic problem. It is 

also about people, people who are alive and have to struggle to live decently. 

Unemployment as a problem of maladjustment 

As mentioned before, news centring on solutions for unemployment accent the 

necessity for a new, more flexible and competitive way of doing things, suggesting 

that unemployment arises when we are not capable of doing so. What causes 

unemployment is never elaborated on, but often briefly alluded to, and is always 

clearly linked with a lack of adaptation. Factors such as increased competition from 

other countries, a generous social security system, heavy bureaucracies and heavy 

taxation policies are linked with this necessity to change, to adapt to a changing, 

more globalised world. 
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In Australia, this is illustrated by the reporting on the closure of a pulp mill by The 

Australian and The Age. The Australian holds conservation groups, and the 

politicians who supported them, responsible for contributing to local unemployment 

by stopping the upgrading of a pulp mill in the 1980s, thus stopping progress, the 

new way of doing things ('Burnie shows folly of rural fantasy', 'Trouble at Mi l l ' , 

6/6/98, 18). In an article about the same issue ('Life in a Northern town', 6/6/98, 5), 

The Age attributes unemployment to changing times, adding that people who worked 

there have had it good, but now times have changed. People who are stuck to old 

ways of living are left behind. They are those who have not been able to adapt to the 

changing pace of work. 'And the pulp has been good. These days the car park is full 

of four-wheel drives and many workers live on small, green holdings in the 

surrounding rich, rolling farmland. They can look forward to redundancy payouts 

giving them a six-figure cushion' ('Life in a Northern town', The Age, 6/6/98, 5). 

The Australian ('Trouble at Mi l l ' , 6/6/98, 26) similarly elaborates on how life was 

an 'Eden' in the 1950s and 1960s but 'time and the third world have caught up with 

Burnie and overtaken it'. 

In general, portrayals of the unemployed also suggest a failure to adapt. European 

newspapers clearly state that people coming from poorer or foreign backgrounds, 

from families were unemployment is endemic and with no formal qualifications tend 

to become unemployed themselves. In Australia it is the older generation, which has 

not learned to adapt to the new more flexible way of work, which is said to be 

unemployed. 

While many sources promote flexibility, dynamism and individualism as 

indispensable in order to adapt to the new way of life promoted, some community 

sources, unions, political parties and welfare organisations denounce the 

precariousness it brings forth. Precariousness and flexibility are tightly linked 

together. What signifies precariousness for someone with little opportunity to find 

work - whether for social or educative reasons - might mean flexibility for those in a 

strong position on the job market. Similarly, what signifies flexibility for an 

employer is more likely to be seen as precariousness for the employed. It is therefore 

not surprising that the notion of flexibility is widely embraced and given a positive 

connotation by business representatives and politicians in favour of'let the market 

sort things out' policies. Clearly, having a workforce at hand, which can be used at 
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will is to their advantage. Competitive enterprises have to be able to adapt quickly to 

market changes and technological changes. Having the option of taking on 

employees only when necessary is a big asset for them. But in a situation of high 

unemployment, particularly from the point of view of the unemployed, it can only be 

accompanied by increased job precariousness. The new service sectors have often 

grown taking on those more flexible practices. Le Soir describes how the 

employment growth in sectors like IT, telecommunications, consultancy, and 

publicity was achieved at the cost of an exacerbated flexibility ('Le nombre 

d'employes croit, mais le marche se precarise', 29/5/98, 3). 

More socially inclined politicians, community sources and union representatives 

avoid using the term 'flexibility' and replace it with 'precariousness' and 'lack of job 

security'. In Le Monde, Le Soir and The Guardian, which tend to use more of these 

latter sources of information, the lack of job security has also been described as 

'excessive work flexibility' or 'job precariousness' 

Newspapers do not really explore the usage of the terms made. How closely 

'flexibility' and 'precariousness' are related is illustrated by an article published in 

Le Monde. It describes precariousness as a condition preparing someone for 

flexibility and therefore making someone better adapted to the labour market. Young 

people living in a precarious situation are thus described as fitting very well into a 

world where uncertainty dominates. In fact, by not being adapted, they are well 

adapted, providing they can channel their dynamism, their flexibility. ('Dans la 

precarite aussi, les capacites des jeunes se revelent'23 Le Monde 23/9/98,1). 

The fight against unemployment as an individual one 

While they cannot be excluded from society, the unemployed are largely excluded 

from the news. As we will see later, they are rarely used as sources of news, and as 

people (rather than statistics) they rarely make it into the news. Occasionally they 

become news when their condition is explained as leading to extreme political or 

social reactions (the success of the neo-Nazis in Germany, of the One Nation party in 

Australia, of freedom fighters in the French overseas departments, unemployment 

The capacities of youth can also reveal themselves in precarious situations 
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protests in France). But in the sample under investigation here, the normal daily story 

of the unemployed does not make it into the news. Our research did not even find 

any articles presenting the unemployed as welfare cheats, a trend that has been 

previously observed by other researchers. In Australia Windschuttle (1979) studied 

the prevalence of the notion of'dole bludger' ('welfare cheat' in antipodean slang) in 

the news and concluded that the media were largely responsible for creating the idea 

that people on the dole 'fiddled with the system' and deserved no sympathy. Bright 

(1978) confirmed that the image of a welfare cheat, stereotyped as deviant, was 

predominant in the 1970s. 

In this sample, however the unemployed are rarely part of the news. Most of the time 

they are abstractions, numbers. In only a couple of letters did unemployed people get 

to tell their own story. There are no news features relating the story of unemployed 

persons. But on the other hand there are quite a few articles relating the stories of 

employed persons (examples of such stories are given below). Most of those are 

stories about people who were unemployed or for whom the likelihood of being 

unemployed is very high. Those stories accent the fact that these people were able to 

adapt to society, to a new way of life, sometimes despite adversity. Thus the 

unemployed become news, when they are employed against all odds, when they 

manage the adaptation process and individually transform adversity into success. 

Here we find the proud autonomous individual, which was earlier described by 

Burgstaller (1982) as taking control of the direction of his life and standing in 

opposition to the welfare cheat. 

This also portrays the fight against unemployment as essentially an individual 

problem. At the same time a frame advocating a new and more dynamic way of life 

is promoted. Le Figaro glowingly reports the conversion of Sheffield, the British 

town pictured in the movie The Full Monty, into a music centre ('Sheffield, 

laboratoire du Blairisme', 5/1/98, 7). The conversion is labelled a success, despite the 

fact that the created jobs are often badly paid, precarious, and that there are many 

working poor. Those drawbacks are presented as a price one has to pay for going 

ahead. Accepting to pay this price is presented as being in touch with reality. This is 

also repeated in an article about French citizens working in Switzerland, which states 
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that people prefer working hard and not complaining about working conditions, to 

having no job ('L'eldorado des frontaliers'24, Le Figaro, 29/10/98, 5). Again acting 

in this manner is presented as being in touch with what Le Figaro confidently asserts 

is 'reality'. 

A series of success stories published by Le Monde on 23 September 1998 is also very 

illustrative of the power attributed to the individual. It relates how the capacities of 

those youth who followed irregular paths can been turned into something useful. 

Similarly Le Monde carries a long article on the redeployment of the World Cup's 

administrative team, accenting how they all got new jobs ('Les anciens du Mondial, 

champion du reclassement'25, 23/9/98, IV). All this clearly suggests that getting a job 

is mainly in one's own hands, that it depends on one's willingness to work and on the 

capacity and dynamism one is able to devote to the task. It does away with the notion 

of job security, in order to promote dynamism and flexibility. The same line is 

followed in Le Soir's reporting of Flemish employers' support of youth coming from 

'difficult' backgrounds, whom they helped to set up their own business, by taking 

advantage of their interest in money and stimulating their 'esprit d'entreprise' 

['interest in enterprise'] - ('Des anges pour les demons ', 12/1298, 36). 

The Age also reports stories of people whose creative dynamism and flexibility made 

them very successful jobwise ('Fast life fast dollars for the motivated', 23/9/98, 4, ' A 

rewarding career - by staying home', 23/9/98, 4). and opposes them to other people 

with more traditional and stable jobs ( 'A pay packet one day, job doubts the next', 

23/9/98, 4). This last way of work is presented as not leading very far. Dynamism, 

flexibility and creativity are also at the basis of a series of success stories reported by 

De Standaard. They report the creation of a temporary work agency that specialises 

in working with people over 45, taking advantage of their experience. One of the 

articles contains the grateful comments of one of their staff who finally finds work 

('Ze zeggen nooit dat je te oud bent'26, De Standaard 12/12/98, Jobs 3). 

In Australia the notion of the unemployed individual as 'dole bludger', so common 

in the late 1970s and 1980s (Windschuttle, 1979; Bright, 1978), is not entirely absent 

2 4 Frontier workers' Eldorado 
2 5 The Mundial team, champion in reclassification 
2 0 They never tell you you're too old. 
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but has become more blurred. The words are used in a couple of letters published in 

Australian papers, to refute the notion ('Surfers reject One Nation', The Age 23/9/98, 

16). The unemployed are said to be people who want to work ('Labor will restore the 

place of the forgotten people', The Age 23/4/98, 17). In other articles and letters the 

government is directly accused of responsibility for unemployment ('The hefty cost 

of hiring staff, The Age, 23/9/98, 16; 'GST put youth jobs at risk: employer'. The 

Age 23/9/98, 8; 'The one issue pollies agree on', The Age 12/12/98, 10; 'Trouble at 

Mi l l ' , 6/6/98, 26). On one occasion a letter in The Age attributed unemployment to 

the existence of a welfare system that entraps them, that does not encourage them to 

work ('The fruits of rationalism', The Age, 5/1/98, 8). This also puts the 

responsibility back on the government which manages those systems. 

The notion of an 'unemployment trap' or 'employment trap' 2 7 is developed by the 

Belgian newspapers, referring to low-qualified workers who do not want to work 

because they would not be better off if they did. This gives the impression that the 

problem does not stem from a lack of jobs, but from a system that does not reward 

work encouraging an unwillingness to take on work. That the notion is specifically 

used in the Belgian newspapers is probably a.reflection of the existence of a different 

philosophy behind social welfare there. In Belgium, receiving unemployment 

benefits depends on previous work carried out, whereas in Australia it is means 

tested and assistance is only given to people who really need it. 

The notion of 'werkloosheidsval' ['unemployment trap'], is one used by De; 

Standaard. De Standaard repeatedly argues that jobs requiring few qualifications do 

not get filled because people do not want to work since they receive the same amount 

of money from the government when they don't work. Again this is framed as 

'things like that should not be done any more - it is the old way of doing things'. De 

Standaard questions the appropriateness of giving financial support to the 

unemployed, arguing that it should be conditional on their giving something back to 

society. That many of those unemployed might have contributed for years to fund 

unemployment payments doesn't appear to be part of the equation. No newspaper in 

our sample stated that unemployment benefits should be cut; rather, the general line 

r In Dutch and in English unemployment trap is the used notion, while the French call the same thing 
alternatively unemployment trap (piege au chomage) or employment trap ('piege a l'emploi"). 
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is that taxes should be reduced. The idea behind this is that it would make it 

worthwhile for people to work (if they paid less tax, they might earn a bit more by 

working), and it would entice companies to take on workers (who would then be less 

costly to hire). That a reduction in taxes might cause problems later on, for the long 

term financing of social security is mentioned in a few papers, but seen as 

unavoidable, something to reckon with later. Le Soir publishes a long article on this 

'unemployment trap', calling the issue 'the new debate in fashion' ('Dehaene veut 

deminer les 'pieges a Pemploi" 2 8 12/12/98, 3). The paper does not take the strong 

stand taken by De Standaard, but instead reflects on all the options proposed by the 

various parties. 

The term 'employment trap' is also used by The Times in an editorial ('The artful 

radical', 18/3/98, 25). The Times on one occasion also mentions the 'childcare trap' 

('Tax move will help mothers get back into employment', 18/3/98, 15), which is the 

same principle but concerns the high cost of childcare preventing mothers from 

seeking work, because it would mean that all their earnings would have to be spent 

on childcare. 

While the unemployed rarely make it in the news as unemployed, they become news 

when they become employed, particularly if they are coming from an area, or have a 

background that makes getting a job highly unlikely. They are society's miracles, the 

examples to follow. They are those who made it despite all odds. The experiences 

described in the press conform to the message that it is all about being able to adapt. 

Underpinning this message there are clear values. It is about individuals taking 

control of their life. Earlier research (Bannister et al, 1980) on unemployment found 

that this allowed shifting the responsibility for being unemployed to the individual, 

away from government and the economy. Instead of a general social and political 

problem, it thus becomes an individual problem. 

Conferring responsibility for finding employment on the individual is very much at 

the basis of all the articles in our sample. But by the same token there is also, in some • 

newspapers more than in others, a clear attempt to hold government responsible for 

unemployment, or at least for not being able to solve unemployment. 

Dehaene wants to clear employment traps. 
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The Australian newspapers not only hold governments responsible for 

unemployment, but also accuse them of not being able to do anything about it. The 

title 'How the Treasurer has failed Victoria, offering bandages for bleeding wounds' 

(The Age, 23/4/98, 17) is an example of this. In another article published by The Age, 

it is the government initiated GST that is accused of potentially creating 

unemployment ('GST puts youth jobs at risk: employer', 23/9/98, 8). Letters to the 

editor relay those accusations ('The hefty cost of hiring staff, 23/9/98, 16, 'The one 

issue pollies agree on', 12/12/98, 10). The Australian takes a similar position. An 

editorial accuses the South Australian government of having 'been consumed with 

internal politicking and power struggles', instead of doing something about the 

economy and unemployment ('South Australia in budgetary late start', 29/5/98, 16). 

The previous government is co-accused for closure of a pulp mill (Trouble at mill ' , 

6/6/98, 26). Letters to the editor similarly accuse the government of inaction or bad 

action when it comes to unemployment ('Government's not on the job', 18/3/98, 19; 

'Disheartening process of looking for work', 5/1/98, 8). 

The French newspaper, Le Figaro also takes a very clear anti-governmental stand, as 

illustrated by a cartoon published on page 1 (29/10/98, 1) in which the head of Medef 

(Mouvement des Enterprises de France) or the French business association (which 

always receives good coverage in Le Figaro) is shown accusing the government of 

maintaining unemployment while Marianne, who represents France, adds that they 

make an exception for public servants of which there are too many. It is a direct 

criticism of government practices, and of large ineffective bureaucracies. 

fm%£, k »'f\ PAS pu ve? 

Le Figaro, 29/10/98,1 
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The message of the cartoon is in line with other accusations made by Le Figaro. The 

35-hour work week proposal is accused of having the potential to create 

unemployment ('35 heures', 29/10/98, 2). An editorial calls the proposal an 

authoritarian State intervention ('35 heures: un texte bade' 2 9, 10/2/98, 2). Another 

editorial states that governments are partly responsible for the unemployment level 

('Vers le retour au socialisme?3 0', 6/11/98, XI). Le Figaro largely gives publicity to 

the views of the president of Medef who states that the government only talks about 

taxes and legislation, which can only lead to more unemployment ('Ernest-Antoine 

Seilliere: nous devons changer de mentalite', 12/12/98, II). It is government 

intervention on the legal and fiscal front that Le Figaro blames ('Zones economiques 

speciales: le remede polonais contre le chomage31', 10/2/98, IX; 'Les Quinze 

adherent au pacte pour 1'emploi32', 12/12/98, III; 'Une rentree tres au centre', 

18/8/98, 6). 

The government is accused of contributing to, if not creating unemployment by its 

imposition of taxes, by its attempts to manage the economy. It clearly fits into the 

demand for more flexibility, for a new way of doing things. Governments are overall 

equated with bureaucracies, which are by definition seen as static, inflexible, and not 

forward looking. 

This way of framing government action is done with less emphasis in other 

newspapers analysed. De Standaard tends to defend government action, reporting 

solutions that involve diminishing taxes. The government is only accused of not 

doing enough of it ('Muesli', 18/3/98, 12). And in fact when governments are acting 

as bureaucracies, they are accused by De Standaard of preventing employment. It is 

the taxes imposed that prevent employment, and as a letter in support of the 

newspaper suggests, bureaucracies often make things too complicated for people. If 

people do not work, it is not because they are lazy, but because bureaucracy makes 

things difficult ('Werkbereidheid', 29/10/98, 11). On the other hand when it comes to 

the government of French speaking Belgium, De Standaard clearly blames it for the 

high level of unemployment in that part of Belgium ('Veel diensten en weinig 

35 hours: a botched up text 
0 To a return of socialism? 
' Special economic zones: the Polish remedy against unemployment. 

2 The fifteen (European Union countries) agree on a pact for employment. 
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resultaat' , 13/7/98, 2). The parties in government are accused of bad management 

which is responsible for unemployment ('PRL erkent kloof tussen Vlaamse en 

Waalse werkloosheid', 6/11, 98, 2). The government of the French speaking part of 

Belgium was then largely a socialist government. This sort of article allows De 

Standaard to take position against more social policies while stressing how much 

better the Flemish part of the country has been doing economically-

In Le Soir political parties are accused of unhelpful bickering. In 'Colere bleue' 

(18.3/98, 4), a PRL (a liberal party) member accuses a PSC (Party Social Chretien) 

member of having stolen an unemployment measure from him. Similarly in 'Vo id 

1'enfant batard de six peres et meres'34 (23/4/98, 3), political parties are described as 

fighting for paternity rights over a new unemployment measure. In the same vein Le 

Soir accents the excessive complexity of measures ('Maribel social: les 3250 francs 

de Kafka", 10/2/98,3; 'Robert Plasman: 'trop complique, peu attrayant"35, 23/4/98, 

3) or their unfairness ('Chasser l'emploi ou imposer plus equitablement', 23/4/98, 

21), all of which are very unhelpful when it comes to unemployment. 

Le Monde on the other hand largely defends government action on the 

unemployment front. But criticism is not altogether absent. The paper also quotes, 

albeit with less emphasis than in Le Figaro, the president of Medef who clearly puts 

unemployment down to bad governance ('Le patronat entend apparaitre comme un 

acteur majeur du debat economique et politique', 29/10/98, 8). In a book review the 

State's interference with the economy is held partly responsible for unemployment 

('L'Etat ce diable fauteur de chomage', 29/5/98, II). 

The articles from our sample also suggest that both English newspapers largely 

support their government. There are a few exceptions. The Times blames taxes 

imposed by government to cause job losses ('Job loss fears in benefits and tax 

merger', The Times, 18/3/98, 19) while minimum wages are labelled as ineffective 

('Decency at work but who pays?', 29/5/98, 24). 

The Guardian on the other hand adopts more contradictory positions. Editorials 

demand more regulations ('The global economy rules', 10/2/98, 16) denounces de-

Many services, but little results. 
Here is the bastard child of six fathers and mothers. 
Too complicated, not attractive enough. 
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regulation and liberalisation ('Anxious? Insecure? You'll get used to it' 6/6/98. 3). In 

another article employers blame minimum wages for unemployment ('Labour fights 

union fury over low pay', 29/5/98, 5). The government's action on interest rates and 

taxes is also blamed for having created unemployment ('Brown blamed for job 

losses', 23/9/98, 10). 

All this shows that despite similar tendencies, there are also clear differences 

between the newspapers analysed, differences which will be discussed later in this 

chapter. 

IV. 1.2 Newspaper cultures and the articulation of news 
frames 

As we noted in previous sections, the extent to which some frames are articulated, 

and some type of information emphasised differs from newspaper to newspaper. 

Each newspaper has its own culture, which is determined by its values and priorities, 

which helps define the news published. Those cultures can be traced back to the 

history of each newspaper, provided earlier. This includes elements such as the 

reasons why newspapers were created, who owns the newspaper, which political 

ideas it supports. They are also partly a result of national cultural characteristics. This 

section explores the existence of those different cultures and gives a few examples 

for each newspaper, illustrative of the culture at work. While only a few examples 

are given in this section, the points made here are also based on findings reported in 

'The framing of unemployment' on page 104, and in the section that follows this 

one, 'The role of journalists and news sources in promoting certain frames over 

others' on page 135 which is about the use of sources of information and the 

portrayal of news actors. 

IV. 1.2.1 Differences in approaches to a single event 

The reporting of a similar event by various newspapers offers a basis for comparing 

the way newspapers shape the news - as in, for example, the reporting of new 

unemployment statistics in Britain, covered by The Guardian, The Times, De 

Standaard, Le Soir and Le Figaro. The publication of the first unemployment 

statistics in Britain since the new Blair government adopted a new counting method 
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(more in line with that of the ILO [International Labor Organisation]), resulted in a 

series of articles which illustrate the priorities held by newspapers. The Times, 

framing the issue as business news, titled its article 'City cheered by jobs and 

earnings news' (23/4/98, 27). The same issue was published in The Guardian under 

the title 'Fears rise over young on.the dole' (23/4/98, 23). What The Times 

emphasised was the City's enthusiasm for 'a further modest fall in unemployment', 

while The Guardian put the accent on the fact that the declining trend in 

unemployment was about to change for the worse. 

The two newspapers also use different sources of news. While the article in The 

Times relies exclusively on business sources, The Guardian interviewed economic 

analysts, as well as a representative for the Child Poverty Action Group. Thus 777f 

Guardian introduced the idea that there is a social aspect to unemployment. The 

Guardian also published an editorial on the topic, 'The hidden unemployed. Jobs 

need private effort' (23/4/98, 21) which discusses those revised figures of 

unemployment which still 'do not reveal the true level of joblessness', pointing out 

that there are still plenty of people looking for work and that the private sector 

doesn't respond adequately to the government's plans. InDe Standaard the issue was 

covered under the heading 'Britten tellen half miljoen extra werklozen' ['Brits count 

half a million extra unemployed'], (23/4/98, 6). This sounds rather dramatic 

compared with the lead, which reduces it to mathematics. De Standaard minimizes 

the importance of the unemployment figures by stating that the newly unemployed 

would be housewives (who are looking for work but have a working husband and are 

therefore not entitled to benefits), and young people who have just graduated from 

high school. Le Soir ('Londres rehausse son chomage', 23/4/98, 6) and Le Figaro 

('500,000 chomeurs de plus', 23/4/98, III) both publish short factual briefs on the 

topic, which only report that the United Kingdom has adopted a different way to 

count the unemployed. 

In this example The Guardian was the only newspaper looking at unemployment 

from the point of view of the unemployed. For all the other newspapers sampled the 

new statistics are essentially economic news. My sample clearly shows that in fact 

De Standaard, Le Figaro, The Australian and The Times adopt a very clear 

conservative 'let the market sort things out' line on unemployment, making the point 

that providing business is not stifled, all will come right in the end. Those are the 
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newspapers demanding lower taxes, lower wages, less government intervention, and 

promoting more flexibility and less government imposed rules. Those four 

newspapers are also the newspapers presenting the most news with an economic 

emphasis, and the least news with a social emphasis (see Tables 3 & 4). 

IV.1.2.2 The conservative view 

Conservative newspapers have a clear economic emphasis, dismiss government as 

possible manager of unemployment to propose business as a good alternative. In 

their view, the government should restrict itself to making sure business can thrive 

and unemployment would be automatically be solved. 

De Standaard 

The sample of stories on unemployment published in De Standaard advocates a 

lowering of the cost of employing people (by lowering social participation costs and 

taxes), stressing the complexity of existing plans as well as the fact that employers 

will create work if they are adequately supported. In 'Muesli' (18/3/99,12) an 

editorial compares government measures with muesli: full of healthy ingredients but 

ugly and hard to eat (people have to be convinced that it is healthy to eat it), which 

will have no results without strong coffee - lower labour costs. For De Standaard, 

employing people has to be made more affordable and people on welfare have to be 

encouraged to leave welfare. This can be done by lowering contributions from the 

employers and lowering taxes on low incomes, to encourage people to accept jobs 

('Muesli', 18/3/98, 12; ' V L D klaar met Vlaamse belastingverlaging', 12/12/98,3; 

'Lagere belastingen voor lagere lonen', 12/12/98, 6). De Standaard uses health terms 

to talk about unemployment on several occasions. It strengthens the view that 

unemployment is dependent on a body that has its own biological rhythm, which like 

the market has to be nourished but for the rest can be left to itself. 

De Standaard also articulates the frame 'today there is a new, more competitive way 

of doing things' in its own way, linking the old way of doing things with Wallonie 

(the French-speaking region of Belgium), which is less 'dynamic' and has more 

unemployment. Several articles accuse the people of Wallonie of expecting too much 

from government, and experts who were interviewed recommend that they should 

128 



become more enterprising ('Veel diensten en weinig resultaat', 13/7/98, 2). Similarly 

the editorial titled 'Muesli' (18/3/98, 12) accuses the Walloon government of stifling 

Flemish business and employment, because of its high rate of unemployment and a 

social security system that is financed nationally. 'Een werkloze op vier woont in 

Henegouwen', (18/3/98, 4) and 'PRL erkent kloof tussen Vlaamse en Waalse 

werkloosheid', (6/11/98, 2) similarly highlight the high rates of unemployment 

existing in the French speaking part of Belgium, compared with Flanders. Those 

articles make it possible for De Standaard to promote the Flanders region as well as 

free enterprise. This is in line with the objectives of the papers as set out in its 

constitution. Indeed, in its constitution De Standaard clearly States in its constitution 

that one its objectives is to defend the interest of the Flemish people, as well as those 

of a free economy.36 

Le Figaro 

Le Figaro also strongly criticises State intervention when it comes to unemployment, 

demanding tax advantages for business ('Chirac propose une 'strategic pour la 

croissance", 12/12/98, 3; 'Une rentree tres au centre. Rendons a Giscard', 18/8/98, 6; 

'Zones economiques speciales: le remede polonais contre le chomage', 10/2/98, IX; 

'Les Quinze adherent au pacte pour l'emploi', 12/12/98, III). This is made clear both 

in the selection of news presented and in the way news is presented. A couple of 

interviews with the head of the organisation grouping the employers (CNPF which 

later was called Medef) clearly are very illustrative of this. The headline of one of 

those articles advocates a change of mentality ('Ernest-Antoine Seilliere: Nous 

devons changer de mentalite', 12/12/98,1-II). The article insists that in France the 

government stifles business by imposing taxes, legislation, rules, or by punishing 

abuses, while other countries are more encouraging, more flexible. They have fewer 

rules, less taxes and France will have to change if it wants to expand in Europe and 

provide jobs. The article develops the notion of'reality', stating that only business is 

in touch with a 'reality', which should be taken into account when formulating 

unemployment measures. It not only portrays the government as out of touch, but 

also reformulates the prime importance of market when it comes to unemployment. 

The constitution of De Standaard can be found in its website: www.standaard.be 
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Another article presents the Polish creation of special economic zones as a positiv e 

example of how tax advantages can attract business and create jobs ('Zones 

economiques speciales: le remede polonais contre le chomage', 10/2/98, IX). It is 

contrasted with the French government's 35-hour work week initiative, which it 

considers stifling for business. Overall Le Figaro is very critical of the socialist 

government in power, and this is in line with its culture. When the government is 

applauded, it is for taking over policies (such as a reduction of the cost of lower 

wages to increase business confidence) suggested earlier by the conservatives. At the 

same time the government is criticised for not having seen the merit of those policies 

earlier ('Une rentree tres au centre', Le Figaro. 1/8/98, 6). As was noted above the 

idea of a 'reality' which only business is in touch with, is often repeated in Le Figaro 

as if it were some universal reality. 

The Australian 

The vast majority of stories in The Australian also operate within the frame 

advocating a new way of doing things and competitiveness in order to survive. 

Labor's speech on an unemployment policy for people over 45 using 'interventionist 

spending policy' is labelled as 'without substance' - 'the stuff of an old John 

Howard headland speech' ('Woman most likely brings lost workforce in from cold', 

The Australian, 23/4/98, 2). Editorials make the point even more clearly. Thus an 

editorial labels as 'back-to-the-future' and 'nostalgic' a speech, in which Don 

Dunstan, former Labor premier of South Australia, opposes the free market, 

advocating greater government involvement. The article concludes that the 'luxury of 

uncompetitive industry is no longer available' ('Labor must avoid nostalgic 

indulgence', 23/4/98, 12) and further recommends that 'resources of government are 

best concentrated in areas such as education, so as to equip people with the skills for 

the jobs which will be in demand in the future'. Again this underlines how the fact of 

being unemployed is presented as resulting from an inability to adapt to a new way 

of doing things. A series of articles on Tasmania's budget ('Labor plans to forget 

about debt', 6/11/98, 6; 'Hydro dividends to cover planned Budget deficits', 6/11/98, 

6) or South Australia's budget ('Sell ETSA and be debt free', 29/5/98, 6) follow the 

same line advocating the stimulation of industry and accusing government 

intervention of being useless. 
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The Times 

The Times similarly applauds the market as a real leading force, reporting the success 

of business in fighting unemployment. No dissenting voices appear in the paper, 

which publishes only government proposals to reduce unemployment in the form of 

government subsidies, and more training to have workers better adapted to the 

employers' needs. Here again the frame 'we cannot afford the old way of doing 

things' is developed in 'Decency at work - but who pays?' (The Times 29/5/98, 24), 

which covers the newly adopted minimum wage, suggesting that such measures 

cannot be afforded, that they are a threat to small business and the lowly qualified, 

and that market forces will eliminate jobs. The fact that industry alone will create 

new jobs is assumed by The Times. Discussions revolve around the question of 

whether small or large companies will create jobs and which should be given priority 

('The artful radical', 18/3/98, 25). 

The Times also pushes for less State intervention. The article 'Blair's soundbite 

strategy keeps us on the sidelines' (5/1/98, 46) is illustrative of The Times' position. 

It states 'People in Western Europe would like more jobs, higher wages, more 

holidays and lower taxes. What they are being offered instead is more government, 

more laws, few jobs and higher taxes'. The author of the article also wonders why 

Blair signed social agreements ' i f he really wants more flexible labour markets'. In 

contrast, a call for more social responsibilities from the business sector is made in 

The Guardian ('Anxious? Insecure? You'll get used to it', 6/6/98, 3; 'The global 

economy rules. But we must still prevent the damages it causes', 10/2/98, 16). 

IV. 1.2.3 Conflicting views 

Four newspapers, while also presenting the dominating conservative view, offer 

additional information that conflicts with the dominating view. This is the case of 

The Age, Le Soir, The Guardian and Le Monde. As Table 4 indicates, Le Monde, The 

Guardian, Le Soir and to lesser extend The Age provide the most articles with a 

strong social component. In Le Monde and The Guardian this follows the more 

social orientation of the paper. This orientation can, in Le Soir and The Age, largely 
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be attributed to the use of local sources of information, which are more in tune with 

local and social problems. 

The Guardian 

Traditionally The Guardian, as well as Le Monde, has always displayed more interest 

in social issues, and more support for a State system managing social issues. Thus 

The Guardian (The global economy rules', 10/2/98, 16) in an editorial argues that 

there is a need for political accountability and that The argument that improving 

workers' rights in the Third World countries will weaken their competitiveness also 

looks more shaky.' While acknowledging the existence of a more globalised 

economy, The Guardian also advocates the need for global regulation. This is clearly 

in contradistinction to the laissez-faire attitude advocated by Le Figaro, Le 

Standaard, The Australian and The Times. This is again noticeable in the reporting 

which contests the frame emphasising the need to adapt to a new more flexible way 

of doing things. Consistent with its more socially minded attitude, The Guardian 

mentions the difficulty of living on low wages and elaborates on the increased 

inequalities deregulation, liberalisation and globalisation have brought ('Anxious? 

Insecure? You'l l get used to it', 6/6/98, 3). 

Le Monde 

Like The Guardian, Le Monde provides information that offers a fairly complex 

interpretation of unemployment. As we mentioned before Le Monde clearly promotes 

the framing of unemployment as resulting from a lack of adaptation ('Enfants en 

difficulte, chomeurs, sans-papiers: le parrainage permet un engagement concret et 

personnel', Le Monde 10/2/98, 10). Le Monde creates a frame in which the State is 

seen as preventing economic development and contributing to unemployment ('Le 

patronat entend apparaitre comme un acteur majeur du debat economique et 

politique37', 29/10/98, 8) ('L'Etat, ce diable fauteur de chomage38', 29/5/98, II). But 

while Le Monde endorses the importance of economic growth in the fight against 

unemployment, the paper also emphasises the necessity for business to take on social 

3 7 The employers intend to play a major part in the economic and politic debate 
3 8 The State, this devil creating unemployment. 
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responsibilities ('Des experts europeens soulignent les devoirs sociaux des 

entreprises39', 6/6/98, 3; 'Les societes nippones choisissent des chemins detournes 

pour restructurer', 23/9/98, III; 'L'entreprise tentee par le chacun pour soi', 6/11/98. 

14). The possibility that enterprises might have social responsibilities is absent from 

the conservative newspapers sampled. Le Monde also develops the idea that the State 

has a role to play in providing the necessary structures to encourage business 

('L'Europe se penche sur ses entreprises innovantes40', 6/6/98, 2). The newspaper, 

because of its sympathies for the socialist government, publishes many articles in 

which the government congratulates itself on its achievements when it comes to 

unemployment. 

Le Soir 

As Table 4 indicates, Le Monde, The Guardian and Le Soir provide the most articles 

with a strong social component. In Le Monde and The Guardian this follows the 

more social orientation of the paper. When it comes to Le Soir one might wonder to 

what extent the more local focus of the newspaper contributes to the social input. The 

newspaper uses sources that are closer to the community. This social emphasis 

introduces the idea that unemployment is also about people, providing a perspective 

on things that the other national newspapers obviously do not have. Le Soir clearly 

questions the frame that we need a new more flexible way of doing, while at the 

same time promoting it. In this way, one can say that Le Soir presents more 

competing information. Le Soir has positive comments about the government's 

action ('Cardiff se prepare aussi en Wallonie', 10/2/98, 4), and also very critical 

articles. The criticism here is rather about the excessive complexity of government 

measures ('Maribel social: les 3.259 francs de Kafka', 10/2/98, 3) and the harsh 

treatment given to the unemployed. While the newspaper argues that low wages are 

still too high, the problem of poverty and exclusion is briefly made present in an 

article on the organisation of a forum by a welfare organisation 'Pour en finir avec le 

chomage et l'exclusion' ['To put an end to unemployment and exclusion'], in which 

they affirm that 'Aujourd'hui il ne sert plus a rien de reclamer du travail a cor et a 

cri.. .11 est indispensable que ceux qui desirent une autre direction affirment leurs 

3 9 European experts emphasise social responsibilities of business. 
4 0 Europe takes interest in businesses proposing novel ideas. 
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revendications'[It is nowadays useless to claim employment at all cost.. Those who 

want new directions must insist on claiming them]. This is a rare reference made to 

the possibility of rethinking directions taken and certainly the only one considering 

that the unemployed might play a part in decided what they want and how they want 

to solve the problem of unemployment and exclusion. The question of an unequal 

sharing of wealth is elaborated, in an editorial advocating a better distribution of 

available work. It argues that employers are the most powerful now and that 

globalisation is an ideology used by the richest. Capitalism can take a more 

progressive form ('Sauver le capitalisme de lui meme41', 6/6/98, Eco-Soir, 6). 

The Age 

Like Le Soir, The Age provides a range of positions. On the one hand there are 

articles criticising the new economic globalisation, as only benefiting the powerful 

('Attacking unions is not the answer on jobs', 29/10/98, 17). The article also wonders 

whether the advice in favour of lower low wages attracted success because of its 

quality because or because it served a certain political agenda (i.e., deregulating the 

labour market and making trade unions redundant). On the other hand, there are 

glowing reports on how well the Victorian economy is doing, reports which promote 

the importance of taking on new, faster, innovative ways of doing things. The Age's 

special report 'Sydney-Melbourne. How Australia's two biggest cities are faring in 

the job-creation stakes' (23/9/98, 4) indicates that different attitudes can be adopted 

towards employment. There are those who work in newer industries, are more 

flexible, well adapted to demands of modern work life and therefore very successful 

('Fast life fast dollars for the motivated'). On the other hand people working in older 

industries are facing serious problems ( 'A pay packet one day, job doubts the next'). 

'Life in a Northern town' (6/6/98, 5) underlines the vulnerability of those older 

industries which cannot keep in pace with changing times. 

The Age includes articles offering a range of frames. The Letters to the Editor for 

instance are generally very critical of government action when it comes to 

unemployment. One letter suggests that a levy on parliamentary salaries according to 

the rate of unemployment would solve the problem within weeks ('Hit the rich where 

1 , 1 Save capitalism from itself 

134 



it hurts', 23/9/98, 16). Articles provided by the political opposition are also very 

critical of government action (How the treasurer has failed Victoria, offering 

bandages for bleeding wounds', 23/4/98, 17). Those articles function within a self-

contradictory frame typical of The Age. It accuses the government of being selfish 

and uncaring, underlining the plight of the common people, who would like the 

government to do more for them. The major theme developed by The Age is the 

selfishness and incapacity of those in power. Other themes developed are 

subordinated to that one and might clash when it comes to the expression of ideas. 

'Attacking unions is not the answer on jobs' (29/10/98, 17) represents governments 

as taking the economic advice which best suits their agenda. 

The examples described in the preceding paragraph help to support the thesis that 

each newspaper has a particular emphasis in reporting unemployment. Newspapers 

all have their own priorities, their own culture that will largely define what will 

become news and how the news will be told. 

IV. 1.3 The role of journalists and news sources in 
promoting certain frames over others. 

By what mechanism do the newspapers construct frames, and thereby favour a 

particular interpretation over another one? Journalists play an important role in the 

construction of news frames. Chapter II summarized research presenting news as a 

result of existing news practices, as well as of the personality and socialisation of 

journalists. As mentioned in Chapter II, journalists quickly learn what is expected 

from them. This happens when they are taught journalism and first learn about news 

values. A socialisation process is further carried on in the workplace. The 

introductory chapter indicated that journalists follow policies set out by their 

publishers, and pointed out the way the close links developed between journalists and 

powerful members of society as well as with other journalists has an impact on the 

independence of journalists. What is clear from this investigation is that the events 

chosen to become news, as well as the way in which news stories are told, is 

generally very much in line with an overall position held by each newspaper. 

From all events that might be reported concerning unemployment a selection is 

made, a selection which to some extent depends on general news values. But in this 
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sample, it was also evident that newspapers from one country did not always report 

the same events. This points to a selection of what is to become news. 

This section examines how information sources were used by the newspapers, but 

also examines how these sources were portrayed by the various newspapers when 

they became agents, or actors in the news. Sources of information often also become 

news actors, in the sense that they are attributed a role. What is told about them gives 

us an idea of the place they are accorded within society. The way newspapers 

represent news actors is also reflective of the positions held and defended by each 

newspaper. Therefore while talking about sources of information, we also examine 

the way sources have been represented by each newspaper. 

The preference given to certain sources of information and not to others is partly due 

to news practices. But there is also a clear tendency, particularly in the European 

newspapers, to go out and interview news sources with which the newspaper has 

built up a close relationship, because of a similarity in viewpoints. Chapter II 

summarises many of the differences existing between continental European 

newspapers and Anglo-Saxon newspapers. There are indeed two different traditions 

at work, which lead to different ways of practising journalism. The newspapers 

analysed reflect those differences. 

Selecting specific elements of information also contributes to framing. Newspapers, 

even when using the same sources of news, each have their own way of reporting 

events. The Guardian for instance, when reporting the new budget, puts the accent 

on the fact that it will achieve 'self respect' for those who might be able to get a job 

('Self-respect through the pay packet', 18/3/98, 15), or on the fact that those at the 

'bottom end' will be able to get a job ('Job hopes boosted at bottom end of the pay 

scale', 18/3/98, 14); while The Times emphasizes that enterprises will be rewarded 

while many people will be put back to work ('Expanded plan will get 80,000 back to 

work', 18/3/98, 11; 'Tax move will help mothers get back to work', 18/3/98, 15). 

Similarly, when the new unemployment figures are published by both newspapers, 

The Times highlights that business circles react positively to the figures ('City 

cheered by jobs and earnings news', 23/4/98, 27), while The Guardian stipulates that 

jobs are still a problem ('Fears rise over young on the dole', 23/4/98, 23). On the 

minimum wage The Times wonders whether we can afford such a thing ('Decency at 
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Le Monde and Le Figaro for instance publish very different news on the same day. 

On 10 February 1998, Le Figaro published unemployment figures from Germany, 

Switzerland and the United States; an editorial criticising the 35 hours a week 

proposal as no more than a political move; an article on a Polish initiative to create 

employment by setting up tax free zones, and another on how badly Corsica is doing 

despite State subsidies. That same day Le Monde reports job losses at the Deutsche 

Bank; an editorial on the possibility of a future economic depression as well as a 

large article on the development of social solidarity. On 18 March 1998, Le Figaro 

published an article on job losses and another in which an employers' association 

issued a warning on the negative effects the 35 hour week proposal. Le Monde that 

same day chose to publish a series of articles defending the European social system. 

The same differences in what is reported are noticeable all through the year's sample, 

indicating that newspapers do make rather different choices about what to publish. 

The choices made are indicative of the priorities of each newspaper. Le Figaro 

concentrates on unemployment figures as economic indicators, and publishes events 

that are in defence of a system promoting less State intervention and less taxes. Le 

Monde on the other hand made a choice of events that centre more on the importance 

of social issues. This is in line with the particular culture held by both newspapers. 

Similarly The Guardian and The Times report rather different occurrences. Over the 

year, only a relatively small amount of events were reported simultaneously by both 

newspapers (the new budget, the introduction of a minimum wage, the new jobless 

figures, job cuts at Barclay). For the rest, the published news is different. On 

February 2, for instance, The Guardian publishes an editorial on the social damages 

of global economy, while The Times publishes an editorial about the economic 

uncompetitiveness of Germany. Again here we can see that this is in line with the 

culture held by the two newspapers. 

Differences in items reported also exist between The Australian and The Age, but in 

this case a lot of those differences follow from the fact that The Age is a more local 

paper, while The Australian has more of a national focus. The Age publishes more 

news on Victoria, which does not appear in The Australian; the latter tends to carry 

news from all over Australia. Similarly Le Soir and De Standaard cover different 

local, and also cultural, areas. In the case of those four papers it is therefore difficult 
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to reach conclusions from what papers report and what they don't, since differences 

are mainly a reflection of the area covered by the newspapers. 

As mentioned throughout this chapter, newspapers each have their own culture. This 

can be traced back to openly Stated priorities and objectives, or affiliations with 

certain political ideas, as is the case of opinion papers such as Le Figaro, Le Monde, 

De Standaard, The Guardian. The culture of each newspaper can also be traced back 

to ownership. What we have seen here is clearly that newspapers belonging to big 

media corporations tend to adopt a conservative culture which favours corporatism. 

This is the case of Le Figaro, De Standaard,. Le Soir, The Times, The Age and The 

Australian. The fact the Le Soir and The Age are more local papers is also reflected 

in their cultures, as are national cultural characteristics. 

What events newspapers choose to dedicate a major journalistic feature to, and how 

the events were covered, also seem to be closely linked with the culture held by each 

newspaper. Major features, as noted before, are large articles that come from a 

variety of sources and have required a substantial amount of journalistic input. They 

cover a large range of subjects and are often stories reflecting broader contemporary 

issues. Table 5, which is a table categorising all articles according the sources of 

information used, also has a separate category: 'major features'. As Table 5 shows 

us, all the newspapers of our sample regularly publish such features. They account 

for 7.1% of our total sample of 283 articles. The choice of what topic has been 

deemed interesting enough to write a broader report about is quite revealing of each 

newspaper's priorities, as is the way in which each topic has been analysed. The 

stories chosen by each newspaper often function as examples illustrating what, 

according to each newspaper, works and what does not work. Newspapers thus cover 

the way certain cities, regions, countries have responded to unemployment or the 

prospect of unemployment. By doing this, newspaper provide the readers with 

examples of solutions that have worked, others that haven't. The selection, about 

what to write about, made by newspapers is, as the examples below will show, 

clearly not neutral and reflects the values held by each newspaper. 

The sample of articles about unemployment from The Age contains two major 

features. One report covers the closure of the Burnie paper mill ('Life in a northern 

town', 6/6/98, extra 5). Another covers the opportunity of working in the ski industry 
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in the US ('Ski jobs in US sister city', 23/9/98, Bus 10). The first article concentrates 

on the death of older industries. The second talks about new employment 

opportunities. It is an illustration of The Age's articulation of a frame according to 

which there are old ways of doing things, which do not work anymore, and new ways 

that offer plenty of possibilities. 

This frame is embedded in the idea that we live in a changing world, which forms the 

basic theme of the four reports published in The A ustralian, changing world which 

demands a re-adaptation in the form of the protection of national industries: 'There is 

little doubt that the battle to protect Britain's shrinking manufacturing employment 

base will become one of the dominant issues for the Government' ('Reel Britannia', 

23/9/98, 36), or for which little can be done now: 'evolution finally caught up with a 

dinosaur' ('Trouble at Mil l , 6/6/98, 26) and in which some people have been let 

down by those who govern them ('Trouble at Mil l , 6/6/98, 26); 'The answer lies in a 

new class of rural poor who feel mainstream politicians have abandoned them' 

('Hanson's Heartland', 6/6/98, 22). 

Major features in Le Figaro present initiatives made in other countries. Most of them 

are positive examples illustrating how countries and people have tackled a series of 

problems including unemployment ('Zones economiques speciales: le remede 

polonais contre le chomage', 10/2/98, IX; 'La mue obligee du 'modele suedois', 

23/9/98, XI; 'L'eldorado des frontaliers', 29/10/98, 5; 'Sheffield: laboratoire du 

Blairisme', 5/01/98, 7). There is also a 'negative' report on how things were done in 

Corsica - which is a 'not to follow' example ('Corse: l'introuvable remede', 10/2/98, 

II). Those stories are very interesting because they are really there to present what the 

newspaper considers to be the way to go, the norm to follow. In this case Le Figaro 

defends support for industry in the form of fewer taxes, flexibility in the work force, 

individual initiative and a reduction of welfare. 

'Sheffield: laboratoire du Blairisme' (Le Figaro, 5/01/98, 7) is a story that was also 

published in The Times under the title 'Steel yourself (Metro 6/6/98, 14). It tells the 

story of a city - Sheffield - which after the demise of its mining industry has been 

able to undergo a 'post industrial transformation that would put Madonna to shame' 

('Steel Yourself, The Times Metro 6/6/98, 14). The success of Sheffield is hailed, 

though not without mention of there being a price to pay (precariousness of 
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employment for Le Figaro, and the slashing of basic community facilities in The 

Times). 

Le Monde has only one feature article on Japan, where companies are faced with the 

necessity of restructuring. The article concludes by wondering how long companies 

will be able to avoid social plans and strong conflicts. This is an example in which 

the questions asked are rather about the social responsibility of enterprises, which is 

a theme repeated in Le Monde. 

Reports in Le Soir are mainly reports on government policies. They are not so much 

analytical or exemplifying, but offer rather practical advice. 

IV. 1.3.1 Information sources for unemployment news 

Information sources can be regarded as 'sponsors of particular frames' (Gamson, 

1989, 158). Al l information sources used for the news obtained in the sample were 

categorised. They were listed in two tables: Table 5 is an exhaustive list of all articles 

used according to the main source of information provided; Table 6, a list of articles 

using secondary sources, is not exhaustive since not all articles use secondary 

sources, while some use more than one.. More information on the classification 

process can be found in Chapter III, 'Methodology Explained'. 

Table 5 demonstrates that three categories of information sources dominate the news 

on unemployment. These are the political sources (27.6%), business sources (17.3%>) 

and experts (16.3%). Business also operates as the most important source of 

secondary information (Table 6). The experts used as sources for the news on 

unemployment provided in our sample are largely made up of economists or 

statisticians. It is therefore not surprising that they, together with sources coming 

from the business sector, support without the frames 'let the market sort it out' and 

'we have to adapt to a new, more flexible, more competitive way of life'. Politicians 

do not necessarily adhere to those dominant frames. As we will see later, it depends 

on the political positions they are defending. 
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Table 5: Unemployment, main sources of information 

Main s o u r c e s of 
information 

The 
Age 

The 
Aus
tralian 

De 
Stan
daard 

Le 
Soir Figaro 

L e 
Monde 

The 
Times 

Guar
dian 

Total Total 
% 

Pol i t ic ians/gov. 
representat ives 

6 
19.4% 

11 
33.3% 

11 
39.3% 

10 
25% 

17 
30.9% 

10 
22.7% 

7 
26.9% 

6 
23.1% 

78 
27.6% 

Union 
representat ives 

1 
3.2% 

0 0 2 
5% 

3 
5.5% 

2 
4.5% 

1 
3.8% 

0 9 
3.2% 

C o m m u n i t y 
representat ives 

3 
9.7% 

0 3 
10.7% 

3 
7.5% 

2 
3.6% 

4 
9% 

0 0 15 
5.3% 

Bus iness / indus t ry 
representat ives 

3 
9.7% 

1 
3% 

4 
14.3% 

8 
20% 

9 
16.4% 

8 
18.2% 

9 
34.6% 

7 
26.9% 

49 
17.3% 

Experts 3 
9.7% 

2 
6% 

3 
10.7% 

9 
22.5% 

12 
21.8% 

11 
25% 

2 
7.7% 

4 
15.4% 

46 
16.3% 

Unemployed 
people 

0 2 
6% 

0 2 
5% 

2 
6% 

0 0 0 6 
2.1% 

Private ci t izen/ 
Private letters 

10 
32.3% 

1 
3% 

2 
7.1% 

2 
5% 

1 
1.8% 

3 
6.8% 

0 3 
11.5% 

22 
7.8% 

Major features 2 
6.5% 

4 
12.1% 

3 
10.7% 

3 
7.5% 

5 
9% 

1 
2.3% 

1 
3.8% 

1 
3.8% 

20 
7.1% 

Editor ia ls /opinion 2 
6.5% 

11 
33.3% 

2 
7.1% 

1 
1.8% 

3 
5.5% 

3 
6.8% 

4 
15.4% 

5 
19.2% 

31 
11% 

Unclear 1 
3.2% 

1 
3% 

0 0 1 
1.8% 

2 
4.5% 

2 
7.7% 

7 
2.5% 

Total 31 
100% 

33 
100% 

28 
100% 

40 
100% 

55 
100% 

44 
100% 

26 
100% 

26 
100% 

283 
100% 

When politicians contest dominant frames they leave open the possibility for frames 

to contradict dominant positions, as does information coming from community 

organisations, unions, unemployed people. Indeed community organisations do not 

tend to promote the dominant 'let the market sort it out' and 'we have to adapt to a 

new, more flexible, more competitive way of life' frames. But community 

organisations are rarely used as sources of information. Only 5.3% of the articles in 

our sample can be traced back to community organisations (see Table 5). They are 

also rarely used as secondary sources of information (see Table 6). Judging by the 

media coverage on unemployment, there are also few, if no, organisations 

specifically defending the unemployed. Only in France did the unemployed get 
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together as an organised group acting for the interests of the unemployed. The 

community representatives cited in Table 5 are organisations fighting for or against 

specific issues like racism, the treatment of women, extreme right-wing politics. 

Those organisations do not focus on unemployment as such, and only briefly address 

specific and limited aspects of unemployment. 

Table 6: unemployment, secondary sources of information 

S e c o n d a r y s o u r c e s 
of information 

The 
Age 

The 
Aus
tralian 

D e 
Stan 
daard 

Le 
Soir 

Le 
Figaro 

L e 
Monde 

The 
Times 

Guar
dian 

total 

Pol i t icians 3 4 1 0 3 3 3 1 18 

Union 
representatives 

1 0 2 2 5 5 3 2 20 

C o m m u n i t y 
representatives 

0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 3 

Bus iness / indust ry 
representatives 

3 2 0 0 5 4 3 6 23 

Experts 2 1 1 2 1 1 1 0 9 

Unemployed people 0 0 1 0 1 3 0 0 5 

Private citizen 
Private letters 

0 2 0 0 2 2 1 0 7 

Union representatives are used as main sources of information for only 3 .2% of the 

articles of our sample (see Table 5). But they are relatively often used as secondary 

sources of information, since they figure as secondary sources of information in 20 

out of our 283 articles' sample (see Table 6). This is an interesting trend, since it 

shows that they are seen as possible commentators, rather than as main originators of 

news. It is because of their reaction to events put on the news agenda by other parties 

that they become sources of information. 

Government and politicians as information sources 

The sample under investigation contains 78 articles based on information coming 

from politicians or government representatives (Table 5); in eighteen other articles 

they function as secondary sources of information (Table 6). In other words, they are 

a very significant information source. 
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The importance of government representatives and politicians as sources for 

information is in line with previous findings. As underlined in Chapter I, research has 

clearly demonstrated that news practices favour official government organisations as 

sources of news (Fishman, 1982; Molotch and Lester, 1975; Barkin and Gurevitch, 

1987). It is therefore not surprising.that this investigation demonstrates that the 

largest percentage of news on unemployment comes from government or other 

political sources (providing they are major political parties, with a presence in the 

government or in opposition). Unemployment is also an issue that political groups 

can hardly ignore, and which has over the years, particularly with the increase in 

unemployment, had a high place in political agendas. 'No government has adopted a 

"do-nothing" policy' and 'in some cases unemployment has played a major role in 

the defeat of a government or in allowing government to win elections' (Richardson 

and Henning, 1984, 307-308). Our investigation also shows that political sources 

generally confine themselves to proposing plans for solving unemployment, or the 

making public of a budget involving unemployment measures. 

Selection of sources 

That governments and major political parties are routinely treated as sources of 

information does not mean that whatever information they transmit to the media will 

become news. News writers do make a selection and frame the news according to 

what they believe is the most important part of it. As a result different newspapers in 

the same country do not always publish the same news. Newspapers chose to use 

particular government/politicians as sources of information. Some are given more 

prominence than others. This is particularly clear in the papers that openly define 

themselves as opinion papers. We will see for instance that Le Monde favours 

political sources coming from the socialist party, while Le Figaro favours 

conservative political sources. De Standaard tends to favour political sources linked 

with liberal or Catholic political organisations. Other papers do not clearly show 

preference for one or the other political source.42 

4 1 A cautionary note is in order, here. The smallness of the sample used can cause distortion in the results. One 
might conclude from the fact that the Labor party was so extensively used as a source by the Australian press that 
the Labor party is always more favoured as a source than is any other party. However, this has nothing to do with 
the newspapers' favouring the Labor party, but rather with the fact that Labor had made unemployment an 
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Same source, different news: variations in emphasis 

Even when newspapers use the same sources of news and publish the same 

information, the emphasis is not necessarily the same. Clearly there is also some 

journalistic input in the treatment of information coming from those sources. A 

comparison of the presentation of the new budget, published on 18 March 1998 in 

the British press analysed, clearly illustrates this. News coming from political 

sources here presents new budget initiatives made by the recently elected Labour 

party. Generally speaking, news from political sources provides a means for those 

sources to make public their plans, often in an attempt to gain public support. They 

are the means par excellence through which governments communicate decisions 

made. The Guardian and The Times both rely heavily on government sources for 

information on the new budget, but the two newspapers clearly frame the given 

information in different ways. The Guardian emphasises that the initiative provides 

something for everyone, particularly for those on lower incomes. Headlines such as 

'Job hopes boosted at bottom end of pay scale' (18/3/98, 4) and 'Self-respect through 

the pay packet' (18/3/98, 15) clearly illustrate this. The Guardian also regularly uses 

charities and lobbyists for the low-paid and unemployed as secondary sources of 

information (see Table 6). Those sources assist the Guardian's support for budgets 

that help the working class. The articles just mentioned are overall very supportive of 

the government's initiatives and this support is reiterated in an editorial published 

that same day ('Radical on a shoestring', 18/3/98, 29), which centres on the help the 

budget offers to poor families. While in theory opinion is reserved for editorials, the 

tone is already given in the framing of articles that are not opinion articles. A 

different emphasis is put in The Times. Its editorial ('The artful radical', 18/3/98, 23) 

applauds the fact that it encourages people on welfare to go back to work. This 

reinforces the message already made clear in the headlines of the articles coming 

from political sources. 'Expanded plan will get 80,000 back to work' (18/3/98, 11), 

'Chancellor's speech: Brown makes ambition his watchword. Our goal is a tax 

system that rewards enterprises and makes all work pay' (18/3/98, 16). 

election issue and therefore made a big effort to sell itself to the press and to the public as the party that was 
going to solve unemployment. 
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What differentiates the two newspapers most is the accent put by The Guardian on 

the budget providing a better quality of life for poorer people, while for The Times, it 

is not so much about giving them a better life quality, but about taking them off 

welfare. Secondary sources used by The Times to comment on the government's 

budget are employers, who insist that it will benefit industry. This aspect is not 

ignored by 777*? Guardian, which also comments that the budget will be good for the 

industry. Both newspapers do welcome the positive impact of the new budget for 

business, but The Times is clearly more attentive to the business sector. A couple of 

articles on government's plans to attract private investment in local areas (Trescott 

plans 50,000 jobs in U K coal area', 13/7/98, 44; 'Welsh rural agency hails Swansong 

jobs boost', 18/8/98, 36) are published by The Times, while The Guardian does not 

mention the issue. They are articles which are mainly of interest to the business 

world, were published in the business pages, and have a clear promotional content, 

underlining the support given by the government to the industry. The government is 

presented as helping business, so it can create jobs. Overall the information coming 

from government sources published by The Times is rather self-promotional. Titles 

like 'Welsh rural agency hails swansong jobs boost' (18/8/98, p 36); 'Prescott plans 

50,000 jobs in U K coal area' (13/7/98, 44); 'Expanded plan will get 80,000 back to 

work' (18/3/98, 11); 'Chancellor's speech: Brown makes ambition his watchword' 

(18/3/98,16); 'Brown to help older long-term unemployed' (5/1/98, 2) clearly 

support whatever action the government is undertaking. 

Relationships: the press and its sources 

Chapter II discussed the various relationships between the press and political figures. 

Those relationships are full of contradictions, reflecting on the one hand the distance 

taken by journalists from politicians in order to carry out a watchdog role, but also 

the close relationships often existing between journalists and politicians. 

The Australian newspapers stand out for the very dismissive attitude they adopt 

towards those who govern and generally speaking toward all politicians. The fact that 

governments or political parties use the press for self-promotion is made very clear in 

The Australian, where government sources mainly come up with election promises. 

Most of the articles published can be described as public relations exercises, coming 

from parties wishing to put unemployment on the electoral agenda. The headlines 
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from nine out of the eleven articles using political sources as main source of 

information are illustrative of this: ' A L P targets regional aid to woo voters' (5/1), 

'Evans takes tight line on economic policies' (23/4), 'Kernot promises new deal for 

baby boomers' (23/4), 'Woman most likely brings lost workforce in from cold' 

(23/4), 'Libs to use cash for power ..training' (6/6), 'Rivals make a promising start on 

jobs and crime' (6/6), 'Beattie budget to beat slump' (13/7), 'Rundle pledges payroll 

tax to woo voters' (5/1), 'Beazley pledges a million new jobs' (23/9). In 1998, 

elections were indeed held or prepared not only at a national level, but also in the 

States of Queensland and Tasmania. The Labor party (to which Beazley, Kernot and 

Beatie belong) particularly had done a big effort to sell itself as the party that is 

going to solve unemployment. The Age also published two articles on Labor member 

Cheryl Kernot's plans to reduce unemployment ('How Kernot plans to woo the baby 

boomers' and 'Labor will restore the place of the forgotten people' 23/4). Those 

articles all testify to the efforts made by Labor to sell it to potential voters. Some of 

the articles have been published in the opinion columns. This is the case in 'Labor 

will restore the place of the forgotten people' (23/4, 17), which is signed by Labor 

politician Cheryl Kernot and has therefore been classified as coming from a political 

source. The only real difference between this article and another on the same topic 

published on page one ('How Kernot plans to woo the baby boomers', 23/4/98, 1) is 

that in the second her words are put in quotation marks. In the opinion article they 

are not. This is demonstrative of how journalists adhere to rituals about objectivity in 

news which were discussed in Chapter II. 

Contextualisation of the news 

Whereas in Australian newspapers information is usually presented in the form of 

statement of fact, isolated from the larger debate, in the French papers, much 

information is placed in the context of an ongoing debate (the adoption of 3 5-hour 

work week, the building up of Europe, the social impact of unemployment). It is not 

so much individual politicians who speak, but reports on what happened in the 

Senate, in the Assemblee Nationale, and so on. In other words they are reports of 

meetings, and not so much of personalised initiatives. But of course individual 

politicians are selected to give their view, within the framework of the ongoing 

debate. Which political figure gets to speak depends greatly on the political 
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orientation of each newspaper. Thus Le Figaro publishes the views of former 

conservative presidents Chirac and Giscard ('Fin aujourd'hui du conseil europeen de 

Vienne. Chirac propose une 'strategie pour la croissance', 12/12/98, 3; 'Une rentree 

tres au centre. Rendons a Giscard...', 18/8/98, 6). Those views are not published by 

Le Monde, which supports sources, with which it is more sympathetic. The socialist 

Prime Minister Jospin's speech in the Assemblee Nationale is for instance reported 

by Le Monde and not Le Figaro ( 'M. Jospin a tente de rassurer sa majorite', 23/4/98, 

8). Le Soir similarly renders the debate held by the Conseil superieur de 1'Emploi on 

the unemployment trap ('Dehaene veut deminer les pieges a l'emploi', 12/12/98, 3). 

In De Standaard, news coming from political sources is mainly made up of 

announcements made on initiatives taken by politicians in the unemployment field. 

As in the French papers a choice of which personalities and which parties to report 

has clearly been made. Only the more conservative liberal and Catholic parties were 

used as sources of news. It has to be stressed here that the Belgian parliamentary 

system is one of proportional representation, which allows for the existence in 

parliament of a wider variety of parties. As a result of this, more political parties are 

used as sources of news. Le Soir reports a variety of governmental or political 

unemployment initiatives. No political party seems to be getting specific attention in 

Le Soir, but the paper does include local politicians as sources, which other 

newspapers do not do. This clearly follows the more local focus of the newspaper. 

One aspect, which is particularly well developed in Le Soir, is the attention given to a 

lack of unity existing between Belgian politicians, as well as between those from the 

European Union. This is a very Belgian theme, since Belgium is a country that has 

had to live with strongly opposing interests, and has survived by compromising. The 

article 'Voici l'enfant batard de six peres et meres' (23/4/98, 3), presenting a law 

proposal as the bastard child of six fathers and mothers, illustrates this clearly. The 

fathers and mothers here are the politicians who all dispute parenthood of the child 

(the law proposal). 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, attitudes towards government also vary from 

newspaper to newspaper. This is about how governments are represented in the 

news. We noted that Australian newspapers tend to hold governments responsible for 

unemployment and as not being able to do anything about it. The French newspaper, 

Le Figaro also repeatedly criticises government for not being able to solve 
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unemployment. De Standaards position sometimes applauds (when tax reduction 

are proposed), then criticises the government (when it imposes too many rules). The 

Walloon (socialist) government is De Standaard's preferred target. This allows De 

Standaard to criticise social policies carried out in Wallonia, while underlining how 

much better the Flemish part of the. country has been doing economically. In Le Soir 

political parties are accused of unhelpful internal competition. This is partly a 

reflection of the Belgian system of proportional representation, which makes it 

necessary for political parties to come to an agreement before any official decision 

can be made. Le Monde largely defends government action on the unemployment 

front. This is not surprising since Le Monde's ideas correspond very much to those of 

the socialist government in power. Both English newspapers largely support their 

government, while underlining that the government could do better: for The Times, 

by diminishing taxes; for The Guardian, by regulating more to defend the weaker 

members of society. 

Articles using business as information source and as news actor 

After government and other political sources, the business world is the most 

important source of information. Business representatives functioned as the main 

source of information for 49 articles of the set, which is 17.3% of the total number of 

articles (Table 5). They are also important sources of secondary information, since 

they account for the highest number of secondary sources of information used in our 

sample (Table 6). This makes them not only important definers of news, but also 

important commentators. There is a clear difference between countries and 

newspapers in the use of business sources of information. The British newspapers 

use these sources the most, then the French and the Belgian and finally the Australian 

newspapers. There is no clear explanation for these differences. 

The sort of news coming from business is quite different to that coming from 

political sources. The majority of it is made up of articles in which businesses 

announce job cuts or the creation of new jobs. A smaller proportion of news coming 

from business sources offers comment on the general issue of unemployment. 

Business sources are also often in the news as secondary sources, commenting on 

political initiatives. They then represent employers generally and as such give their 

opinion on the workability of those proposals. 
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Information on companies laying off or taking on more staff is important for the 

business world. This type of information functions as a barometer for how well 

companies are doing, how they are dealing with market challenges, which is 

important for how they are perceived on the stock market. As Halimi (1997, 54) has 

shown, prices on the stock market tend to go up when a company announces plans to 

lay off people. It is seen as a sign of effective management. In the same way, the fact 

that companies are doing well and taking on more staff also influences the stock 

market positively. 

One might expect that newspapers from the same country would report on the same 

companies. But this is rarely the case. It is interesting to notice that while six articles 

covering a company and unemployment appeared in The Times and five in The 

Guardian, only once did the two newspapers cover the same company cutting down 

jobs: Barclay cards, for which increased competition was blamed in both 

newspapers. For the rest The Times reports job cuts at Hickson, M&S, Averta and 

Royal Doulton. Job increases are reported in Tesco and G K N . The Guardian on the 

other hand reports job cuts at Daewoo, Centre Point, and in the banking sector; and 

job increase at Yates. Why newspapers report information on some companies and 

not on others is unclear, but it does indicate that a selection is made. The same 

discrepancies exist in the reporting of Le Monde and Le Figaro. 

Business also provides its view on particular government actions. In this case, 

information comes from organisations uniting business or lobbying for business 

interests, rather than from individual companies. In The Age for instance those 

groups give their views on the GST, immigration, and the effectiveness of the job 

network. Similarly, both the French newspapers publish information from business 

sources, who are keen to participate in the political debate on unemployment. 

Clear differences can be seen in the way Le Figaro and Le Monde treat business. Le 

Monde is much more critical of the business sector than Le Figaro. A cartoon 

published on the front page of the 4 January 1998 issue (it accompanies articles on 

the protest movement of unemployed people) is a typical example, illustrating Le 

Monde's reservations towards business. This cartoon pictures business men, who can 

be recognised by their suits and hats, coming out of the stock market building in a 

very festive mood and saying '30% de benefices en un an? On va feter 9a chez 
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Martine!' ['30% of profit in a year? We'll celebrate at Martine's!'] The other panel 

in the cartoon pictures working-class people coming out of the unemployment 

agency with sad faces saying 'Les tickets de metro, on va les chercher chez Martine!' 

['The metro tickets - we'll pick them up at Martine's!'] Both groups are heading to 

the offices of Martine Aubry, the employment minister. The cartoon clearly 

underlines the discrepancy between the profits made by the industry and the pittance 

given to the unemployed. What is the value of a few metro tickets compared with a 

30% profit on stocks? 

Le Monde 4/1/98,1 

Le Monde also publishes a series of articles on the necessity for business to take on 

social responsibilities ('Des experts europeens soulignent les devoirs sociaux des 

entreprises', 6/6/98, 3; 'Les societes nippones choisissent des chemins detournes 

pour restructurer', 23/9/98, III; 'L'entreprise tentee par le chacun pour soi', 6/11/98, 

14). At the same time, Le Monde does develop the idea that the State has a role to 

play in providing the necessary structures to encourage business ('L'Europe se 

penche sur ses entreprises innovantes', 6/6/98, 2). Those articles again coexist with 

other articles in which the State is seen as preventing economic development ('Le 

patronat entend apparaitre comme un acteur majeur du debat economique et 
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politique , 29/10/98, 8) and thereby contributes to unemployment ('L'Etat, ce 

diable fauteur de chomage', 29/5/98, II). These are all very contradictory ideas and it 

is mainly the use of a variety of news sources, which account for those different 

ideas. There is less of this conflict in Le Figaro, which clearly supports encouraging 

the market, less State intervention ('Chirac propose une 'strategie pour la 

croissance", 12/12/98, 3), the reduction of employment costs ('Une rentree tres au 

centre. Rendons a Giscard', 18/8/98, 6), and of business taxes ('Zones economiques 

speciales: le remede polonais contre le chomage', 10/2/98, IX; 'Les Quinze adherent 

au pacte pour l'emploi', 12/12/98, III). The possibility that enterprises might have 

social responsibilities is not alluded to in Le Figaro. Nor is it in The Times, which 

also pushes for less State intervention. An example of this is the article 'Blair's 

soundbite strategy keeps us on the sidelines' (5/1/98, 46) which States that 'People in 

Western Europe would like more jobs, higher wages, more holidays and lower taxes. 

What they are being offered instead is more government, more laws, few jobs and 

higher taxes'. The article asks why Blair signed the social chapter ' if he really wants 

more flexible labour markets'. A call for more social responsibilities from the 

business sector is made in The Guardian ('Anxious? Insecure? You' l l get used to it', 

6/6/98, 3; 'The global economy rules. But we must still prevent the damages it 

causes', 10/2/98, 16). 

Articles using experts as information sources 

The sample contained 46 articles (17.3%) for which the main-sources of information 

were experts (see Table 5). Experts also provide secondary information in nine other 

articles (see Table 6). What sort of experts are asked to provide, or volunteer to 

provide information on unemployment? As we will see most of these experts are 

economic analysts or statisticians. Many of the experts used are also career advisers, 

and in a few cases they are sociologists. Again here, the content of the articles for 

which they provide the information generally fits in very well with the culture of 

each newspaper. The studies and the statistics newspapers chose to publish reflect the 

values held by each of those newspapers. Only Le Soir and Le Monde provide 

Employers intend to appear as majors actors in the economic and political debate. 
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readers with information coming from experts that is on occasions contradictory, and 

thus offers a view of different aspects of an issue. 

The following titles from The Australian, 'Job prospects on the upswing' (29/10/98) 

and 'Mixed picture for the economy' (29/5/98) are demonstrative of the role articles 

coming from experts play as economic indicators. The same happens in The Age, 

where experts provide information as to how well the Victorian economy is doing 

('How Australia's two biggest cities are faring in the job-creation stake', 23/9/98; 

'Victoria holds its job base', 23/9/98; 'Growth soars as Victorians keep spending', 

12/12/98). As those titles indicate, information coming from experts in The Age is 

also information that makes the region look good economically. This glorification of 

the local economy is also what expert sources in De Standaard provide. More to the 

point, in De Standaard, the articles provided by statisticians and economists serve to 

illustrate how much better their part of the country is doing, compared with Wallonia 

(Een werkloze op vier woont in Henegouwen', 18/3/98, 4; Veel diensten en weinig 

resultaat', 13/7/98, 2). This is, as we have already seen, part of a theme regularly 

developed in that paper: the superiority of Flanders over Wallonia. Government 

sources equally provide statistics that underline the differences between the two 

regions, and more particularly the superior capacity of Flanders to deal with 

unemployment effectively; statistics which are then used by De Standaard ( 'PRL 

erkent kloof tussen Vlaamse en Waalse werkloosheid', 6/11/98, 2). 

Le Soir's local focus brings the newspaper to use information provided by the many 

local researchers the paper is in touch with. Le Soir uses experts on a regular basis. 

They are the main sources of information for 9 Le Soir articles of our sample. This 

accounts for 22.5% of the total of all Le Soir articles, while the average of articles 

coming from expert sources for all newspapers is 16.3% (see Table 5). The experts 

Le Soir uses information from are rather varied. There are statisticians who only 

provide figures ('Le dernier arrivage des statistiques du Beesh', 5/1/98, 14; 'Les 

A L E sont presque partout', 5/1/98, 14, ' Londres rehausse son chomage', 23/4/98, 6), 

but also experts on employment, people who study the effects of unemployment 

measures. Those are often local researchers whose information leads to articles 

which offer more than just numbers, and present a broader analysis of specific 

measures proposed or adopted. They analyse the usefulness of hands on teaching 

('Les Stages non remuneres', 12/12/98, 34); look at the increasing precariousness of 
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the labour market ('Le nombre d'employes croTt, mais le marche se precarise', 

29/5/98, 3); examine the significance of the 'employment trap' ('Chambouler les 

allocations familiales', 12/12/98, 3); highlight the complexity of some official 

measures ('Robert Plasman: Trop complique, peu attrayant', 23/4/98, 3); or offer 

practical advice ('Changer de job,..mais pas trop', 12/12/98, 37). Those articles all 

reflect a changing work environment (the pitfalls of flexibility, the weight of 

government measures), all presented as unavoidable. The debate centres on how to 

best deal with those changes, while not providing any real answers to that question. It 

does illustrate again how Le Soir, because of its close association with local 

organisations, on the one hand follows dominant interpretations (a changing world 

one has to adapt to), while on the other hand makes a place for information which 

contradicts the dominating framework (accusing increased flexibility of bringing 

about job precariousness). 

There is less variation in the kind of expert information provided by Le Figaro. 

Experts providing information in Le Figaro give rise to very mathematical and 

factual articles. They are all published in the business pages of the newspaper, which 

is indicative of where the information is seen to fit. This fits into Le Figaro's overall 

framing of unemployment: as an economic, mathematical problem, rather than a 

social one. Articles coming from experts provide unemployment figures in France 

( 'ANPE: 1,5 million d'offres au ler semester', 23/9/98, IV), in England ('500,000 

chomeurs en plus', 23/4/98, III); in Germany ('Bonn: polemique sur le chomage', 

10/2/98, IJ.I, 'Nouveau recul du chomage en Allemagne', 6/11/98, IV), in 

Switzerland ('Le chomage de la Confederation helvetique reste stable a 5%', 

10/2/98, III), in Japan ('OCDE: le Japon s'enfonce dans la recession', 29/10/98, IV); 

a poll on the public attitude towards the 35 hour week program - condemning it, 

which is also the general attitude of Le Figaro ('35 heures: les Francais pour le 

maintien des salaries', 29/10/98, IV), a poll measuring consumer optimism, 

presented as an economic indicator ('Moral des menages: l'optimisme se tasse', 

6/11/98, V), a study on the impact of the suppression of tax free sales in the 

European Union on employment ('Ventes hors taxes: la fin du pactole', 18/3/98, X) , 

a large study on the consumption and income of families ('Croissance et confiance 

retrouvees', 29/10/98, II), a study on temporary work ('Developpement des 'formes 

particulieres d'emploi", 29/10/98, II). In fact all those articles present unemployment 
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as an economic indicator and the information they provide aims to assist the decision 

making process of business managers and investors. 

The articles published by Le Monde have a much stronger social emphasis. As the 

page numbers indicate they have mostly been published in supplementary pages of 

Le Monde. Those supplementary pages carry the names 'initiatives', 'enjeux' 

(stakes), and 'emploi' (employment). Those titles frame the news in a much broader 

way than the 'la vie economique' pages in Le Figaro. The articles in our sample 

offer findings on research about how young people deal with unemployment ('Dans 

la precarite aussi, les capacites des jeunes se revelent', 23/9/98; 'Un travail 

identitaire qui oscille entre honte et estime de soi', 23/9/98, II), and on how European 

experts emphasised the social duty of business ('Des experts Europeens soulignent 

les devoirs sociaux des entreprises', 6/6/98, 3). 

Statistics and polls are not totally absent from Le Monde. There is a poll on 

professionals in France today ('Radioscopie du malaise des cadres', 23/9/98, VI), 

and a study on the value of certain degrees (' Le Cap et le BEP tiennent bon', 

23/9/98, VII). There is also a poll on the 35 hour week proposal, condemning it, but 

unlike Le Figaro where the poll provides a large article, in Le Monde, which is in 

favour of the 35 hour week, the poll is only reported in a brief, which does not 

elaborate on its criticism ('35 heures: les D R H doutent des effets sur l'emploi', 

23/9/98, IV). 

There are also a few articles written by economists, which adopt contradictory 

positions. At times social policies are defended ('Le mythe du dynamisme des Etats-

Unis et de 'Eurosclerose", 18/3/98, VIII, as are lower wages ('Reponse aux 

economistes contre la pensee unique', 18/3/98, VIII) at others the role of the free 

market is emphasised ('L'Etat, ce diable fauteur de trouble', 29/5/98, II). A l l this 

provides for an environment which gives a sense that some debate is going on, which 

is not the case with the expert information provided by Le Figaro. 

The Guardian also uses the information provided by experts according to its own 

priorities. The paper publishes an article on trends in unemployment, but instead of 

giving it the economic forecast slant, it concentrates on the social risks of a possible 

rise in unemployment. In another article, the use of the Child Poverty Group as an 

secondary source of information again gives the information a more social slant - it 
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is about people, not just about economics ('Fears rise over young on the dole', 

23/4/98, 23) 

The Guardian and The Times, also publish statistics, but most of the articles in this 

sample coming from experts provide employment and career advice. Those articles 

providing employment and career advice are generally published in the employment 

pages and, in this sense, are not part of the news pages as such. As the titles suggest 

('Be among the survivors when merger-mania strikes your company' The Guardian 

Jobs 12/12/98, 14; 'Getting to know your place', The Guardian Jobs 12/12/98, 14; 

'Endangered species', The Times First Executive 29/10/98, 2) they are all about how 

to make it in a very competitive employment environment. 

Articles using unions as information sources 

Unions are the least frequent primary source of information in articles on 

unemployment. They account for only 3.2% of the articles (Table 5) and are mainly 

used as sources of information by the French language newspapers. In the two 

French papers, they are also relatively important sources of secondary information, 

accounting for ten of all nineteen articles mentioning unions as secondary sources of 

information, in Table 6. EvenZe Figaro makes use of information from union 

representatives. This probably reflects a national political culture, in which unions 

are given a more legitimate place than in Australia, England and even Flanders. The 

fact that unions are or are not a voice in the news, has a direct impact on the content 

of news. Unions strongly contest dominant frames which translate unemployment as 

an essentially economic problem and which promote flexibility to adapt to a 

changing world. When the unions are given a voice to comment on unemployment, 

they never support work flexibility. Unions tend to denounce the precariousness and 

lack of job security attached to current employment conditions. 

But generally unions are not asked to comment on unemployment as such. Their 

comments generally concern a specific issue, such as the proposed sacking of 

workers in one or other enterprise. Recognised unions also seem to be well accepted 

sources of information when talk is about wages, and work conditions. The powerful 

Trade Union Congress (TUC) is nonetheless the main source of information for only 

one article in The Times, in which the TUC protests against the low level of the new 
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minimum wage imposed in England ('Unions attack 'two-tier' minimum wage plan' 

29/5/98, 2). This information is also relayed by The Guardian (Labour fights union 

fury over low pay, 29/5/98, 5). Although our sample does not offer enough articles to 

make any conclusions about the representation of union representatives in the news, 

it is impossible not to notice the very belligerent vocabulary they are associated with 

in the English newspapers. Union representatives are said to 'react angrily' 

('Bankers' jobs go as Australians retreat', The Guardian 29/10/98, 23). Union 

leaders are referred to as 'attacking' plans and 'pledging to fight' ('Unions attack 

'two-tier' minimum wage plan' The Times 29/5/98, 2). 

The reaction of the Trade Union Congress to the British minimum wage is also 

reported in Le Figaro ('Vers un salaire minimum a trois vitesses', 29/5/98, 3), 

without any of the belligerent vocabulary. On the contrary the article portrays the 

TUC's Secretary General as being 'plutot satisfait' (rather satisfied). There is some 

mention of the fact that unions had wanted a higher minimum wage, but without any 

of the more aggressive vocabulary used by the British papers. Again this is probably 

due to the political culture, which in France is more accepting of unions. 

While Le Figaro uses union representatives as sources of news, the articles in our 

sample clearly show that the paper selects information that fits within its culture. 

Unions are used as secondary sources of information, when they take position against 

the 35 hours a week proposal. This is in line with the position defended by Le 

Figaro. Thus, the article 'Negotiations: lapolemique s'amplifie' (18/8/98,1) 

denounces how discussions on the 35 hour week are in a shambles Not only are 

union representatives certainly not initiators of news, but commentators and their 

contributions are kept well within boundaries imposed by the culture of Le Figaro, 

never denouncing the economic system, only the incapacities of particular 

government bodies. 

The unions play a more important role as sources of information in Le Monde. In Le 

Monde too articles for which the information has been provided by unions reflect the 

newspaper's culture. Le Monde publishes an article titled 'La CFTC porte un 

jugement positif sur le bilan social du government' (18/8/98, 7) which reports a 

union's approval of government policy. The paper reports on a political 

demonstration organised by unions ('Les manifestations organisees par les 
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associations de chomeurs ont donne lieu a une faible mobilisation', 12/12/98, 8). 

Secondary information represents unions in negotiation with companies. Le Monde 

thus attributes a balancing role to unions. They are presented as a legitimate party in 

negotiations about employment, those who balance out the position taken by 

business companies ('Les negotiations sur les 35 heures a La Poste butent sur 

1'evolution de l'emploi', 12/7/98, 19). 

Compared to other newspapers, unions are also relatively prevalent sources in Le 

Soir, since they provide 5% of the articles, compared with the average 3.2% (see 

Table 5). But 5% is still only two articles and two small articles, in which unions 

accuse proposed measures of not taking into account the unemployed as persons ('Le 

liberalisme social demasque', 29/5/98, 4), or oppose proposed job cuts made by 

Belgian banks (10/2/98, 4). As secondary information sources, they accuse business 

of not contributing enough to the fight against unemployment ('Cardiff se prepare 

aussi en Wallonie', 10/2/98, 4); and the government proposals of not pushing things 

far enough ('Elle est nee la semaine des quatre jours', 23/4/98, 3). 

Here again we see that Le Soir allows for a dissenting voice to enter the news, 

through the information coming from unions. But this voice is certainly not 

dominating - there are two small articles in which union representatives are used as 

sources of information and their comment as secondary sources of information is 

always buried somewhere at the end of the articles. 

In De Standaard there are just a few words mentioning that unions question job cuts 

in profit making enterprises ('Ruim kwart van banen verdwenen', 6/11/98, 15). The 

broader position of the unions is not expanded on. The information they provide 

functions just as well as reassurance on the performance of a particular enterprise. 

As main sources of information, unions only account for 1 article in The Age, which 

is 3.2%) of the total amount of articles in The Age. But they are given a positive role 

when it comes to saving jobs ('Union in bailout bid to save jobs', 23/4/98, 1) An 

editorial also portrays them as having been unjustly vilified, by governments who are 

trying to marginalise them, not because their proposals do not work, but because they 

do not fit the government's agenda ('Attacking unions is not the answer on jobs', 

29/10/98, 17). As secondary sources of information, unions are coming up in defence 

of job security, calling attention to the increased precariousness of jobs (Jobs fight 
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specific organisations which have as their main task the fight against unemployment. 

Therefore it is only as individuals that the unemployed can come into the news to 

defend their rights. 

Articles using private citizen as information sources 

What sort of input do private citizens have when it comes to providing news 

information? Table 5 differentiates between private citizens and citizens who present 

themselves as being unemployed. Most of the articles coming from private citizens 

are articles coming from employed private citizens (7.8% compared with 2.1% from 

unemployed private citizens), or more specifically from citizens who used to be 

unemployed, but became employed. 

How do private citizens get into the news? Letters to the editor are a way for citizen 

to have a voice in the press. An uncommon practice in Belgium and France, letters to 

the editor are a daily feature in the Australian and English press. 

The Age stands out for the high number of articles coming from private citizens, with 

32.3%) for its articles in the sample coming from such sources, while the average for 

all newspapers is 7.8% (see Table 5). The information is either published in the 

letters to the editor pages, or in articles largely based on private comment. In the 

articles private citizens relate their personal experience. Those articles underline who 

is successful (those adopting flexible modes of employment) and who isn't (those 

who cling to older, more secure modes of employment). Thus private citizens are 

largely used to reinforce a dominating frame. Letters on the other hand are all (except 

for one) letters in which politicians are accused of selfishness, of being uncaring and 

incapable. They are all letters in which the public expresses its disgust for those in 

power who make sure they are doing okay, forgetting how things are for ordinary 

Australians. Again, the theme of government self interest is repeated here. Similarly 

in The Australian it is the uncaring nature and the lack of competence of the 

government that is accentuated in the letters. 

In newspapers like Le Monde, Le Soir and De Standaard private citizens' comment 

are used to illustrate and complement other articles. Their comments appear in 

separate articles, which accompanies and illustrates what is discussed in a larger 

piece. They are illustrative of the success of individuals in their search for 
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employment. In Le Monde for instance, three young people tell how they found 

employment ('Dominique, Fred et Salvador: trois trajectoires lyonnaises atypiques'. 

23/09/98, II). Similarly Le Soir publishes the story of a young women's path to 

employment ('Des stages gratuits qui ont paye', 12/12/98, 34). It is part of a series of 

stories on youth unemployment. In .De Standaard an article narrates the story of a 

women who found a job by going to an employment agency specialising in older 

people ("Ze zeggen nooit dat je te oud bent", 12/12/98, Jobs 3). The article 

functions as an illustration of comments made in a larger article, it is placed next to. 

Absence of the unemployed as information source 

The unemployed are very rarely sources of news. In the sample they are the main 

source of information for only 2.1% of the articles (see Table 5). They are only used 

on 5 occasions as secondary sources of information (see Table 6). That the 

unemployed have little say in the news is not a new finding. Other researchers have 

emphasised the absence of the unemployed in news about unemployment (Accardo 

et al, 1995; Bourdieu, 1998). This absence is explained by Michael Moss (1987) and 

Accardo et al (1995) by the basic lack of knowledge journalists have of the poorer 

classes. 

Nor did our newspapers reflect the existence of any lobby groups to specifically 

defend the interests of the unemployed. There are of course community organisations 

which defend interests that might include those of the unemployed. Le Soir thus 

publishes information from a welfare organisation which concentrates its fight 

against exclusion on employment (Tl est temps d'affirmer les revendications contre 

Pexclusion4 4', 6/6/98). But welfare organisations do not necessarily talk about 

unemployment, at least as reflected in this sample. 

Individually, the unemployed sometimes appear in the news via the 'letters to the 

editor' page. In The Guardian a letter denounces a Tory MP for saying that 

Bangladeshi restaurant workers could find work if they tried harder, explaining that 

many are unemployed because restaurants prefer young malleable people. This letter 

is in line with the general position of The Guardian. Letters in The Australian are 

It is time to come up with claims to fight exclusion. 
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also in line with a theme developed by Australian newspapers generally, accenting 

the uncaring nature of the government which disposes of people (practically and 

rhetorically) ('Disheartening process of looking for work' (5/1/98, 16). 

When the unemployed are sources of news, their messages are emotional rather than 

political, economic or social. And they are not often sources of news. Only in France, 

when the unemployed organised large protest marches and occupations did they 

become major actors and sources of news. It is in this context that they were used as 

secondary sources of information (Table 6). In his speech to the unemployed 

Bourdieu (1998, 102) described the movement of the unemployed as a social 

miracle, a unique opportunity fought for by individuals and associations to pull the 

unemployed out of oblivion. But despite this, the coverage of the protest, in our 

sample, largely minimises the movement. Le Figaro and Le Monde both underline 

how few people follow the movement, minimising the protest, although months later 

there was still talk about it ('Les chomeurs marseillais ne veulent lacher prise', Le 

Monde 23/9/98, IV). Both newspapers widely report comments from the government 

or from business. The story is framed as if it were all about money, while the few 

words said by the unemployed seem to suggest that this is not the case ('Elle n'a rien 

compris a ce qui se passe', Le Figaro 5/1/98, 8; Noodhulp tegen werkloosheid', De 

Standaard, 5/1/98, 5). Comments from those organising or participating in the 

movement only take a up few rather emotional lines which never suggest that they 

might have developed concrete discussion points. ('Les manifestations organisees 

par les associations de chomeurs ont donne lieu a une faible mobilisation', Le Monde 

12/12/98, 8; 'Elle n'a rien compris a ce qui se passe, Le Figaro 5/1/98, 8). 

The unemployed are also rarely actors in the news. The statistics, the percentages of 

unemployed, only seem to relate to numbers, obscuring the existence of persons. 

Protest movements like the one organised by the unemployed in France forced the 

press to pay attention to them. But this is exceptional. The unemployed are not 

newsworthy in themselves, but only when they are linked with other valued news 

items, like celebrity or extremism. Le Figaro thus publishes the story of a famous 

French writer who became unemployed. It is not the misery of her daily life she tells, 

but her confusion about being treated like a hero on the one the one hand (she 

received the legion d'honneur along with a few famous French singers) and on the 

other being treated like a nothing by the administration dealing with the unemployed. 
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That unemployment might have a wider impact on society is only remembered w hen 

things seem to be going the wrong way. As long as the unemployed suffer in silence, 

not a word is said about them. When they react, their reaction is minimised or 

described as extremist. The few articles elaborating on the impact of unemployment 

on society deal with the success of neo-Nazi parties in Europe and the One Nation 

party in Australia. De Standaard and The Times both look at the neo-Nazis in 

Germany, linking their existence with high unemployment. ('Neo-Nazi poll blitz 

wins jobless voters', The Times 23/4/98, 14; 'Teleurstelling voedt extreem-rechts in 

Oost Duitsland, De Standaard 6/6/98, 7). In Australia, The Australian dedicates a 

few editorials to the One Nation phenomenon attributing its success to the high 

number of unemployed, to whom Pauline Hanson gave a voice. On this occasion, 

The Australian, just like the government it criticises for having forgotten the 

unemployed, exceptionally remembers their existence and wonders whether 

companies should not be forced to treat employees as something more than 

expendable commodities ('State of disarray', 6/6/98, 23). Similarly, Le Figaro 

attributes to unemployment in the D O M - T O M (overseas departments) to the 

existence young unemployed who rebel against their situation and end up joining 

movements fighting for independence. 

When it comes to the unemployed the French speaking papers commonly use the 

term 'exclusion'. They point to an exclusion from society. In reality of course 

nobody can be outside of society, although some have much more distant and looser 

positions with its centre (Castel, 1995, 716). Those who are excluded are very much 

part of the system. They are one of its consequences, and by the same token make it 

possible for the system to function the way it does (Castel, cited in Mangenot, 1999). 

They are the part of the population which is available for work, and which can 

therefore be used to exercise a downward pressure on low wages. This is exactly 

what newspapers such as The Australian, Le Figaro and The Times promote. In its 

articles on new government initiatives to take people off welfare and make them 

available for the workforce, The Times clearly emphasises how business welcomes 

this government subsidised workforce. 

The Australian newspapers do not develop the notion of 'exclusion', but use that of 

'forgotten people'. There are similarities between the two concepts. They both carry 

the idea of people who are not part of something. But while 'exclusion' is more of a 
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State, 'forgotten people' implies a State caused by inaction, generally by politicians. 

Australian newspapers thus commonly accuse politicians, if not for causing 

unemployment, at least of not doing anything about it. The notion of the 'forgotten 

Australians' is also taken over in a letter published in The Australian ('Disheartening 

process of looking for work', 5/1/98, 16), in which the author - a private person -

reminds Australian Prime Minister John Howard and Employment Minister David 

Kemp of the one million Australians they forgot. He also calls the unemployed 

'battlers' and accuses the government of using the term 'battler' as a rhetorical 

device. 'Misreading Hanson a national pastime' (The Australian, 6/6/98, 26), is also 

very critical of'politicians, journalists, economists and money dealers' in whose 

interest it is 'to be no more than lip service to the 'unemployed class', which consists 

of between 1 and 2 million Australians'. The article goes on to congratulate the 

extreme right wing One Nation Party leader, Pauline Hanson, for having reminded 

parliament of the existence of those unemployed. When Labor party members talk 

about the 'forgotten people' in the news, they mean those who have been put aside 

by the Liberal party and which they will remember. The accusations of uncaringness 

are here addressed only to the political party they are in opposition with and not all 

politicians. Australian Labor member, Cheryl Kernot, used thus the term 'forgotten 

people' one of her articles 'Labor will restore the forgotten people' (The Age, 

23/4/98, 17). For her the 'forgotten people' are the Australians over 45 who have not 

been able to adapt to today's pace of life. Again this Statement incorporates the idea 

that unemployment comes from not being adapted. 

IV. 1.3.2 Editorials and opinion articles 

Editorials are a 'specific news genre' which often have a 'persuasive function' (Van 

Dijk, 1991, 124) and as such are generally considered as standing apart from the rest 

of the news. 

Editorials in the Australian newspapers are all very critical of government and 

political action. This type and degree of criticism was not found in the other 

newspapers analysed. A typical example is 'Bitter senator wanted to draw blood' 

(The Age, 13/7/98, 4), subtitled 'Mai Colston showed concern for Telstra services 

and jobs but he may have been driven by self-interest'. This is a repeat of a major 

theme in The Age: government and politicians' self interest. Editorials in The 

164 



Australian are just as critical, although the self-interested part is not as strong. What 

is criticised is more the government's incapacity to handle issues like unemployment. 

The Australian publishes a particularly large number of editorials (see Table 5), 

which comment on a variety of events such as South Australia's and Tasmania's 

budget, the tax reform, immigration, the success of Pauline Hanson, a speech given 

former Labor Premier Don Dunstan, and the closure of the Burnie pulp mine. They 

are all articles essentially criticising the government's or a politician's management 

of issues, while saying how things should be done. The article on the closure of the 

Burnie pulp mine ('Burnie shows folly of rural fantasy', 6/6/98, 18) concludes that 

'They (the people of Burnie) deserve not pity but attention and assistance, including 

financial help, in building the industries which can thrive without protection'. The 

comment on former South Australian Labor Premier Don Dunstan's speech argues 

that 'the resources of government are best concentrated in areas such as education, so 

as to equip people with the skills for the jobs which will be in demand in the future'. 

One of the articles on South Australia's budget ('South Australia in budgetary late 

start', 29/5/98, 16) expresses the view that 'without further cuts in government 

spending - not achieved in yesterday's budget - and a reduction in debt funded by 

substantial privatisations, the tax pain imposed will achieve precious little for the 

State'. Another article proclaims that South Australia has to sell its Electricity Trust 

to be 'debt free and in a position to compete with the other States for jobs and 

investment' ('Sell ETSA and be debt free', 29/5/98, 6). Editorials comment in a 

similar way on the Tasmanian budget ('Bacon keeps eggs out of HEC sale basket', 

6/11/98, 6; 'Labor plans to forget about debt', 6/11/98, 6). In other words, editorials 

offer critical advice to politicians. The government and the opposition's political 

action are criticised, while a better solution is proposed. The European newspapers 

analysed do not have the same quality of criticism in their editorials. They do not 

necessarily comment on specific government action, but tend to offer broader 

reflections on society and on the economy. When they do comment on government 

action, they are able to welcome what they think the government has done well. The 

degree to which they do so is clearly dependent on how much each newspaper's own 

ideological attitude matches that of the government and its initiatives. 

The Guardian repeatedly praises government action. Thus the article 'Radical on a 

shoestring. It's an impressive budget' (18/3/98, 23) applauds the government's new 
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budget. In ' The hidden unemployed. Jobs need private effort' (23/4/98, 21) 

government initiatives are similarly welcomed, while the private sector is accused of 

not responding well enough to those initiatives. This does not mean that there is no 

criticism at all, but it is mixed with approval. An editorial, for instance, States, 'the 

Government has every reason to be proud of its programme. What it should do is 

change its emphasis' ('Taking aim at the wrong target', 5/1/98, 14). Positions taken 

by The Guardian are made clear through those editorials. An emphasis is made on 

the lack of job security ('Anxious? Insecure? You' l l get used to it', 6/6/98, 3), on the 

necessity for workers' rights [' The argument that improving workers' rights in Third 

World countries will weaken their competitiveness also looks more shaky' ('The 

global economy rules', 10/2/98, 16)] and on the necessity for the private sector to 

participate in government programs ('The hidden unemployed. Jobs need private 

effort', 23/4/98, 21). Editorials in The Guardian thus clearly develop a position 

which contrasts with that of The Times and its support for a free and flexible market. 

Initiatives like the minimum wage ('Decency at work - but who pays?', 29/5/98, 24) 

and the new Welfare to Work program ('A hole in the heart of new Labour', 5/1/98, 

20) are both seen by The Times as not really in touch with the reality of the markets 

(The by-line of the first article States that 'Blair can buck the unions, not the 

markets'), or of unemployment (the plan is criticised as targeting the wrong 

unemployed - those who precisely have been able to find employment 'within a 

flexible labour market and without a massive new expenditure program'). 

The level of criticism in the English newspapers thus seems to reflect the attitude of 

each newspaper towards policies of State intervention. The same can be seen in the 

French papers. Le Figaro criticises the 35 hour week proposal on the grounds that 

neither the employers nor the employees will benefit from this new authoritarian 

State intervention ('35 heures: un texte bade', 10/2/98, 2), positioning itself as 

against State intervention. Le Monde on the other hand applauds the socialist Prime 

Minister, Lionel Jospin's achievements ('La 'France cassee' dans l'attente de Lionel 

Jospin', 6/6/98, 1). 

Editorials in De Standaard are also a mixture of approval and regret. 'Muesli' 

(18/3/98) insists on the necessity for lower employment costs. 'Van werk naar banen' 

(23/9/98, 9) welcomes the idea of taking on the unemployed to clean up after a flood, 

but wants the system by which it is done to be transformed: the unemployed should 
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not get extra money for it, but should be offered a temporary job and be temporarily 

off unemployment benefits. Those editorials reflect on De Standaard's support for 

more flexibility in the labour market and a decreased use of welfare money. 

In Le Soir there were no editorials commenting on government initiatives. This task 

was left to experts. 

IV. 1.4 National cultures and news 

Differences in the choice of news published and in the framing of news are not only 

due to the newspaper's individual cultures, but also linked with national or even 

regional cultures. This is not surprising, considering the embeddedness of the media 

in the wider society. When one looks for instance at the coverage of the European 

Summit in Vienna, covered by most European newspapers on 12 December 1998, 

clear differences appear in what has been emphasised by each newspaper. Both 

French newspapers centre the information given on how the French government has 

played a major role during the conference by proposing to 's'engager sur des 

objectifs contraignants et verifiables'[to commit to objectives that can be enforced 

and examined]. ('Les Quinze adherent au pacte pour 1'emploi. Francais et Allemands 

ont convaincu leurs partenaires de cobrdonner les politiques economiques et 

d'introduire davantage de rigueur dans la lutte contre le chomage', Le Figaro 

12/12/98, III; 'Premier bilan de la strategic du Luxembourg pour l'emploi', Le 

Monde 12/12/98,2). This is part of the French culture seeing itself as still being able 

of playing a major international role. Le Soir on the other hand focused on the 

disunity within the group: 'on a quand meme apercu quelques lames acerees sous les 

tables'[one could nonetheless spot some sharp blades under the table] ('Objectif mars 

pour l'Europe'. 12/12/98, 9). This notion of disunity leading to the necessity to 

compromise is a very Belgian theme. It comes back in Le Soir's reporting of a 4 days 

a week proposal which is called 'L'enfant batard de six peres et meres'. (23/4/98, 3). 

It is very illustrative of the Belgian context that has forced the country into 

continuous compromising. On the one hand there is opposition between two major 

linguistic communities and on the other the political system of proportional 

representation means that political groups always have to negotiate with each other 

to arrive to decisions. 

167 



The strong criticism of government appears very specific to Australian newspapers 

and is probably also very much embedded in the Australian culture. This might be 

indicative of a difference in relationships newspapers establish with the State. 

Clearly the Australian newspapers seem to consider that their primary role is to 

criticise the government. The fact that their editorials in the sample seem to 

exclusively criticise the government for whatever action is has taken is very 

illustrative of that. It is almost as if governments are to be dismissed as being 

incapable and/or uncaring, while editorials propose a better way of doing things. 

European newspapers have a much more balanced attitude, praising what is good and 

assessing what does not seem to work. European newspapers seem to have a more 

collaborative relationship with governments. This largely reflects the existence of the 

different press models we elaborated on in the introduction to this thesis 

IV. 1.5 Conclusions on unemployment in the news 

While Olien, Tichenor and Donohue (1989) claim that 'there is a strong belief, 

rooted in populism and the traditional ideology of journalism, that reporting social 

problems is a prime role, if not the role, of media', this research tends to indicate that 

the media largely turns its back on social problems as social problems. 

Unemployment is mainly articulated as an economic issue. Most notably, 

unemployment statistics become an indicator of the State of the economy and of 

business. 

The dominant frame suggests that the world is essentially driven by economic tools 

and that it has changed very quickly and that to adapt to those changes there is a need 

for more flexibility. This is particularly important in the context of competitiveness, 

presented as a condition sine qua non to remain part of this changing world. One has 

to remain competitive. Unemployment is not only presented as the result of 

difficulties in keeping pace with the world on a global, but also on an individual 

scale. The unemployed are those who couldn't adapt, the either individually 

maladjusted, or collectively maladjusted when part of a community or an 

environment that has not been willing to adapt to a new way of life. 

Governments tend to be equated with bureaucracies and to be presented as not 

having the capacity to manage demands made by this new world. Government 

168 



interventions are often considered as an old way of doing things. The extent to which 

newspapers will support this position largely depends on the sources of information 

used in each newspaper and on the positions defended by each newspaper, which are 

themselves in line with the sources of information used. The Austrahan. De 

Standaard, Le Figaro and The Times are very strong defenders of this free market 

view of the world. Le Monde and The Guardian display more sympathy for 

interventionist policies, seen as necessary to protect the unemployed. 

But whichever position newspapers take, the idea that economic growth is the only 

solution to unemployment is widely accepted. Business is presented as the only 

entity capable of generating economic growth, providing it is supported and not 

stifled by the State. This is particularly strong in the Australian press and in the more 

conservative papers such as De Standaard, Le Figaro and The Times, who only 

present governments as good managers of the economy (and unemployment which is 

here presented as mainly an economic problem) when they propose to reduce their 

intervention and the taxation level. The Australian press goes a step further by 

presenting government and politicians as uncaring and basically self-interested. 

Newspapers coming from European countries do recognise better that governments 

do have a role to play in managing unemployment. 

Those attitudes reflect the broad characteristics, the cultures held by the various 

newspapers that formed part of this study and which were introduced in Chapter 1. 

While there are general dominating frames, the extent to which those frames are 

endorsed depends very much of each newspaper's culture. This research thus 

identifies key differences between newspapers as arising mainly from their 

ideological position, whether explicit or implicit. Some differences have also been 

attributed-to existing national cultures. 

The Age, Le Soir, Le Monde and The Guardian are the only newspapers which 

regularly contradict the dominating frame, questioning 'flexibility', and endorsing 

State intervention. This allows for news which opens up debate a bit more, instead of 

solely endorsing the position dominant in political and business circles. When it 

comes to The Age and Le Soir, we have explained this by the more local focus of 

both newspapers, which links them more closely to local groups. As a result those 

newspapers reflect a better awareness of local social problems. The positions taken 
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by Le Monde and The Guardian stem from their traditional focus on social issues. 

They are also the two only papers of our sample which are not part of a large media 

corporation. 

The dominance of an economic frame partly reflects existing news practices, which 

give a clear preference to official sources of news. Official political groups, business 

representatives and experts are the dominant sources of information. They are the 

sources media will traditionally seek information from. They are also the sources that 

have the most experience in dealing with the media. They often have well-

established relations with the press, and the capacity to attract the attention of the 

media to what could become news. This is obviously not the case of private citizens 

who, unless represented by a lobby group, have little presence in the news. When 

they are present it is generally just to illustrate information provided by another 

source. There are few lobby groups specifically defending the rights of the 

unemployed. To be able to participate in any debate held in the press, the 

unemployed have to rely on the willingness of newspapers to use sources of 

information which indirectly defends them (such as organisations representing 

people on welfare, women, migrants,...). This of course reduces the potential for any 

real debate to be held. 

This has serious implications, considering that the press is a major information 

provider. It contributes to a general pool of knowledge used to build a view of the 

world. But the scope of possibles it informs us about is clearly limited. More will be 

said about this in the general conclusion. 
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IV.2 Social welfare in the news 

In this section we will analyse news on social welfare. While even a cursory 

familiarity with social welfare and unemployment will suggest that these two issues 

are closely linked, there are some important and significant differences that demand 

the separate analysis of these two issues. While some sixteen articles out of this set 

of stories were also part of the unemployment set, there was nonetheless a notable 

number of articles about social welfare issues that were not directly concerned with 

unemployment. The findings laid out in this chapter are based on a sample of 151 

articles. This sample of 151 articles represents 0.8% of the total number of 18,775 

articles counted in the quality papers analysed in our sample of newspapers (see 

Table 2 in the unemployment section). In 1998, Le Monde dedicated 1.2% of its 

news to social welfare, Le Figaro 1.1%, The Guardian 1%, The Times 0.9%, De 

Standaard, Le Soir and The Australian 0.6% and The Age 0.4% (see Table 2). In 

percentages of the total numbers of articles published by the newspapers, the French 

and the British papers analysed published most information on welfare. At the time 

of sampling the French government was proposing changes to legislation with regard 

to the provision of aged pensions. In Britain, the newly elected Blair labour 

government started reforming the welfare system. Clearly legislative action plays an 

important role when it comes to putting welfare on the media agenda. 

Political activity is an important factor in the reporting on welfare. One of the major 

themes found in the reporting on welfare centres on how and whether governments 

should or should not be involved in welfare management. We will start this research 

by exploring this theme, as well as two other themes that are closely interrelated with 

it: the importance of individual responsibility, and the need for more efficiency. In 

the first section we will look at how those themes have been explored and framed by 

the various newspapers analysed. This will be followed by a section on the 

representation of people on welfare. As we will see, there is, as in the news reporting 

on unemployment, a clear link between newspapers' cultures, their use of news 

sources and the framing of news on welfare. 
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Figaro emphasises the need for the creation of a social Europe. But in this case, it is 

a very discursive notion of social Europe, which limits itself to putting forward 

intentions whose meaning is not clear, and which puts on the forefront politicians 

rather than a social agenda ('Les Quinze adherent au 'pacte pour 1'emploi", Le 

Figaro 12/12/98, III; 'Le Social en partage', 12/12/98, 5). 

The necessity of social cohesion and action, and the importance governments have in 

developing programs to maintain this, is differently developed by the Australian 

papers. Of course, those findings are based on a sample of 24 articles only: ten from 

The Age and fourteen from The Australian (see Table 7). But most of these findings 

tally with results found in the research carried out on the reporting of unemployment 

and the environment and can therefore not be dismissed. 

The importance of social cohesion is only made clear in one editorial, published by 

The Age ('Tax dodgers ruin the system for all', 19/10/98, 17) which argues that 

capitalism and liberal democracy 'are neither free standing nor self-sustaining' and 

that 'our accumulated contributions allow the community to provide what we as 

individuals could not provide: the schools, roads, hospitals and sports fields we all 

use, and the social safety net any of us may at some time need'. In this article the 

government is then also presented as the best manager of the common finances 

provided by tax which are to be distributed through society. 

The necessity for government to play a considerable role in ensuring social welfare is 

clearly implied in the articles in which politicians promise more support to those 

'struggling'. Those articles have all been published within the context of coming 

elections. Promising spending increases during election campaigns is a common 

practice (Saunders, 1994) and is clearly presented as a way to attract voters. The 

welfare news in 77?e Australian is largely pre-electoral news. Articles underline that 

the government is going to do something to help 'struggling parents to meet the cost 

of childcare' ('$277m plug for childcare gap', The Australian 23/9/98). They qualify 

the right wing One Nation Party's position on single mothers as extreme, thereby 

implying that single mothers should be helped by the government ('Extreme 

deviations', The Australian 6/6/98, 4). The positions taken by various political 

parties are clearly presented as electoral promises by the newspapers. 
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business people. Thus, following a speech given by Australian Prime Minister John 

Howard, demanding that business play a role in the provision of social welfare, an 

editorial in The Australian States that 'One waits with bated breath for Kerry Packer 

to join the crusade and donate the $30 million war chest of money saved from the 

Tax Office to charity' ('You may as well remain seated', 6/11/98, 13). Of course the 

businessman chosen as the example is not Rupert Murdoch, the paper's owner, but a 

competitor. In the same vein a letter States 'Get real Peter Reith, if you were sacked 

tomorrow you would receive about $53,000 per year, free first-class air and train 

travel, and there's more, for the rest of your life for doing nothing' (The Australian 

23/4/98, 12). This negative attitude towards high flyers could be seen as part of the 

Australian culture. 

Governments are not only presented as uncaring, but also as incapable of handling 

welfare. Articles like 'Why is a woman of 60 looking after four children four days a 

week? Cuts put the parent back in grandparent.' (The Age, 23/4/98, 3), 'Demand 

swamps homeless services (The Age 13/7/98, 6), 'Legal aid juggles tighter budgets' 

(The Age, 23/4/98, 8), ' A L P fails families' (The Australian, 23/9/98, 5), 'Women's 

place out of Howard's vision' (The Australian 5/1/98, 2), 'Housing sell-off does not 

add up' (The Australian 5/1/98, 2) all illustrate the failure of government to provide 

an adequate social system. From the basis of the accepted fact that the existing social 

system does not function very well, newspapers report attempts made to provide 

solutions to this ill-functioning. 

One of those attempts is made by Prime Minister Howard. In a speech to the 

Australian Welfare organisation ACOSS (Australian Council of Social Services) he 

declared that business has to be involved in the establishment of a social safety net 

('Welfare a matter for business: P M ' , The Australian 6/11/98, 2; 'Business should 

help needy: P M ' , The Age, 6/11/98, 5). None of those articles seriously questions the 

proposed withdrawal of the State as welfare provider. The Australian does somehow 

distance itself from Howard's position, by making clear in the article that it is his 

opinion. The position taken by The Australian is a business position in which the 

main question asked is: Why would business accept such a responsibility? The 

discussion then revolves around how the government should entice business to do so. 

The editorial published the same day by The Australian suggests that tax advantages 

and more involvement in the decision making process might do the trick 
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('Philanthropy is more than moral suasion'. The Australian 6/11/98, 14). It does pose 

the possibility of business to operate as joint manager of the social welfare system. 

That changes are necessary and that conferring the exclusive care of social welfare to 

the State might have to be reviewed are not under discussion. The articles do not 

contradict Howard's general position on social welfare, underlining the necessity to 

take some of the responsibility for social welfare away from the public sector, but 

argue that if this is to happen the government will have to offer some incentive to 

business. Business has to have a good reason to take on some of this social 

responsibility. 

The idea of business taking on social responsibilities is not new. In the nineteenth 

century some large industrial sites in Europe did provide some health, social and 

housing advantages for their workers. At the time this had the advantage of providing 

the industry with totally subordinated workers. It also solved the biggest problem 

capitalism had to face at the beginning of industrialisation by preventing workers' 

instability and mobility, while creating work discipline (Castel, 1995, 412). In 

practice, it is clear that the business sector's first aim is to make money in the short-

term. How this can be reconciled with long-term management of society is never 

discussed by the newspapers. Nonetheless this idea that the business sector might 

better manage a series of issues, such as social and environmental issues, was also 

expressed in the sample of articles on unemployment, as we saw earlier. This can be 

tied back to a point made in the introduction, describing how press enterprises, as 

powerful financial corporations, have the power to pursue agendas which are clearly 

partisan and favour the business sector generally. 

The Prime Minister's speech to ACOSS was also reported by The Age ('Business 

should help needy: P M ' , 6/11/98, 5). But in The Age's article the focus is quickly 

taken away from the Prime Minister's speech to concentrate on job cuts made to the 

State welfare provider Centrelink. Here again the focus of the article is put on the 

uncaring nature of government, a frame repeatedly used by The Age when it comes to 

welfare. This uncaring nature is illustrated in a cartoon accompanying the article. 

The cartoon pictures a beggar who is being told by Howard that big business was 

asked to give him something. The beggar then replies with a sad face, 'that's very 

generous of you'. While the uncaringness of the government is underlined, there is 

no real condemnation of Howard's proposal. Even the president of ACOSS is quoted 
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as welcoming the call: 'business could not take all the benefits of a cohesive society 

without putting something back' ('Business should help needy: P M ' , The Age 

The Age 6/11/98, 5 

One can see how the Prime Minister managed to set the terms of a debate 

questioning the role of the State as welfare provider; and centring it around the 

notion of 'mutual obligation', which in The Australian's editorial becomes a 'moral 

obligation'. Indeed the notion of mutual obligation is not exempt from moral 

connotations, whether it applies to business or to social welfare recipients. It allows 

responsibility to be removed from the State and handed over to individuals. 

As we saw in the beginning of this section, European newspapers are generally more 

supportive of a State provided welfare system. Within this general framework, 

newspapers each have their own position as to the extent to which the State should 

provide welfare. Newspapers position themselves in the debate on State intervention 

as welfare providers in accordance with their own news culture, using and framing 

information coming from news sources accordingly. This is particularly clear when 

one compares papers from a same country. 

Differences between reporting in Le Figaro and Le Monde are very clear. Le Figaro 

publishes an article on the amount of social and economic aid Corsica received to no 

avail ('L'economie corse a la derive', 10/2/98,1), attacks the governments proposal 

to increase social security contributions for high-income earners ('Socialisme: une 

fiscalite ruineuse', 18/8/98, 130), and applauds welfare cuts made in Sweden ('La 

6/11/98, 5). 
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mue obligee du 'modele suedois', 23/9/98, XI). Le Monde on the other hand reviews 

a book attacking the idea that European social welfare slows the continent's growth 

('Le mythe du dynamisme des Etats-Unis et de I'eurosclerose', 18/3/98,1), questions 

the lack of priority given to social issues in Europe ('La France s'interroge sur les 

carences de l'Europe sociale', 6/6/98, 2), and reports the continuing protest by the 

unemployed ('Les chomeurs marseillais ne veulent pas lacher prise', 23/9/98, VI). 

While Le Figaro accentuates the economic aspect of social welfare, sources in Le 

Monde tend to concentrate news on the social impact of welfare policies. Sixteen out 

of the 27 articles from our Le Figaro sample were published in the economic pages. 

This in itself illustrates how this type of news is essentially considered as economic 

news. The framing is clearly economic and not social. In Le Monde on the other 

hand, the articles are generally published in the front pages, and attributed to national 

news. The titles of articles emanating from politicians published by Le Monde further 

underline the concern of the government for social issues and the actions taken by 

the government. The different framing of social welfare is further accented by the 

position taken by both newspapers in opinion articles, which are also important 

providers of news on social welfare. Le Figaro makes the position of the newspaper 

very clearly in the article 'Socialisme: une fiscalite ruineuse46' (18/8/98, 13), 

supporting a system of social welfare contribution, proportional to risk, instead of 

income, on the basis that this is the way insurance systems normally function. This is 

in fact the promotion of a liberal individual system of welfare, which is a long step 

away from a collective system in which the society as a whole takes care of those 

who cannot make it by themselves. Along the same lines, Le Figaro promotes a 

pension system, in which everybody would save for their own pension, arguing that 

those savings are also important for the French economy. The possibility of such a 

pension:system is indeed a move that has been promoted by financiers, as well as 

organisations such as the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, for its 

capacity to create a capital mass that can be used by governments to influence the 

world economy (Imbert, 1999). Economics generally and the economics of welfare 

are given more prominence than welfare in its role as a safety net, as a support 

network provided by the society on the whole. Everybody, as an individual, is made 

Socialism: a ruinous tax system. 
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responsible for his/her own future. It is an attempt to substitute a system based on 

solidarity between pensioners and the active workforce, by individual accumulation 

of capital (Imbert, 1999). Such a move is clearly favourable to the general economy. 

No mention is made of persons who might be materially unable to participate in such 

apian. 

Not just the use of news sources, the choice of what to report in opinion articles but 

the choice made of what to report about, contributes to Le Figaro's framing of 

welfare. This is illustrated by the article 'La mue obligee du 'modele suedois4 7" (Le 

Figaro 23/9/99, X) , which applauds welfare cuts made in Sweden, and poses private 

pension funds as a positive solution. The whole issue is viewed in economic terms 

and the article does not pay any attention to the possible hardship of people having to 

live with less money. Sweden has a very generous social security system. When Le 

Figaro emphasises that Sweden had to adapt to 'realities', they are setting an 

example for France, demonstrating the necessity to adapt to economic realities. The 

use of the notion of 'reality' by Le Figaro is an interesting one. It always refers to an 

economic reality and never to a social one. In the same fashion, Le Figaro insists on 

the fact that the socialist government has ended up adopting some more conservative 

policies ('Jospin, liberal malgre lui ' , 29/10/98, 10) underlining that even the socialist 

government has had to bow to reality: reality that again is very much an economic 

reality, and certainly not a social one. Le Figaro's reporting supports an economic 

policy that is completely separated from the broader social context. Behind this, there 

is the underlying assumption that if the economy performs well, people will all be 

better off, an assumption one might question, since In practice, policies intended to 

raise economic growth have worsened existing inequalities (Saunders, 1994, pl46). 

Contrary to Le Figaro, for Le Monde, it is still up to the community to ensure the 

aged pension, but in turn individuals have to accept to pay higher contributions 

('Retraites: Lionel Jospin prend date a l'egard de la gauche', 23/9/98, 5). 

Similar differences are noted between The Guardian and The Times, which both also 

have their own priorities when it comes to providing information. This is made clear 

by the way they frame and report information on social welfare, even when the 

The shedding the Swedish model had to have. 
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information is coming from the same government sources. The articles published on 

18 March 1998 about the welfare aspect of the new budget clearly show that The 

Times tends to concentrate on economic aspects of social welfare, and the necessity 

to take people off welfare. The Guardian, while reporting the same budget, accents 

not only economic but also social aspects. Those differences are further reinforced in 

opinion articles, which clearly strengthen the respective positions taken by the two 

papers. The Times evaluates measures in terms of efficiency and economic 

sustainability. This aspect is not absent from The Guardian, but mixed with an 

advocacy for better relief of poverty. 

Both newspapers also make their own selection of what is to become news. On 

January 1, 1998 for instance The Guardian publishes financial figures about welfare 

State reform on page one, under the title 'Benefit cuts reap 3.3bn £'. The article 

condemns proposed cuts into the welfare budget. It is followed by an equally 

alarming editorial ('Million more face poverty under Labour', 1/1/98, 17). The issue 

is not reported by The Times. The Guardian also publishes several other articles in 

support of the welfare system, covering events that are ignored by The Times 

('Young single mothers keen to find work, survey shows', The Guardian 23/4/98, 

10; 'Fears rise over young on the dole', The Guardian 23/4/98, 23; 'Throw money at 

those youngsters: we can save a fortune in the end', The Guardian 13/7/98, 14; 'Role 

calls' The Guardian 23/9/98, 9). The Times publishes no such articles. It does have 

an article arguing that parents squander child benefits (T have seen many mothers 

exchange it in the sub-post office for cigarettes [...] others spend it on champagne') 

and that something should be done to make sure the children get the money. ('Why 

not let the child benefit', The Times 29/5/98, 23). This sort of article clearly implies 

that people on welfare do not need or do not deserve welfare money since they 

cannot act responsibly. This of course carries a very strong moral condemnation. 

From there, it is only a small step to question welfare as such. But The Times does 

not question all forms of welfare. The newspaper adopts a much more critical 

approach towards possible changes in disability pensions ('Harman acts to prevent 

unfair disability cuts', 10/2/98, 2; 'Disabled benefit reforms under attack', 29/10/98, 

1; 'Increases to provide security for the vulnerable', 29/10/98, 15; 'New help for 

long-term disabled' 29/10/98, 15). Unlike unemployment benefits, disability 

pensions are presented as justified. It points to the idea that some deserve a pension 
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more than others. Cloke (1995) looked at this differentiation made between 

'deserving' and 'undeserving' poor, which according to Cloke is a way to justify 

punitive policies that focus on the undeserving poor. Golding and Middleton (1982) 

who analysed the British press's coverage of welfare issues in the mid 1970s also 

found a high percentage of stories relating to social security abuse, accenting the 

necessity to confine welfare benefits to those who "really' deserve them. 

IV.2.1.2 The importance of individual responsibility 

Another theme around which welfare news is frequently framed is that of individual 

responsibility. Framing welfare news in this way is not new. Burgstaller (1982) 

observed this trend earlier. According to him it is based on the myth of 'the proud, 

autonomous, sovereign individual that supposedly constitutes the basic unit of our 

society' and which is widely projected by the mass media (Burgstaller, 1982, 97), 

Moss (1987) also referred to the emphasis put by the media on the individual when 

reporting about the poor, describing it as a way to avoid addressing structural causes 

of poverty. 

There is a clear link between the idea that each individual is responsible for his/her 

own welfare and the idea that government should be excluded from taking on 

welfare. The assumption that individuals have to take responsibility for their own 

welfare presupposes that there is no need for a government to do so and that In 

practice government's interference in welfare might even prevent people from taking 

that responsibility. The idea is also based on the assumption that people all have the 

same possibilities in life, negating the existence of possible inequalities. This 

position is one strongly defended by The Times and by Le Figaro. In the light of 

changes to the welfare system proposed in England and France, both newspapers 

want to make the kind of changes they approve quite clear. 

The Times clearly frames articles reporting on welfare reform around the fact that 

people will be encouraged to leave welfare ('Claimants will have to look for work', 

29/10/98, 15; 'It's off to work you go', 18/3/98, 1; 'Tax credit will enable workers to 

avoid stigma of claiming benefit', 18/3/98, 10; 'Claimants encouraged to seek work', 

18/3/98, 11). The position adopted by The Times is based on the presupposition that 

everybody has equal opportunities, and that the welfare system has a negative 
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impact, discouraging people from taking advantage of such opportunities. This 

implies that all people are equal and can be successful providing they want to be. 

This idea that everybody is equal is also defended by Le Figaro, illustrated in an 

article arguing that family payments should be paid to all, instead of just a few 

families ('Unaf: agir sur le quotient familial', 18/3/98, V). The possibility that some 

might need it more than others is not alluded to. 

This is not a position defended by The Guardian, which makes clear that there are 

social inequalities, that some are not in as good a position as others and need 

government support ('Role calls', 23/9/98, 9). The titles of the articles published by 

The Guardian do not have this emphasis on taking people out of welfare, but rather 

emphasise that poorer people might be helped by the new measures ('Ambitious 

Brown targets poverty trap', 18/3/98, 19, 'Breakthrough for poorest parents', 

18/3/98, 15). 

The idea that welfare is necessary to balance out inequalities stands in opposition to 

the idea that people all have the same possibilities and have to take responsibility for 

their own lives. The need to balance out inequalities is a theme strongly developed 

by The Guardian, but very little by The Times, which accents the need to put an end 

to welfare dependency so that people can take responsibility for their own lives. For 

The Guardian, the widening inequality has to be addressed ('Millions more face 

poverty under Labour' The Guardian 5/1/98, 17; 'Taking aim at the wrong target', 

The Guardian 5/1/98, 14). The Guardian systematically puts the accent on the 

existence of a growing gap between the rich and the poor. But by the same token The 

Guardian also acknowledges that times have changed: 'But if the attempt to target 

help on the poor carried echoes of the 1970s, there was no suggestion that Mr Brown 

wished to emulate the last Labour Chancellor, Denis Healey, who once promised to 

squeeze the rich till the pips squeaked.' ('The old, the new and a touch of blue', The 

Guardian 18/3/98, 14). 

According to The Times, encouraging people to take responsibility for themselves is 

what the new British budget is about. The new budget was covered on 18 March 

1998 and on page one of that day's edition The Times has a long article titled 'It's off 

to work you go'. The article reports the new budget as one based on the philosophy 

that when it comes to welfare, people are responsible for their employment situation. 
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dependency are also developed in the article 'Banker whose ideas earned high 

interest' (The Times, 18/3/98, 10). 

The notion of 'trap' used in expressions such as 'poverty trap' refers to a welfare 

system that is entrapping, in that it does not allow people to develop their full 

potential. The term is also used by Le Soir in articles stressing that people have to be 

forced to leave welfare and that employment traps ('Pieges a l'emploi') have to be 

taken away (Tntensifier les services a la population', 12/12/98, 24; 'Dehaene veut 

diminuer les 'pieges a l'emploi", Le Soir 12/12/98, 3). 

This is all about people taking responsibility for themselves. People have to stop 

relying on welfare, they have to become independent, take responsibility for their 

own destiny. In the French press this debate is illustrated through discussion on the 

provision of old age pensions. In many European countries, the aging of the 

population is leaving the country with less active people to pay for age pensions, than 

there are pensioners receiving them. As a result most countries are reviewing the 

mode of payment of old age pensions. Reporting on this, Le Figaro emphasises that 

more and more aged are entirely dependent on State pensions. Le Figaro presents 

this as a dramatic human problem, but even more so as an economic problem. The 

solution proposed by Le Figaro is individual savings - each taking on personal 

responsibility for their own pension ('Le dogme d'abord', Le Figaro 23/9/98, 1). In 

that last editorial, Le Figaro accuses the French government of sacrificing the 

general interest for the sake of ideology. The editorial promotes a system in which 

each person would take care of their own pension, describing it as the system 

adopted by all large modern countries. In other articles, this system is in other 

articles also presented as the only reasonable way to finance future pensions 

('Remotes', 29/10/98, 2; 'Jospin, liberal malgre lui ' , 29/10/98, 8). The article 

'Socialisme: une fiscalite ruineuse' (Le Figaro, 18/8/98, 13) goes as far as to suggest 

that the welfare system should itself be individualised. To do this it is proposed that 

welfare contributions should be made proportional to risk and not to income, which 

is described as the normal way in which insurance systems are financed. This 

translates into a new attitude toward welfare, replacing it by a system of personal 

insurance. This is a big step away from attributing to the State the role of manager of 

collective welfare, replacing it by a system in which each of us would individually 
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manage our own welfare. Further accenting the perversity of the welfare system is a 

story about the French island of Corsica ('L'economie corse a la derive 4 8 ', 10/2/98, 

I). According to the article Corsica has traditionally had the highest State aid in 

France, but generosity has not paid off; on the contrary, it has left the island in a bad 

economic situation. 

The provision of old age pensions has also been debated in England. Here The 

Guardian takes on a more social position, calling for some form of State 

intervention, because the poor cannot provide for their own pensions and a State top-

up is necessary to balance inequalities ('Role calls', 23/9/98, 9 supp). In line with its 

more social view on the world, The Guardian puts the accent on the impact that new 

measures and a new budget may have on the poor. On 18 March 1998, reporting on a 

new budget, an article on page one of The Guardian made the point that relief is 

offered to the working poor without punishing Middle England. The same day a 

whole series of articles underlining a variety of aspects of the budget were published, 

but what the budget was going to do for the poorest was repeated throughout (The 

sick and disabled are always at the back of the jobs queue, let alone in an economic 

downturn. The work rhetoric sounds good, but don't be fooled that paid work is a 

panacea.', 'Real reforms, The Guardian, 29/10/98, 21). 

IV.2.1.3 The need for efficiency 

The frame advocating the need for more effective and efficient practices in the 

delivery of social welfare is linked to the theme of government intervention in the 

sector. It is based on the assumption that governments are by definition inefficient. 

Another assumption made is that as more and more people are on welfare they tend 

not to take on responsibility for their own destinies. 

The effectiveness referred to in reporting is economic effectiveness and overall the 

notion of efficiency is completely separated from those of equity and equality. This 

is an aspect emphasised particularly strongly by The Times and Le Figaro. 

The drifting Corse economy. 
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The Times presents the notion of efficiency as being an alien concept to 

governments. As if government by definition could not be efficient, an editorial 

claims that efficiency could be put into place by encouraging a more private 

provision of services ('Still stuck in the spending trap', The Times, 13/7/98, 20). This 

last editorial criticised the government for not having done enough ('the reform 

committee has so far produced little other than squabbling, pledges to cut fraud and 

long-term intentions'), earlier in the year. But when the budget came out, The Times 

applauded it without reservation. The published budget speech given by Chancellor 

of the Exchequer Gordon Brown was titled 'We have set a course for new ambitions 

and a new Britain' with as by-line 'Gordon Brown, the Chancellor outlines the 

thinking behind a budget designed to help the needy but not thwart the enterprising' 

(The Times 18/3/98, 33). The articles published by The Times are about relieving 

poverty 'in a modern way' (Tt all ends up: everyone's a winner', The Times, 18/3/98, 

9). They clearly subordinate social welfare to economic imperatives. Generosity is 

only possible when there is strong revenue growth and tight control of public 

spending. It also represents welfare as a trap, from which people have to be 

protected. Rather than relating the need for government to provide a safety net for 

people in need, these articles relate the importance of keeping people off welfare. 

In contrast, the published extracts from the Chancellor's speech in The Guardian are 

titled 'Ambitious Brown targets poverty trap'. This does not mean that efficiency 

framed in terms of economic costs is not a concern expressed by The Guardian. It is 

('City frets at strong pound', The Guardian 18/3/98, 13), but there is more of a 

conflicting discourse in which social aspects are put forward as much as economic 

ones. 

Efficiency is also demanded in 'Belgie moet opnieuw modelstaat zijn' (De 

Standaard, 6/6/98, 13), which argues that to give Belgium a good international 

image, the country has to start having a more effective social welfare spending 

program. Effectiveness is about controlling spending on social welfare, which again 

subordinates the social to economic imperatives. 

The necessity of balancing social security accounts is reported on various occasions 

by Le Figaro. (Tres de 2000 milliards de depenses', 23/9/98, II; 'Aubry s'engage sur 

1'equilibre des comptes' 23/9/98,1; 'Budget britannique: vers un equilibre en 2000, 
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18/3/98, IV). To underline the importance of economics in the social equation, Le 

Figaro publishes an article showing how even in Sweden, which is traditionally 

renown for its strong social welfare services, has modified and tightened social 

security provisions, doing very well out of it. The article does not say how people 

whose benefits have been cut manage to live on less money ('La mue obligee du 

modele suedois', Le Figaro, 23/9/98, X). Overall Le Figaro provides a very 

economic view of social spending. To what extent people receiving social welfare 

need this income is not at issue, the only issue is in the overall cost of welfare, which 

is presented as having to be avoided whenever possible. This presupposes that 

generous welfare institutions impede economic development. But as noted 

previously, research has demonstrated the contrary: welfare institutions tend to 

encourage economic development (Saunders, 1994). 

IV.2.2 The portrayal of people on welfare 

So far we have looked at the framing of welfare by analysing how three dominant 

themes emerge in the reporting on social welfare. How people on welfare are 

portrayed contributes to the framing of news. There is a clear underlying ideology 

behind the way people are represented (Van Dijk, 1991, 143). In Australia 

researchers analysed the representation of people on welfare by the media, from the 

1970s on. In those years the notion of'dole bludger' became a common one 

(Windschuttle, 1979). The 70s signified, in Australia and most European countries, 

the beginning of years of economic uncertainty and increased unemployment. This 

led to serious questioning of the role of the State as welfare provider. Welfare was 

more than ever in the news and was represented in the media as a contest over public 

perception of the role of welfare (Farrer, 1986). Considering that mass media are 

crucial for people to form an understanding of who or what strays from the normal 

social order (Ericson, Baranek and Chan, 1987), representations of welfare recipients 

play an important role in how the. public will position itself within this new welfare 

debate. 

From the 1970s on the belief that people on unemployment 'fiddled with the system' 

and deserved no sympathy implanted itself more strongly in Australia. According to 

Windschuttle (1979), this belief was created by the media. The accusation that 
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people living from social welfare are undeserving contains a very strong moral 

component. The idea behind this is that only those who 'behave well', who do their 

best and accept social rules deserve support. Such attitudes towards the poor are not 

new,4 9 but seemed to regain strength in times of uncertainty. According to research 

carried out in the 1970s and 1980s,.the media widely supported such attitudes. An 

analysis of British press coverage of welfare issues in the mid 70s concluded that a 

high percentage of stories related to social security abuse accented the necessity to 

concentrate welfare benefits only on those who 'really' deserve them (Golding and 

Middleton, 1982). Similarly research in Australia concluded that articles exposing 

fraud and dole bludging are about welfare expenditure and their 'not-so-hidden 

agenda is about demanding iron-clad guarantees that expenditure only goes to those 

whose need is beyond the least generous question' (Farrar, 1986, 14). Robin Anne 

Bright (1978) compared attitudes held towards people on welfare with those towards 

tax evaders and found that the moral condemnation of people on welfare is not 

applied to tax evaders. This clearly shows that different standards are applied to 

different groups of people, who nonetheless both negatively affect a nation's budget. 

This representation of people on welfare has far-reaching effects because of its 

potential to influence policy and practice (Bessant and Hil, 1997). That it does 

influence policy is illustrated by research carried out by Kelly (1996), who found that 

conservative politicians in North America used allusions to irresponsible teen 

mothers to whip up public support for cutbacks in welfare payments and social 

services. Similarly Moss (1987) attributes superficial political decisions concerning 

the homeless to the superficial coverage of the homeless. 

The use of particular concepts, with all their connotations, to refer to poverty plays a 

key role in the representation of the poor and social welfare recipients. This in turn 

allows for a particular discourse on poverty and welfare recipients. This is illustrated 

by research carried out on the concept of'underclass'. According to Cloke (1995) the 

way the notion of'underclass' was conceptualised testifies to the appropriation of 

particular social constructs on poverty in order to politicise the policy discourse on 

poverty. The 'underclass' were blamed for their own failures, easily justifying mean 

and punitive policies focused on the 'undeserving' poor. Recipients of social welfare, 

For a history of this see Castel, 1995. 
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particularly the young unemployed, have in Australia also been associated with the 

notion of'underclass, an idea which became 'a popular metaphor for a menacing, 

complex and inexorable form of social transformation' (Katz 1993, cited in Bessant 

and Hil, 1997, 23). This 'underclass' was presented as a subversive social force 

threatening mainstream society. The notion came from the United States where, in 

the 40s, it was first used to describe ghetto blacks barred from the labour market 

(Cloke, 1995). Today the word still conjures up a vague sense of menace and is 

applied to a class of people who do not seem to benefit from any efforts made to 

rescue them from poverty (Gilens, 1999). In the 70s and 80s, the term also took on 

connotations of undeservingness and blameworthiness in England. It is a key concept 

in the symbolic differentiation between the deserving and the undeserving poor. This 

is a practice which, as we have seen, is still used by The Times ('Why not let the 

child benefit', 29/5/98, 23), and allows poverty to be explained away in moralistic 

and individualistic terms. According to Cloke (1995) it shows how the representation 

of people on welfare can be used to maintain the status quo, by negating the 

possibility of analysing the role played by society at large in the creation of social 

problems. 

The word 'underclass' is not one we found in our sample. But clearly the way and 

the extent to which any notion referring to people on welfare or poverty has been 

conceptualised by the newspapers of our sample is very much in line with their 

individual culture. The concept of poverty is very much present in the reporting on 

social welfare, without ever being really defined. The concept of poverty is clearly a 

relatively vague one. What poverty means differs from society to society. How can 

one compare the poverty of the famine stricken to the poverty existing in Western 

countries? Despite this there have been attempts to define poverty. This has led to 

scales such as the 'Henderson poverty line' in Australia, by which people under a 

certain level of income can be qualified as poor. But the Henderson poverty line can 

clearly not be used as a universal measure. Engbersen (1999) made a more general 

attempt to define poverty, describing it as a situation by which a person does not 

manage to reach the usual standards of the society in which he lives, and is therefore 

not able to fully participate in society. 

In his research Engbersen (1999) also distinguishes various conflicting languages 

used to talk about poverty and uncovering different underlining attitudes about 
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poverty. Thus Engbersen (1999) distinguishes at least 5 different languages, which 

together create a linguistic struggle, each of which seems to have its own purpose. 

Those five languages are: 

• bureaucratic language, which concentrates on defining a poverty line; 

• moralising language, which judges the behaviour of the poor; 

• dramatising language, which plays an important role in mobilising public 

opinion; 

• academic language, which develops alternative notions to define poverty and 

sometimes looks at causes; 

• the language of the poor themselves. 

How does this apply to the study carried out here? In an attempt to uncover attitudes 

held by newspapers towards poverty and social welfare, we looked at whether and 

how the idea of poverty was translated, conceptualised by newspapers. As we will 

see French-, English- and Dutch-language newspapers all have their own vocabulary 

to talk about poverty. The vocabulary used in our sample depends on the linguistic 

particularities of each language. But there is also a clear link between newspaper 

culture and the use of concepts referring to poverty. This reflects attitudes and 

priorities held by each newspaper. Often those attitudes and priorities direct them to 

prefer using some, sources of information over others. This practice influences the 

vocabulary used to conceptualise poverty, to describe people on welfare, since, as 

this study demonstrates, there is a direct link between the sources of information and 

the conceptualisation of poverty and welfare. 

The word 'poverty' itself is regularly used in the English papers and can be linked 

back to the source of information. The word 'poverty' appears in articles emanating 

from the Labour party, as well as in editorials. It is not a word which more 

conservative politicians, or industrial sources use. The notion of poverty is also 

clearly more frequent in The Guardian than it is in The Times. The words 'poverty', 

'poor', 'poorer' are used 58 times (in 27 articles) by The Guardian. The Guardian 

also refers to the 'destitute' and to the 'under-privileged'. The language used by The 

Guardian to talk about poverty is mainly political. But there are also articles using a 

more academic-socially oriented language, which reflect further on poverty instead 

of simply mentioning it. In contrast The Times uses the words 'poverty', 'poor' or 
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'poorer' only ten times (in 26 articles). On average that is more than five times less 

than The Guardian. In The Times, the words are always part of political language and 

the newspaper does not elaborate on the meaning of poverty, attempt any advocacy 

for the poor, nor explain poverty. In six out of the ten mentions, poverty is part of the 

notion of'poverty trap'. It carries a silent condemnation of the welfare system as a 

system, which keeps people in a state of dependency. Articles in The Times suggest 

that, as such, the problem is not so much poverty, as the existence of a welfare 

system which keeps people in poverty. Journalists of The Times have adopted this 

concept of 'poverty trap' as part of their own vocabulary, in other words they use it 

themselves. This points to an implicit support of the notion and what it means. This 

is not the case in The Guardian, which uses the expression 'poverty trap' only three 

times, each time attributed to Chancellor Gordon Brown. 

Other terms used, once each, by The Times are 'the less well off , 'most deprived 

communities' and 'low income groups'. The use of terms like 'the less well off and 

'low income groups' relativises the concept of poverty. It is not about poor people 

but people who are still well off, but less so than others; it is about people who still 

have an income, albeit a low one. Thus one can conclude that, compared with The 

Guardian, The Times does not acknowledge the existence of poverty, except for the 

poverty created by the welfare system itself. For The Times the solution is 

constructed as part of the problem, while for The Guardian, poverty is an essential 

issue that has to be addressed. 

In the Australian newspapers, too, the concept of poverty is used only by certain 

sources. Only sources of information advancing a more social agenda refer to the 

concept. In the Australian newspapers we sampled neither government nor 

journalists referred to poverty. In The Australian the words 'poor', 'poor families', 

'poorer' or 'poverty' are mentioned five times - three times by the Australian 

welfare organisation ACOSS and twice by the U K Labour party. In other words 

those expressions were used only when welfare lobby groups or left-leaning parties 

were quoted. Other expressions used are 'those who fell through the cracks' (by 

ACOSS), 'those most marginalised' (by a Democrat senator), 'battling families' (by 

a Labor politician), 'and the disadvantaged' (by ACOSS). The language used here is 

a political one, and there is no attempt to try to define or explain poverty. 
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While also harbouring a political language on poverty, The Age (which uses terms 

relating to poverty on five occasions) also uses a more dramatic language, by which, 

for instance, living conditions of the homeless are underlined ('Demand swamps 

homeless services', 13/7/98). The word 'poverty' is also used in a letter written by a 

woman describing her difficult living conditions ('Treasurers don't think of me', 

29/5/98, 12). These articles develop the theme of an uncaring government, which 

was elaborated earlier. Other notions used in The Age are 'destitute' (by the NSW 

legal aid commission), 'battling families' (by Labor), and 'needy' (by the Prime 

Minister). 

The word 'poverty' itself is very rarely used by the French-language papers sampled. 

Instead there are a large variety of terms to refer to the notion of'poor' or 'poverty'. 

'Poverty' in French has extreme connotations. Euphemisms that do not carry the 

same connotation are used to differentiate between the poverty in countries like 

France and Belgium and the poverty existing in developing countries. The 

vocabulary put into its place is generally just as vague, but very useful as a means to 

categorise the poor. Categorising the poor makes it easier to count them, draw up 

statistics about them, divide them up, administer them. Examples of terms thus used 

are: 'badly housed', SDF which is an acronym for 'Sans Domicile Fixe'" 0, 

'minimexes'51. These terms refer to specific members of society which qualify for 

the above-named definition because of a series of the elements that entitle them to 

corresponding benefits. 

The use of such euphemisms underlines how multifaceted poverty has become. It 

also allows for a discourse on poverty, which seems to replace a search for possible 

solutions to the problem of poverty. Another frequently used term is 'exclusion'. The 

terms 'exclusion'/'excluded' have, according to Javeau (1996) only recently entered 

French sociological discourse and are not exempt from moral connotations. This new 

concept of social exclusion was first used in official documents emanating from the 

European Union in 1989 (Engbersen, 1999). As with the concept of'poverty', 

'exclusion' is never clearly defined. What exactly people are excluded from is not 

explained either. In practice of course nobody can really be excluded from society as 

5 0 Literally this means without fixed home 
" This refers to those who, in Belgium, receive the minimum living allowance, provided by social security . 
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such. People can be excluded from participating to certain aspects of society. In 

reality the poor and those called 'excluded' are very much part of the system. Castel 

(1995) and Mangenot (1999) even describe them as one of its consequences, as well 

as one of its mechanism. By that they mean that the social fabric is what it is because 

of the'excluded'. 

Our sample of articles shows that exclusion has become part of the general 

vocabulary. Engbersen (1999) suggests the concept was so successful precisely 

because of its vagueness. This allows anyone to attribute specific meanings to it. By 

the same token it also refers to a category. As Javeau emphasises (1996, 9), being 

excluded has become a social condition, which can be categorised in the same way as 

are those of'head of family', 'migrant', 'prisoner'. The condition has become the 

subject of research, statistics, and inquiries. The excluded are thus a deviant group, 

which has become the subject of studies which tend to see exclusion as a social 

illness while never concentrating on the people by whom and the mechanisms by 

which those excluded are excluded (Javeau, 1996, 10). In this sense it bears some 

resemblance to the notion of'underclass' described earlier. 

The differences between the conservative Le Figaro and the more socially inclined 

independent Le Monde are made very clear by the way they use notions referring to 

poverty and welfare. 

Le Figaro uses the term 'exclus' [excluded] or 'exclusion' six times. On four of the 

six occasions it is in the context of a draft bill named 'projet contre l'exclusion'.5 2 In 

other words, it is used as an official political term and not at all to direct attention to, 

nor to denounce the existence of people living in poverty. When referring to the bill, 

Le Figaro does not refer so much to exclusion in itself, but to government initiatives. 

On one occasion a French region (le Limousin) is being referred to as 'la region la 

plus pauvre de France' [the poorest region of France]. But in this case it is to accuse 

Corsica of not making proper use of government subsidies, contrasting that region 

with the Limousin region, which receives less money while being relatively poorer. 

The terms ies plus demunis' [the most unprovided for] are used twice. A small brief 

uses the words ies mal-loges' [the badly housed] three times and there is another 

Bill against exclusion. 
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reference to 'les sans-abris' [those without shelter]. The idea of poverty is 

conceptualised thirteen times (over 27 articles), but as part of political discourse. 

Reporting is not about the living conditions of the poor, but the actions of politicians. 

There are but two little briefs which are an exception to that, talking about the poor 

people themselves. One brief reports how the 'mal-loges' occupied a refectory of the 

Paris municipality. They are but a couple of lines illustrating a small photograph, 

showing two policemen in front, while a few black children and a woman enter the 

place in the background. The article clearly has a law-and-order frame and there is no 

attempt to look at the problems of those 'mal loges'. The only thing mentioned is that 

they occupied this refectory, but the police did not have to intervene. The second is 

in fact a reaction from a welfare organisation (Emmaus) to an article in which one of 

their shelters had been described as a place for the homeless to 'pose' (rather than to 

pause). It briefly accents that the misery of those homeless is very real. But the 

purpose of the article is administrative, since it consists of a right of reply to an 

article previously published. 

As in the other papers, there is a clear link between the sources of information used 

and the use of vocabulary that refers to poverty. Only when the information comes 

from socialist members of the government or welfare organisations are any words 

referring to poverty used. The only exception to that is the opinion article in which 

Le Figaro refers to the Limousin as a poor area. As we discussed before the purpose 

of it here was not to talk about poverty, but to condemn Corsica for the State 

subsidies it had allegedly wasted. 

In Le Monde terms alluding to poverty are used on 54 occasions (over 23 articles). 

This is over four times more frequently than in Le Figaro. Terms used by Le Monde 

arer 'exclusion, exclus' (17 uses), 'precarite'/ 'precaires'/'precarisation' (nine uses), 

'personnes defavorisees' (three uses), 'personnes/public en difficulte' (six uses), 

'pauvrete/pauvres' (nine uses), 'les sans abris'/' les sans domicile fixe' (seven uses), . 

ies plus demunis' (one use), 'personnes en detresse' (one use), 'ceux qui sont 

accables par les difficultes materielles' (one use). The language used by Le Monde is 

a mixture of political and academic language. Academic in a couple of articles 

essentially quantifying the 'excluded' ('Les statistiques peinent a quantifier les 

exclus', 29/10/98, 10, 'Selon une etude officielle, la pauvrete ne recule pas en 

France', 29/10/98, 1). There is also an article which serves as a kind of illustration to 
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the two others - an attempt to build up a complete document on exclusion in France 

in which one of those 'excluded' talks about his life ('L'itineraire d'Alain, un 

precaire "juste au bord de la rue'", 29/10/98, 10). There is no attempt to come to 

terms with causes of poverty and most of the words relating to poverty are used in 

the context of measures taken by the government to alleviate poverty. 

The use of a specific vocabulary to refer to poverty can here again be traced back to 

social politicians, welfare organisations and Le Monde's own journalists. Therefore 

its wide use is not only reflective of the kind of sources of information Le Monde 

uses, but also its individual more social approach to things. 

The Belgian French language paper, Le Soir, also uses an extensive vocabulary to 

refer to poverty: sans domicile fixe (two uses), personnes en difficulte (one use), 

locataires/personnes a revenus faibles (two uses), les plus demunis (one use), 

pauvrete (three uses), minimexes (four uses). Again here 'les sans domicile fixes' 

[those without a stable home/the homeless] and 'les minimexes' [those on a 

minimum living allowance] are administrative categories. It refers to the allowance 

those people are receiving. There is talk about poverty, but not about poor people, 

which are referred to as specific categories. Categorising them allows for a 

formulation of the problem away from the broader social context, while relativising 

the idea of poverty. There are no 'poor', but there are homeless, people in financial 

trouble, people living on a minimum allowance. Here again there is no analysis of 

poverty; the articles address government economic measures which may affect 

poverty. The expressions referring to poverty here were all in articles for which the 

information came mainly from governmental sources. 

De Standaard makes wide use (19 times) of the notion of 'kansarm' [those who are 

opportunity poor]. It is an interesting concept. Instead of referring directly to the 

existence of poverty itself, it refers to the lack of opportunity some people in society 

have and how this might impact on their future life. The word 'armoede' [poverty] 

itself is used fourteen times. On one occasion a reference is made to 'real poverty' as 

if there were real and unreal poverty. Again this relativises the notion of poverty. 

Other notions used are 'sociale uitsluiting' [social exclusion, used five times], 

'bestaansminimumtrekkers' [those on minimum living allowance], 'achtergestelde 

buurten' [backward neighbourhoods]. Here again this vocabulary is used only by 
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social researchers or political parties with a strong social agenda. This points at the 

importance of who gets a hearing in the news for issues like poverty to get in the 

news. The articles in which the notion of poverty is used all come from an academic 

background. They also discuss measures to alleviate or address poverty, but the 

difference here is that it is not only economic measures that are considered, but also 

broader social measures. Academic rather than political language is used. Compared 

with other papers De Standaard has a relatively large number of articles on poverty 

and welfare for which the information was provided by academic sources. This 

contradicts the conservative and clearly liberal orientation of the newspaper. 

However, according to academics working in the field of social research in French-

speaking Belgium (Wallonia), a lot of academic research is carried out in Flanders 

which has as its only goal to discredit the French-speaking part of Belgium by 

accentuating how much better Flanders is doing. Such a statement of course needs 

closer examination, but it seems to make sense, particularly in light of the fact that 

De Standaard is a newspaper promoting Flemish culture, values and politics. 

As the previous sections of this investigation outline, discourse on poverty is 

essentially carried out by governments, welfare organisations and academics. Poverty 

as it is experienced by people is not part of the news. In fact poor people, or people 

on welfare are just not in the news. The news is not about them, but about the 

economic politics of welfare. Those who manage to make it in the news tend to 

portray their attempts to be part of society. Le Monde thus has an article ('L'itineraire 

hache d'Alain, un precaire "juste au bord de la rue'", 29/10/98, 10) telling the story 

of a man who tries very hard to succeed, obtaining little, and only just escaping 

misery and life on the street. It is about the struggle of an individual to make it and 

become part of society, as if when one did not manage to make enough money one 

couldn't be part of society. The responsibility to make it was also an individual 

responsibility. Social rules were not questioned and there was no further analysis on 

general causes of poverty. 

In the English language papers, in both Britain and Australia, there are of course the 

letters to the editor, which can be an opportunity for individual people to have their 

say. In the Australian press, such articles are framed around the uncaringness of the 

government. This is, as we mentioned before, a much repeated theme in the 

Australian press. Thus two letters written by unemployed people and published by 
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The Australian defend common people against the selfishness of an uncaring 

government. The Age has one article in which a homeless man is given to speak 

about his living conditions. While the article criticises the government for not 

providing enough services, the man is also presented as having made choices putting 

him in the situation he is in. He chose to have a dog for instance, spending a large 

amount of his welfare income on it. He is also excluded from a lot of facilities for the 

homeless because of his dog. 

The Times also publishes a letter written by an individual who reacts against the 

stereotyping of beggars as 'lazy or 'unlucky' ('Begging to differ', Times Magazine 

6/6/98, 87). It is the only information provided by The Times, in which causes for 

poverty are explored, since the writer advances that many of the poor beggars in the 

street are escaping violent homes. Here again, society is not questioned, but 

individual responsibility for this phenomenon is placed squarely on families 

themselves. The letter concludes with the words 'each case (of begging) should be 

judged on its own merits'. While the writer condemns the general moral disapproval 

of beggars, he endorses the notions of the deserving versus the undeserving poor, as 

well as that of individual responsibility, albeit taken at a higher family level. In that 

sense it does not really offer any alternative view to other articles accusing welfare 

recipients of not taking responsibility for their own and their family's lives ('Why 

not let the child benefit', The Times, 29/5/98, 23). This article explains that fathers 

used to drink the family allowance, that mothers today might be just as bad and that 

to make sure the children get what they need, parents should be bypassed altogether. 

The article proposes a system of vouchers for food, nappies etc., or the 

transformation of the benefit into an investment for later tertiary education. This ties 

in with a general idea of moral deficiency amongst the poor. It corresponds with 

previous findings showing that the poor are generally represented as morally 

deficient and personally responsible for their plight (Chafel, 1997). 

Overall there are relatively few articles framed around the fact that people on social 

welfare are bludging the system, accusing social welfare recipients of fraud. There 

are those few articles described just before. The Age also has one article reporting on 

straightforward social welfare fraud ('Woman avoids jail over pension rort', 23/9/98, 

5). More generally, an article published by Le Figaro on Corse also implies that 

massive fraud has been taken place ('L'economie corse a la derive' Le Figaro, 
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10/2/98,1). But those articles are few compared with the large amount of articles on 

welfare fraud found by Golding and Middleton (1982), in their research on social 

welfare. Differences can of cause partly be attributed to the type of newspapers 

researched. Golding and Middleton's analysis is based on all national British 

newspapers. This thesis only examined the quality papers, which tend to have a 

lesser focus on crime and other similar forms of deviancy, thereby not covering small 

scale fraud. Another possibility is that people on welfare taking advantage of the 

system has become assumed knowledge. Articles attempting to dismiss such charges 

might point at this. Why dismiss something that does not exist? Thus The Guardian 

advances the idea that according to social study research young single mothers are 

not by definition welfare dependent ('Young single mothers keen to find work, 

survey shows', The Guardian 23/4/98, 10). InLe Soir an article about illegal 

migrants quotes them as saying that they do not want to take advantage of the 

system, but want to be part of society and work ('Les sans-papiers esperent un geste 

du parlement', 6/11/98, 17). An editorial in The Australian ('Immigration opens up 

society', 6/6/98, 18) similarly states that the claim that migrants often swell the ranks 

of people on welfare are unsubstantiated, while De Standaard publishes an article 

saying that disabled people, who make errors which entitles them to more money, 

should not necessarily be considered fraudulent ('Gehandicapte niet langer altijd 

fraudeur', 29/5/98, 5). In fact in all those articles accusations are rather directed at 

the government for not dealing with the problem appropriately. This shows 

something that the study on unemployment also underlined: a move away from 

accusing people of taking advantage of the system, towards accusing the State of not 

managing the system properly. This ties in with one of the themes previously 

analysed and which questions the extent to which governments can or should manage 

the social welfare system. 

IV.2.3 Information sources for social welfare news 

So far this study has looked at the framing of social welfare in the newspapers 

analysed. The discussion generated by this analysis shows that there is a clear link 

between the cultures of the various newspapers and the framing of stories, as well as 

between the sources of information used by the various newspapers and the framing 

of information. Those sources of information are in some cases clearly chosen 
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because the emphasis they provide is one that fits within the culture of each 

newspaper. This is clearly the case of papers that openly qualify themselves as 

opinion papers, such as Le Figaro, Le Monde and De Standaard. Newspapers 

assemble news that fits into their general priorities, choose news sources to the extent 

that they will provide news that fits into their culture. They cannot create news out of 

a vacuum. They have to work with what is going on, according to how they have 

learned to work. News will therefore very much depend on who provides 

information, even though newspapers subsequently select from or emphasise certain 

elements of the information provided. 'The media do not themselves autonomously 

create news items; rather they are cued into specific news topics by regular and 

reliable sources' (Hall et all 1978, 57). This attributes to the sources of information a 

role that is certainly as important as that of the journalists, who ultimately select and 

repackage the information provided. 

Sources of information have also been described as sponsors of particular frames 

(Entman, 1991). This gives them a key role in the framing of news, which is why an 

analysis of the sources of information is a major part of this study. To do this a first 

Table showing the main sources of information in each paper was examined (see 

Table 7). Table 7 is an exhaustive list of all articles of our sample, since each article 

was attributed to one main source only once. To take into account other sources of 

information, an additional table was created listing additional or secondary sources 

of information used by the newspapers (see Table 8). This is not an exhaustive list of 

articles since there might have been none or more than one secondary source of 

information for each article. 

As Table 7 makes clear, government and politicians are used as main source of 

information for an average of 47% of news stories. They are also important 

secondary sources of information (see Table 8). This can again be explained by news 

practices, which privilege government and other political sources as main providers 

of news, because they are considered to be reliable and authoritative (Hall et al, 

1978, 57). A more detailed discussion about news practices can be found in the 

introductory chapter of this work. 

Following politicians, editorials provide an important source of information about 

social welfare with an average of 21.9% of articles consisting of editorials. There is a 
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very large difference in the number of editorials provided by the different 

newspapers. The Guardian with 44.4%, The Austrahan with 35.7% and The Times 

with 30.8 % of editorials publish many more than other newspapers in this sample. 

Table 7; welfare, main sources of information 

Main s o u r c e The Age The 
n U O U a 

Han 

De 
Stan
daard 

Le Soir L e 
Figaro 

L e 
J wl \Jl § u s? 

The 
Times 

Guar-
disn 

total 

Government 
representat ives/ 
Pol i t ic ians 

2 
2 0 % 

5 

35 .7% 

5 

5 0 % 

8 

5 7 . 1 % 
14 

51 .9% 
12 

52 .2% 
13 

5 0 % 
12 

44 .4% 

7-I 
/ 1 

4 7 % 

Government agency 
representat ives 

1 
1 0 % 

0 0 1 
7 .1% 

1 
3 .7% 

2 
8 .7% 

0 0 5 
3 .3% 

Union 
representatives 

1 
1 0 % 

0 0 1 
7 .1% 

0 0 0 0 2 
1.3% 

Welfare 
organisat ions 

0 1 
7 .1% 

0 0 1 
3.7% 

1 
4 .3% 

0 1 
3.7% 

4 
2 .6% 

Other c o m m u n i t y 
g roups 

0 0 0 1 
7 .1% 

2 
7.4% 

0 0 0 3 
2 % 

Bus iness / indust ry 
representat ives 

0 0 0 0 1 
3 .7% 

3 
13% 

2 
7.7% 

0 6 
4% 

Experts 0 1 
7 .1% 

2 
2 0 % 

0 1 
3.7% 

3 
1 3 % 

0 2 
7.4% 

9 
6 .6% 

Securi ty and just ice 
Representat ives 

1 
10% 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 
0 .7% 

Private citizen 2 
2 0 % 

2 
14 .3% 

0 0 1 
3.7% 

0 1 
3.8% 

0 6 
4% 

Opin ion articles and 
editorials 

1 
1 0 % 

5 
35 .7% 

1 
10% 

2 
14 .3% 

3 
11 .1% 

1 
4 .3% 

8 
30 .8% 

12 
44 .4% 

33 
2 1 . 9 % 

Major features 2 
2 0 % 

0 2 
2 0 % 

1 
7 .1% 

2 
7.4% 

1 
4 .3% 

2 
7 .7% 

0 10 
6 .6% 

Newsagency briefs 0 0 0 0 1 
3.7% 

0 0 0 1 
0.6% 

Total 1 0 0 % 

(10) 

100% 

(14) 

100% 

(10) 

100% 

(14) 

100% 

(27) 

100% 

(23) 

100% 

(26) 

100% 

(27) 

100% 

(151) 

While welfare organisations are rarely a main source of information (only 2.6% of 

articles on average), they seem to function more as a secondary source of 

information. This suggests that their role is more one of commenting on information 

provided by other sources than of initiating news. 
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Tables 7 and 8 suggest that experts do a bit of both. They both initiate and comment 

on information provided by other sources. 

Table 8: welfare, secondary sources of information 

S e c o n d a r y 

s o u r c e s 

T h e A g e Austral i 
an 

De 
S tan 
daard 

Le Soir Le 
F igaro 

Le 
Monde 

The 
T i m e s 

Guardia 
n 

Total 

G o v e r n m e n t 
representat ives and 
pol i t ic ians 

1 1 1 1 3 1 1 2 11 

G o v e r n m e n t agency 
representat ives 

1 0 0 1 1 2 1 0 6 

Union 
representat ives 

1 0 0 0 0 4 0 0 5 

Welfare 
organisat ions 

0 2 0 0 1 4 2 4 13 

Other c o m m u n i t y 
g roups 

1 1 1 0 0 0 1 2 6 

Bus iness / indus t ry 
representat ives 

1 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 4 

Experts 2 0 1 4 1 0 0 3 11 

Securi ty / just ice 
representat ives 

2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 

Private citizen 
private letters 

0 0 0 1 1 1 4 1 8 

IV.2.3.1 Articles using government representatives and other 
politicians as information sources. Politicians as news actors 

Political sources of information are the most frequently used main source of 

information (see Table 7) and a major source of additional information (see Table 8). 

The articles mainly announce positions taken by government, or other politicians, on 

social welfare policies. This confirms previous findings showing that using 

government representatives as sources of news about welfare creates news that tends 

to focus on the political and ideological debate, rather than on welfare itself (Moss, 

1987). Information given relates new policies adopted, discussed or proposed. 

Therefore news focuses on modalities, and on the cost of welfare distribution. A real 

discussion on the causes of poverty, or the larger social implications of poverty is not 

provided by political sources, who often have their own agenda. Adam (1984) 
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suggests that not enough social welfare information is given, partly because of the 

complexity of laws, partly because government representatives'only care about 

offering information when it provides them with the opportunity to talk about 

themselves. Indeed a lot of the articles in which politicians are cited as sources of 

information are about politicians trying to sell themselves or their party to the public 

via their social welfare policies. That government sources use media to set their own 

agenda has been documented by both welfare groups (ACOSS, 1987) and academics 

(Kelly, 1996). 

This is particularly clear in the Australian newspapers, where the seven articles 

published on welfare for which political sources provided the information (see Table 

7) were linked with upcoming elections. To report on social welfare is to make 

public policy packages which might attract more votes. Newspapers thus report the 

opposition's policy for families ('$277m plug for childcare gap', The Austrahan 

23/9/98, 5; 'Cheaper child care vow', The Age 23/9/98, 8), or the One Nation party's 

position against payment for single mothers ('Extreme deviations', The Australian 

6/6/98, 4). This type of reporting translates social welfare into a largely political and 

economic issue - economic in that government is often represented as the keeper of 

the nation's budget, and in that much of the news concerns the amount of money 

which will be spent on welfare. 

The attitude towards State-provided welfare depends very much on which political 

sources are used. That the State should take care of its people through welfare 

policies is put forward in pre-electoral articles coming from opposition Labor 

politicians. The Age and The Australian report on Labor's proposed childcare 

funding. The Australian dedicates two rather critical ('it is just not good enough') 

articles on the issue under the headings '$277m plug for childcare gap' and ' A L P 

fails families' (23/9/98, 5). The Age publishes one article under the heading 'Cheaper 

childcare vow' (23/9/98, 9). The Age's article relates leader of the opposition 

Beazley's speech, in which he accuses the government in power of having betrayed 

'battling families'. While the content of both those articles points at the importance 

of welfare support, in the form of childcare for parents who have problems paying 

for it, the articles mainly revolve around whether those promises will make people 

vote Labor. The article ' A L P fails families' ends with the words 'But the political 

mileage made by the Opposition out of the Howard Government's treatment of 
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working women made it incumbent on them to deliver something much, much 

better'. The idea is advanced that promises were not kept by the previous 

government, which is to continue 'betraying' 'battling families'. We can see how the 

whole situation is put in the context of a 'political game' which will provide us with 

winners and losers. Positions from.the political parties, particularly from Labor in 

this case, are expressed as vote winning strategies. It fits into Patterson's (1997) view 

that news about political issues is more about politics as the struggle for power, than 

it is about governance, or the application of power. 

In England, thirteen of the 26 Times articles and twelve of the 27 Guardian articles 

from the sample were based on information from political sources. Most of those 

were published on 18 March 1998, when the new budget came out (Tax credit will 

enable workers to avoid stigma of claiming benefit', The Times, 18/3/98, 10; 

'Claimants encouraged to seek work', The Times, 18/3/98, 11; Tax moves will help 

mothers get back into employment', The Times, 18/3/98, 15; 'We have set a course 

for new ambitions and a new Britain', The Times, 18/3/98, 33; 'More for the first 

child masks threat to blow to better o f f , The Times, 18/3/98, 15; 'Chancellor offers 

relief to working poor without punishing Middle England - Brown's grand 

coalition', The Guardian 18/3/98, 1; 'Brown invest in business', The Guardian, 

18/3/98, 13; 'Breakthrough for poorest parents', The Guardian, 18/3/98, 15; 

'Cornerstone for kids relaid', The Guardian, 18/3/98, 15; 'Self-respect through the 

pay packet, The Guardian, 18/3/98, 15; 'Young or old incentives flow' The 

Guardian, 18/3/98, 15; 'Ambitious Brown targets poverty trap', The Guardian, 

18/3/98, 19 ). In October more articles appeared concerning the new welfare 

provisions for the disabled ('Disabled benefit reforms under attack', The Times, 

29/10/98, 1; 'Increases to provide security for the vulnerable', The Times, 29/10/98, 

15). In addition articles appear throughout the year covering proposed changes 

('Benefit cuts reap L3.2bn', The Guardian, 5/01/98, 1; 'Harmann backs down on cuts 

for disabled', The Guardian, 10/2/98, 2; 'Fears rise over young on the dole', The 

Guardian, 23/4/98, 23; 'Labour fights union fury over low pay', The Guardian, 

29/5/98, 5; 'Brown deal on pensions in £30bn cash switch', The Guardian, 13/7/98, 

7; 'Harman acts to prevent unfair disability cuts', The Times, 10/2/98, 2). 

In 1998, the newly elected Labour party undertook key changes in the welfare 

system. This accounts for the relatively large number of articles on social welfare in 
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the two British newspapers analysed and more particularly for the fact that most of 

those articles came from government sources outlining the new provisions, giving 

news on welfare a clearly political focus. Of course, in accordance with their culture, 

The Times and The Guardian each have their own specific ways to frame and report 

the information on social welfare... 

As many of the headlines suggest, the articles published by The Times tend to 

concentrate on economic aspects of social welfare, accentuating the need to take 

people off welfare. (Tax credit will enable workers to avoid stigma of claiming 

benefit', The Times, 18/3/98, 10; 'Claimants encouraged to seek work', The Times, 

18/3/98, 11; 'Tax moves will help mothers get back into employment', The Times, 

18/3/98, 15). As was discussed earlier in this thesis, The Times is also more generous 

toward disabled people receiving welfare, than towards the unemployed for instance, 

implying that those people also deserve welfare. Again here the headlines are very 

suggestive ('Disabled benefit reforms under attack', The Times, 29/10/98, 1; 

'Increases to provide security for the vulnerable', The Times, 29/10/98, 15; 'Harman 

acts to prevent unfair disability cuts', The Times, 10/2/98, 2). 

The focus of The Guardian is slightly different. Emphasis is placed on the way 

changes will affect people living on welfare, at times accusing the government by 

trying to save money on their account. Here too, the headlines are very illustrative 

('Chancellor offers relief to working poor without punishing Middle England -

Brown's grand coalition', The Guardian 18/3/98, 1; 'Breakthrough for poorest 

parents', The Guardian, 18/3/98, 15; 'Cornerstone for kids relaid', The Guardian, 

18/3/98, 15; 'Self-respect through the pay packet, The Guardian, 18/3/98, 15; 

'Young or old incentives flow' The Guardian, 18/3/98, 15; 'Ambitious Brown 

targets poverty trap', The Guardian, 18/3/98, 19; 'Benefit cuts reap £3.2bn', The 

Guardian, 5/01/98, 1; 'Harmann backs down on cuts for disabled', The Guardian, 

10/2/98, 2; 'Fears rise over young on the dole', The Guardian, 23/4/98, 23; 'Labour 

fights union fury over low pay', The Guardian, 29/5/98, 5; 'Brown deal on pensions 

in £30bn cash switch', The Guardian, 13/7/98, 7). 

Our sample from French newspapers is about as large as that from English papers: 27 

articles on social welfare were published in Le Figaro and 23 in Le Monde (see Table 

7). The majority of those came from political sources (51.9% or 14 articles in Le 
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Figaro; 47.8% or 12 articles in Le Monde). The dominance of information coming 

from those sources here also accounts for a very political account of welfare. Within 

this frame, both newspapers have, as do The Times and The Guardian, their own 

way of framing the news provided. 

In Le Figaro, social welfare news derived from official political sources reports the 

modification of welfare system laws, particularly regarding the provision of old-age 

pensions; as well as budgetary elements on social welfare. Articles such as 'Pres de 

2000 milliards de depenses' {Le Figaro, 23/9/98, U), 'Aubry s'engage sur I'equilibre 

des comptes', {Le Figaro, 23/9/98,1), 'Allocations familiales sous condition de 

resources' {Le Figaro, 5/1/98, 19) concern the financing of the social security 

system. Others address its efficiency ('Les emplois a domicile re-examines', Le 

Figaro, 10/2/98,1). Thus Le Figaro clearly accentuates the economic aspects of 

social welfare. Most of its articles on social welfare have also been published in the 

economic pages of the paper. Its reporting on what happens in other countries is 

equally illustrative of what they consider to be priorities: rigorous economic 

management ('Cardoso plonge le Bresil dans la rigueur', Le Figaro, 29/10/98,1; 

'Budget Brittanique: vers un equilibre en 2000', Le Figaro, 18/3/98, IV; 'Social: 

Lafontaine s'attaque aux vaches sacrees', Le Figaro, 29/10/98, IV). 

Le Monde on the other hand, though it does not neglect the economic aspects, 

focuses more largely on the need for social responses ('La France s'interroge sur les 

carences de I'Europe sociale', Le Monde, 6/6/98, 2; 'Le cout des transports va baisser 

pour les chomeurs d'He-de-France, Le Monde, 5/1/98, 5; 'M.Chirac souhaite la 

reussite de M.Jospin dans la lutte contre les injustices sociales', Le Monde, 5/1/98, 

5). 

Governmental and other political sources of information also dominate the news on 

welfare in the Belgian press. They account for 50% of the articles from our sample in 

De Standaard and 57.1% in Le Soir (see Table 7). Political sources, as well as 

information coming from government agencies published by Le Soir are very self-

congratulatory. Seven out of the eight articles published by Le Soir, which can be 

traced back to a political source, announce extra spending on welfare or new 

measures taken by government or other political sources to address welfare issues 

('Un systeme de cheques-sante pour Ies minimexes', Le Soir, 6/6/98, 4; 'Plus 
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d'argent du fedederal pour les minimexes Bruxellois', Le Soir, 13/7/98, 15; "Dehaene 

veut diminuer les pieges a l'emploi', Le Soir, 12/12/98, 8; 'Soixante logements pour 

les SDF', Le Soir, 11/2/98, 24; Tntensifier les services a la population', Le Son; 

12/12/98, 24; 'Plus de 3 milliards pour le logement', Le Soir, 18/3/98, 4). The 

dominance of this sort of information in Le Soir underlines the close relationships 

existing between the press and political sources of news. The newspaper almost 

serves as a voice for those political sources. The performance of the government 

does not go entirely uncontested. On a few rare occasions the inadequacies of 

government action is emphasised, but this happens only when other sources, like 

unions or community organisations, get to define the news, which is very rare. There 

is for instance a brief coming from the unions denouncing the fact that the 

government has reduced spending on social services, ignoring social realities ('Le 

liberalisme social demasque', Le Soir 29/5/98, 4). But the brief is only a few lines 

long and its ideas are not developed and cannot stand up against contradictory 

information coming from the government side, suggesting that more money is made 

available, more services are provided. 

Overall, there is little discussion in the Belgian press over the general role of the 

welfare system. The information is very factual and practical. Articles are more 

about specific issues, such as the amount of money that will be spent in specific 

areas. A lot of numbers are thrown around in the reporting, numbers that translate the 

issue into a very mathematical, abstract one. De Standaard, too, tends to discuss 

specificities: what is done in the short term: plans, money made'available ('Vlaamse 

regering geeft weer meer uit', De Standaard 23/4/9S, 4 ' V L D klaar met Vlaamse 

belastingsverlaging', De Standaard 12/12/98, 3; 'Groenen hekelen Vlaamse 

verwaarlozing van Brussel', De Standaard 12/12/98, 3). 

IV.2.3.2 Articles using experts as information sources 

There are few articles based mainly on information coming from expert sources. 

Only 6.6% of the articles in this sample fell into that category (see Table 7). But 

experts are relatively important sources of additional information (see Table 8). 

Overall the role attributed to experts in welfare news is rather different from that 

attributed to them in environment and even unemployment news. In articles on 

environment news, scientific experts tend to be used to provide supporting evidence, 
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or to provide entertaining stories about animals and plants. In unemployment news, 

they are mostly economists and statisticians. In social welfare news they sometimes 

provide quantitative figures, but they tend to be the people who provide a 

counterweight to information coming from the government, who comment on 

government action and policies on the welfare front. Experts as commentators are 

often linked to universities, or community organisations and will often address 

specific issues or defend specific groups of people. Experts researching social issues 

are regular sources of news in De Standaard, which publishes the results of a couple 

of the publication of studies concluding in the necessity for better health provisions 

for the poor ('Drempel gezondheidzorg te hoog', De Standaard 6/6/98, 4), for a 

better acknowledgment of poverty in rural areas ('Armoede stopt niet aan 

stadsgrenzen', De Standaard 23/9/98, 2), a better education for the city poor. In The 

Australian, experts defend women presented as the first victims of spending cuts 

('Woman's place out of Howard's vision', The Australian, 5/1/98, 2). The Guardian 

publishes an article on young single mothers, portraying them as keen to work 

('Young single mothers keen to find work', The Guardian 23/4/98, 10), as well as a 

report on the gaps between haves and have-nots at retirement age ('Tiers at 

retirement time as pensions gap grows', The Guardian 6/6/98, Money 8). In Le Soir 

experts are also academics and provide complementary information (in the sense that 

it complements information on political measures) on unemployment and welfare 

('Chambouler les allocations familiales', Le Soir, 12/12/98, 3). 

An interesting example of how the same information coming from the same experts 

is framed in different ways is illustrated by research on the social changes in France 

made public in October by the French statistics institute, INSEE. The report is 

published by Le Monde on three articles accenting the continuing existence of 

poverty in France and the economic uncertainty of the homeless. The research is 

framed in terms of poverty ('Selon une etude officielle, la pauvrete ne recule pas en 

France'5 3, 'La pauvrete s'installe en France malgre le retour a la croissance' 

[29/10/98, 10]) 5 4. The same research is published by Le Figaro under the title 'Bilan 

et tendances de revolution sociale en France dressees par 1'INSEE. Croissance et 

5 3 According to a study, poverty in France is not diminishing. 
5 4 Poverty takes hold in France, despite the return of economic growth. 
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confiance retrouvees' . This clearly demonstrates how both newspapers each have 

own framing of the same statistics. Framing is an inevitable step in the production of 

news. 'Frames highlight some bits of information about an item that is the subject of 

communication, thereby elevating them in salience' (Entman, 1993, 61). It is 'the 

stage at which journalists define problems, diagnose causes, and make moral 

judgments' (Akhavan-Majid and Ramaprasad 1998, 132). While the framing in Le 

Figaro is done in economic terms, Le Monde concentrates on the social side of 

events. The comparison of two events, in this case the INSEE report, reveals critical 

choices made by both newspapers. Both newspapers could indeed have reported the 

study similarly. The choice of frames illustrates the priorities given by both 

newspapers, according to their culture. Le Figaro has chosen to put the attention on 

the positive economic environment, while obscuring social aspects that are 

highlighted by Le Monde. 

IV.2.3.3 Articles using welfare organisations as information sources 

The introductory chapter to this thesis briefly explored the important role played by 

lobby groups, as representatives of particular interests in society. They have a clear 

role to play in the opening up of discussion in the media. While some groups 

defending the environment, such as Greenpeace, or human rights, such as Amnesty 

International, have gained international recognition, when it comes to welfare no 

such major group has established itself. Most of the welfare groups operate on a 

national or even local level. By the same token none of them is attributed the 

legitimacy attributed to bigger groups. This probably explains why welfare 

organisations rarely make it into the news as main source of news. They account for 

only 2.6% of the total of articles in our sample (see Table 7). But they are relatively 

important complementary sources of news (see Table 8). In our sample, they are 

never successful initiators of news, they enter the news when they respond to issues 

and policies put on the agenda by political sources. They never succeed in putting 

new issues on the agenda themselves, at least in this sample. They are really 

commentators on issues put forward by other parties. 

5 5 The Institute of statistics' balance and tendencies of social evolution in France. Economic growth and 
confidence are back. 
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But when they do provide information, they clearly defend the interest of the more 

vulnerable in society. Thus in an article in The Australian, ACOSS defends the 

interests of the poor against the impact of a possible GST (The Australian 6/11/98, 2, 

'Food-free GST slashes compo bill'). In The Times 'Disabled benefit reforms under, 

attack' (29/10/98, 1), welfare sources attack new measures taken by government, 

which are curbing benefits for the disabled and the long-term ill. Similarly, Le 

Figaro publishes a couple briefs in which welfare organisations accent the misery of 

the homeless. 

Le Monde and The Guardian use them more often as complementary sources of 

information than other papers (see Table 8). Here again, they function as 

commentators of news, mainly commenting on government policies or proposed 

policies. It allows those newspapers to introduce a more social aspect to the news. 

IV.2.3.4 Articles using private citizens as information sources 

On average 4% of the news is made up of letters from private citizens, commenting 

on welfare issues. They are largely confined to the Australian press (see Table 7). To 

what extent this reflects the lack of interest held by readers of the quality press for 

welfare issues is not clear, since the publication of letters itself goes through a 

selection process. The four letters published in the Australian papers, which are part 

of our sample also clearly fit in with themes and frames currently developed in the 

Australian press. Thus a letter published by The Australian (23/4/98, 12) point out 

that the people in government are the bludgers. 'Who is the bludger?' asks its author. 

The letter then continues saying T don't know what my fellow Australians think, but 

I am tired of Keating, Hawke, Peacock et al with their hands in my empty pockets'. 

Again we find here this repeated denigration of politicians, of a government 

described as useless, reinforcing a very cynical attitude. The same happens in The 

Age, where the two letters published on the one hand attribute the high number of 

unemployed to the generosity of unemployment assistance ('The fruits of 

rationalism', 5/1/98, 8) and on the other underline the plight of common people 

forgotten by an uncaring government (Treasurers don't think of me', 29/5/98, 12). 

Private citizens are also sources of complementary information (see Table 8). As in 

the news on unemployment, they are here also used very much to illustrate points 

210 



made by articles in which they appear. They are never there to convey their own 

original message. The Times for instance relates the reaction of a pensioner to the 

reform of disability pensions 'When you talk of reform and change you bring fear 

into people's lives' (The Times, 'Harman acts to prevent unfair disability cuts', 

10/2/98, 2). It is in line with The Times position against those changes. On 18 March, 

The Times also interviews a family, described as being on welfare because they 

would financially not be better off working. The comments made by the members of 

the family illustrate the positive comments made on a budget that will take people off 

welfare to put them back in the workforce ( 'A young family hoping to spring free of 

poverty trap, The Times 18/3/98, 10). 

Similarly The Guardian uses comments made by individual citizens to strengthen its 

position. The paper quotes a mother of two saying 'This is a good budget for women 

and families. The Chancellor's action are unlikely to influence my decision to go 

back to work but it will help many other women' ('Breakthrough for poorest 

parents', 18/3/98, 15). Again, this in line with The Guardian's position, for whom 

the most important thing is not to get people of welfare but to help them be better off. 

Similarly Le Monde uses the testimony of an unemployed mother to underline the 

difficulties faced by the unemployed in Marseille ('Les chomeurs marseillais ne 

veulent pas lacher prise' 23/9/98, VI). This is also in line with the general position 

taken by this newspaper. 

Practically speaking, this means that individual people have no real say in the debate 

about welfare. 

IV.2.4 Editorial and other opinion articles 

Opinion articles are a specific news genre. This is where newspapers allow for 

opinions to be openly expressed. As our analysis shows, the rest of the news is not 

devoid from opinion either. The framing of news clearly allows for the expression of 

opinions. Opinion articles can be considered as a further attempt to frame the news 

provided in the main news stories. Indeed, opinion articles mainly consist of 

comments on events reported in major news stories. This is the case in all 

newspapers. In our introduction we elaborated at some length on the differences 
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between the Anglo-Saxon press, based on a model promoting neutral reporting and 

where journalists present themselves as representatives of public opinion, and the 

more openly partisan European press which does not claim to represent public 

opinion as such, but proposes opinions and points of view. 

As Table 7 shows, 21.9% of our sample on social welfare consists of editorials or 

other opinion articles. The amount of opinion articles is particularly high in The 

Guardian (44.4% of welfare stories), The Times (30.8% of welfare stories) and The 

Australian (3 5.7% of welfare stories). 

Thus The Guardian publishes several editorials commenting on the new budget, 

published on 18 March, 1998. 'Radical on a shoestring' (18/3/98, 23) 'The old, the 

new and a touch of blue' (18/3/98, 14) all comment on how the new budget will help 

the poorer of society. In 'Labour is working, working, working (18/3/98, 1), the 

budget is described as about 'equality of entitlement to work ' and 'encouraging 

aspirations'. Other editorials titled 'Million more face poverty under Labour' (5/1/98, 

17); 'Taking aim at the wrong target. What about the older jobless?' (5/1/98, 14) 

underline how The Guardian focuses on defending the rights poorer people in 

society. This same focus is present in the editorial 'Real reforms' (29/10/98, 21) in 

which The Guardian reminds the readers that given work to people on welfare is a 

good idea, but that the 'disabled are always at the back of the job queue'. 'Role calls' 

(23/9/98, 9) also insists on vulnerability of poor people. 

The Times published no less than five editorials commenting on the new budget 

brought out in March 1998. Those editorials reinforced positions taken in the main 

news articles. Thus 'Brown's bowdlerised Budget' (18/3/98, 31) States that 'Industry 

will be called upon to help him (Brown) in his determined effort to dragoon the 

unemployed of the benefit culture'. 'It all adds up: everyone is a winner' (18/3/98, 9) 

underlines how Blair is going to relieve poverty in a 'modern' way. 'The artful 

radical' (18/3/98, 25) applauds initiatives to remove benefit claimants from welfare. 

' A budget to benefit Mr Blair' (18/3/98, 29) puts the accent on the same aspect while 

regretting the fact that though the poverty trap has been reduced, it has not been 

eliminated. Those are clearly the lines also promoted in the main news section. 

Editorials published on other days also comment on the welfare reform, generally by 
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regretting it does not go far enough ( 'A hole in the new heart of Labour', 5/1/98, 20 

'Still stuck in the spending trap', 13/7/98, 20). 

Two editorials in The Australian commented on Prime Minister Howard's speech to 

ACOSS in which he asked business to play a role in the provision of social welfare. 

As mentioned before, those two editorials do not question Howard's assessment of 

the fact that business should play a role in the provision of welfare, but suggest that 

business should receive more encouragement to do so by offering incentives such as 

tax advantages and involvement in the decision-making process ('Philanthropy is 

more than moral suasion', 6/11/98, 14; 'You may as well remain seated', 6/11/98, 

13). One editorials comment on the ALP's (Australian Labor Party) proposed 

welfare policies ( 'ALP fails families', 23/9/98, 5). As we mentioned before it is very 

much more a critique of Labor's pre-electoral performance, than it is a real critique 

of the policy proposed. 'Other editorials emphasise the uncaringness and unfairness 

of the Australian government ('Immigration opens up society', 6/6/98, 18; Ideology 

clouds a mother's choice', 18/8/98, 13). This is in line with previous positions taken 

by The Australian. 

IV.2.5 Conclusions on social welfare in the news 

As this analysis demonstrates, news on social welfare is generally situated firmly 

within the debate about whether the State should or should not disengage itself as 

welfare provider. How newspapers position themselves within this debate depends 

very much on the particular culture held by each newspaper, as well as on the more 

general national support existing in relative countries for a State-managed welfare 

system. The Guardian and Le Monde strongly support State intervention as a motor 

to level inequalities. French and Belgian newspapers also take a much stronger 

position in favour of a welfare system managed by the State than do Australian and 

English papers. 

But overall, the idea that managing welfare should be done in more effective ways 

and that each individual is master of his own destiny dominate. Those ideas imply a 

withdrawal by the State, generally deemed to be a very ineffective organisation. It 

also supports the idea that people should not rely on the State but on themselves for 

ensuring their future. Those notions are clearly much more strongly upheld by The 
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Times, Le Figaro and The Australian. These newspapers systematically take on very 

conservative and neo-liberal positions on the matter. Le Monde and The Guardian on 

the other hand tend to adopt a more social position. Poverty and the importance of 

relieving poverty, compared with other newspapers, is an important part of their 

news. More contradictory positions are adopted by The Age, De Standaard and Le 

Soir. The two Belgian papers, while endorsing the notion of welfare as a trap, still 

support a State-managed welfare system. The Age's information is contradictory in 

the sense that the newspaper does imply that the State should provide for the weaker 

in society, while at the same time dismissing the potential for the State to do so. 

Priorities held by newspapers, national culture and the use of sources of information 

all play a role in the framing of news. The conservative and neo-liberal positions 

taken by Le Figaro, The Times and The Australian clearly seem to be part of their 

culture. So are the more social positions taken by The Guardian and Le Monde. But 

while De Standaard is equally conservative, the line adopted by the paper in welfare 

news is not as clear. This is probably due to general public support in Belgium for a 

State-provided social welfare system, as well as a Flemish push to present Flanders 

as solving welfare problems in a way Wallonia is not able to do. Only such 

contradictions allow for more conflicting information to enter the news. 

The overuse of political sources further contributes to framing social welfare news as 

an essentially political issue. This can be attributed to news practices and the 

existence of set ways in which journalists have learned to cover social welfare news. 

As King (1983) said, journalists learn in their training to apply well-established and 

uncontested frames for social problems and, once a particular framework has been 

put into place, it is almost impossible to avoid. 

Overall there is no real debate on welfare, since not enough parties are represented to 

make way for a real debate. People on welfare, people living in poverty are 

themselves largely ignored. Overall newspapers tend to ignore poverty as such. 

There is a lot of talk about policies but little about poverty itself. This is partly due to 

the practice of over accessing political sources for information. It contributes to a 

very political framework, within which welfare news is situated. Welfare news is 

essentially about policies. Welfare organisations are rarely used as prime sources of 

information. Therefore when they provide information, it is generally within a 
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political framework provided by the political agenda set by political sources of 

information. Welfare organisations are used to provide additional information, to 

comment on policies proposed or initiated. They do not get a chance to initiate or set 

the terms of a debate. The same happens with private citizens. They are rarely in the 

news and when they are they illustrate positions taken by other sources in the 

newspapers. That people from social groups, who have a direct and personal interest 

in an issue such as social welfare, are excluded from the debate was outlined earlier 

by Accardo et al (1995) and Bourdieu (1998). As Asen (1996, 294) said, it means 

that the media thus 'contribute to shaping the structure of public policy in such a way 

that everyone does not have an equal opportunity to define the terms of and 

participate in the public deliberation of these issues'. This reaffirms and renders 

credible the view of those powerful and privileged sources (Hall et al, 1978; Barkin 

and Gurevitch, 1987). 
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IV.3 Environmental issues in the news 

The first and the second parts of this research examined unemployment and social 

welfare in the quality press. This section looks at the reporting of environmental 

issues in the press. It is based on the analysis of all articles about the environment 

published in the same sample of two constructed weeks of news published by The 

Australian, The Age, De Standaard, Le Soir, Le Figaro, Le Monde, The Guardian 

and The Times. The sub-sample constituted for this particular section of the research 

is based on all articles relating to the natural environment or mentioning 

organisations claiming to fight for the natural environment.56 Practically speaking, 

this means that all articles about the air, the water, the soil, wildlife and vegetation 

became the object of study. Articles about gardening or farming were not included in 

the sample unless there was mention of broader environmental impact. This method 

provided a total of 342 articles. While this is a substantial set of stories, it accounts 

for only 1.8% of the total number of articles published by the newspapers over the 

twelve-day period analysed (see Table 1). Breaking this down for each newspaper, 

we found that The Age (2.4%), Le Monde (2%) and De Standaard (2%) had a slightly 

higher percentage of articles on the environment than the other newspapers (see 

Table 2 in the unemployment section). In The Guardian and Le Soir 1.8% of articles 

of our sample dealt with environmental matters, whereas The Times and Le Figaro 

had 1.6%, and The Australian 1.3% (see Table 2). In absolute numbers (see Tables 

10 and 11), The Age, The Guardian and The Times have more articles on the 

environment than the other newspapers, since there are 63 articles in The Age, 48 in 

The Guardian, as well as in The Times, 42 in le Soir, 38 in Le Figaro, 38 in Le 

Monde, 33 in The Australian and 32'mDe Standaard (see Table 10 and 11). This can 

be explained by the fact that newspapers which have higher absolute numbers of 

articles are also those with bigger extra sections, including sections on the 

environment. 

The rather low percentage of news on the environment indicates that the environment 

is not a priority issue for the press. This is not new. Existing news practices have 

Refer to the methodology for more information on how the sample was obtained. 
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been accused of making it difficult for environmental issues to become news, partly 

because there is no news net to catch environmental stories (Hansen, 1991). But 

research has also shown that this has been improving recently, since most quality 

media, as well as a number of popular media have a designated environmental news 

beat (Love, 1990, cited in Hansen 1991). As this research will demonstrate this is 

clearly the case with the Anglo-Saxon newspapers. French newspapers on the other 

hand do not seem to have journalists specialised in reporting on the environment. 

Overall the media have, for a variety of reasons, always been reluctant to cover 

environmental issues. This is partly because it is a complex issue, often demanding a 

good knowledge of science, which journalists do not necessarily have (Ruben and 

Sachs, 1973; Chapman et aL 1997). It is partly also because of the complex 

relationship between environmental concerns and economic development, which set 

economic concerns against demands of conservationists (Chapman et al, 1997). This 

research, as we will see, clearly shows that newspapers more readily report 

environmental issues, when they can be viewed outside of any economic context. 

This section on environmental reporting starts by looking at the type of 

environmental issues reported by the newspapers. A closer look was then taken at the 

most reported issues, to find out how these were framed by the various newspapers in 

our sample and which sources have contributed to the information. Sources of 

information are important because for the environment to be reported somebody has 

to actively promote the environment. This is mainly due to the fact that 

environmental issues mostly develop over long periods of time - the effects of 

greenhouse gas emissions, of overall air pollution are slow and progressive and not 

sudden and dramatic. The effects of nuclear products and pollutants are often 

invisible. So while environmental affairs have direct and indirect human health 

effects, it is sometimes 'difficult to appreciate even the direct effects, let alone the 

indirect ones' (Ruben and Sachs, 1973, 10). This reduces the likelihood that they will 

become news. Because journalism is event oriented, sudden, violent or dramatic 

events, such as a nuclear accident are more likely to be reported. More general 

matters relating to the environment 'only become known because someone makes 

claims about them' (Hansen, 1991, 449). Gamson and Modigliani (1989, 6) found 

that environmental news packages frequently have 'sponsors' who largely define the 

story. Who defines the environmental issues reported by the media can be viewed as 
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'a site on which various social groups, institutions, and ideologies struggle over the 

definition and construction of social reality' (Gurevitch and Levy, 1985 cited in 

Gamson & Modigliani, 1989). 

IV.3.1 The framing of environmental news and 
newspaper cultures 

A l l newspapers select news according to criteria of newsworthiness which are very 

similar from newspaper to newspaper, and have been extensively studied (Galtung 

and Ruge, 1981; Hartley, 1982; Ericson, Baranek & Chan, 1987). Ericson, Baranek 

and Chan (1987, 139) defined newsworthiness as 'elements which help journalists to 

recognise significance'. But there are also criteria of newsworthiness which depend 

on each newspaper's culture and the values within that culture. Research on the 

socialisation of journalists shows that journalists quickly come to understand a 

newspaper's values. This socialisation of journalists was studied by Warren Breed 

(1955), who found that newspaper publishers set out a clear news policy. Similarly 

Sigelman (1973) found that journalists are submitted to a subtle process of osmosis 

and tend to work according to the newspaper's values. Practically this would mean, 

that in each newspaper, journalists work within a value system that could be unique 

to each newspaper. The research on unemployment and social welfare, described 

previously, confirms this. As will be demonstrated, this is also valid for the reporting 

on environmental issues. 

As a first step, all environmental stories were categorised, according to what aspect 

of the environment they dealt with. This left us with a Table (9), which is an 

overview of the environmental issues covered in the sample analysed. This list of 

categories is not a predefined one. The categories were determined after a first 

reading of the sample. The use of some of these categories might appear 

controversial. For instance some news could be said to fit into the category 'air 

pollution' as well as into 'city pollution'. But in practice a clear distinction was 

evident here. 'City pollution' is used for articles mentioning any form of pollution in 

big cities (generally attributed to heavy traffic). The category 'air pollution' refers to 

a more general polluting of the air, not defined as a city problem. Similarly some of 

the articles on 'nuclear issues' could have been categorised 'energy'. In practice the 

218 



category 'energy' excludes all articles about nuclear power which is 

characteristically presented as a specific environmental issue. 

Table 9: environmental issues in the news 

Story 
categor ies 

The 
Age 

The 
Austra
lian 

De 
Stan
daard 

Le Soir Le 
Figaro 

Le 
Monde 

The 
Times 

The 
Guar
dian 

Total 

air pollution 2 
3% 

1 
3% 

1 
3% 

2 
5% 

1 
3% 

0 0 1 
2% 

8 
2% 

city pollution A 1 
2% 

1 
3% 

o Z 

6% 

A 

4 
10% 32% 

o O 
21% 

3 
6% 

3 
6% 

34 
10% 

pollution 
1 i 

2% 
i 

3% 

n o 

5% 

n 
u 

i 

3% 
u u c 0 

1% 

water 
pollution 
purification 

0 A 1 
3% 

Z 

6% 
z 

5% 
Z 

5% 
3 

8% 
1 

2% 
4 

8% 
15 

4% 

waste 
disposal 

8 
14% 

0 2 
6% 

9 
21% 

0 3 
8% 

0 1 
2% 

23 
7% 

nuclear 
issues 

1 
2% 

1 
3% 

7 
22% 

1 
2% 

4 
11% 

4 
11% 

11 
23% 

6 
13% 

35 
10% 

crops/ food 2 
3% 

1 
3% 

3 
9% 

1 
2% 

7 
18% 

0 4 
8% 

4 
8% 

22 
6% 

energy 1 
2% 

5 
15% 

1 
3% 

2 
5% 

1 
3% 

1 
3% 

0 3 
6% 

14 
4% 

weather 
pattern 

5 
8% 

1 
3% 

3 
9% 

2 
5% 

3 
8% 

3 
8% 

6 
13% 

6 
13% 

29 
8% 

animal/plant 
life 

18 
29% 

6 
18% 

2 
6% 

3 
7% 

3 
8% 

3 
8% 

14 
29% 

13 
27% 

62 
18% 

countryside 
protection 

15 
24% 

8 
24% 

2 
6% 

6 
14% 

3 
8% 

3 
8% 

5 
10% 

1 
2% 

43 
13% 

green politics 4 
6% 

5 
15% 

1 
3% 

1 
2% 

0 5 
13% 

3 
6% 

4 
8% 

23 
7% 

Dusiness 
ethics 

U U U U U 6 
8% 

A 1 
2% 

A 
\ 

2% 

c D 
1% 

environmental 
tips 

0 0 3 
9% 

1 
2% 

0 0 0 1 
2% 

5 
1% 

varia 5 
8% 

2 
6% 

3 
9% 

6 
14% 

2 
5% 

1 
3% 

0 0 19 
6% 

Total 63 

100% 

33 

100% 

32 

100% 

42 

100% 

38 

100% 

38 

100% 

48 

100% 

48 

100% 

342 

100% 
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This chapter explores the reporting on issues, which are more predominant (animal 

and/or plant life' - 18.9% of stories, stories covering the 'protection of the 

countryside' - 12.7% and 'nuclear issues' - 10.4%, 'city pollution' - 9.8%), as well 

as the reporting on 'exceptional weather conditions', the absence of much reporting 

on 'green polities', on 'crops and food' and on 'business ethics' (see Table 9). Those 

predominating stories are not necessarily covered in the same quantity by all 

newspapers. Table 9 clearly shows that the English language newspapers have a 

particularly large amount of articles on animal and plant life. Stories about the 

protection of the countryside are prevalent in the Australian newspapers, nuclear 

issues are more covered in the European newspapers and stories on 'city pollution' 

mainly appeared in the French papers, which widely reported a car free day held in 

most French cities during our sample period. All those stories are also the object of 

specific framing, which can be different from newspaper to newspaper, as will be 

analysed in this section. 

IV.3.1.1.Stories about animals, plants and country side 

The most covered issue concerns 'animal and plant life', as this category represents 

18% of all the stories of our sample (see Table 9). This is not entirely surprising. 

Those stories are on the whole unambiguous and simple, covering the plight of 

animals and plants. This lack of ambiguity is, according to Ericson, Baranek and 

Chan (1987), one of the criteria for newsworthiness. Publishing such stories does not 

risk alienating the sympathies of readers. A particularly large percentage of such 

stories appeared in the English language papers. In The Age 29% of environmental 

stories are about animal and plant life, in The Australian 18%), in The Times 29% and 

in The Guardian 21%. This is well above the figures of the other newspapers (6% for 

De Standaard, 1% for Le Soir, 8% for Le Figaro and 8% for Le Monde). This 

difference could be explained by the fact that England has more journalists who 

specialise in environmental issues than France for instance (Sainteny, 1995). This 

means that in practice newspapers from those countries have journalists ready to 

recognise environmental stories as newsworthy. Environmental issues will be 

recognised as news more easily by those journalists. 
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A lot of the animal and plant stories are simple and straightforward. Often they seem 

to have been chosen more for their entertainment value than for 'any informational 

value. The Age, more than the other papers, publishes many such short stories, often 

illustrated by photographs. We learn for instance that Paul McCartney provides 

money to allow the police to track deer hunters; that the Federal Government backs a 

whale sanctuary; that yabbies are damaged by herbicides; that the beaver is being 

reintroduced in Scotland; that a mouse has been taken off the extinction list, etc. 

Larger and more documented pieces are published in The Age's Saturday 

supplement. They present the wonderful world of animals or plants, and the 

wonderful people who put so much effort into preserving them. The entertainment 

value of such stories is also the key to their publication by Le Soir. This is made very 

clear when one looks at the place those articles are given in the newspaper. The few 

animal stories presented inLe Soir appear on the last page called 'Petite Gazette', 

which is a page full of little entertaining articles mixed with 'advertorials'. They are 

all nice positive animal stories, happening in other countries and completely devoid 

from controversy. The Times also tends to publish this type of simple articles. They 

report the disappearance of the red squirrel, the protection of Africa's cheetah, the 

return of the otter, the plight of buffalos, the protection of the rhinoceros, and so on. 

Many of the stories published in The Times are about animals living in foreign 

countries. Only when those animals and nature stories are local does The Times focus 

on more than just entertainment, to concentrate on the protection of an old way of 

life ('Ireland salmon catches halved', 6/6/98, 8 and 'Salmon fisheries', 13/7/98, 21). 

The animal life reporting in The Australian is very similar to that of The Times: a few 

articles about foreign animals like tigers ('Fires burn too brightly for tigers', 29/5/98, 

11) and rhinos, and the reappearance of an Australian mouse thought to be extinct 

('Extinct mouse in comeback', 5/1/98, 1). None of these stories are likely to create 

controversy. They either concern other countries, or are stories presented as non-

controversial stories. The Guardian publishes the same type of stories, but tends to 

explore the background issues more than the other papers do, and concentrates more 

on what happens in England. The articles in The Guardian tend to be longer, more 

reflective. 'Eager for Beavers' (18/3/98, Guardian 2, 4) for instance tells us the 

history of the beaver in England and the impact of its repopulation on the 

environment. The Guardian also covers the controversial culling of badgers, 

suspected of being a source of tuberculosis infection in cattle ('Brock in dock. 
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Protection requires pilot culls', 18/8/98,15; 'Activists urged to allow badger cull for 

TB tests', 18/8/98, 9). The same topic was covered by The Times under the title 

'12,000 badgers to be culled in TB experiment' (18/8/98, 9). As the title suggests, 

The Times article leaves less place for discussion and reflection on the necessity for 

this cull. 

The same simplicity exists in the coverage of 'country side protection' issues. These 

are often articles about the planning of parks, rivers and the countryside in general. 

Whereas animal and plant stories are often presented by scientists and environmental 

groups, stories about the countryside more often originate from government sources 

who lay out their management plans for the protection of habitats and landscapes. So 

while the publication of these stories might be traced back to some political agenda, 

it is also definitively linked to importance attributed by individual newspapers to 

such stories. In Le Soir - with 14% of environment stories on the countryside - the 

newspaper's concentration on local stories is probably responsible for the emphasis 

on the countryside. The same can be said for The Age (23%). In The Times reporting 

on the countryside (10%) is reporting on traditional values. When it comes to The 

Age and The Australian (25% of environment stories on countryside), the value of 

the stories also seems to lie in the fact that they can and are reported in a 

controversial manner, presenting politicians in the opposition, environment groups 

and private citizens as accusing the government of badly managing areas, or not 

protecting them enough. This fits into the very oppositional way Australian 

newspapers report on government. 

When it comes to reporting on habitats and landscapes belonging to foreign 

countries, the issues are extremely simplified. Bushfires in the Brazil rainforest were 

framed as a threat to the local indigenous population which was portrayed in very 

romantic terms by De Standaard ('Brazilie kan vuurramp niet aan', 18/3/98, 7) and 

The Australian ('fires threaten Stone Age tribe', 18/3/98, 12). The same story in The 

Times presented the ranchers clearing forest as the 'baddies' ('Ranchers started 

rainforest fires to claim aid', 23/4/98, 17), whereas in Le Monde this negative role 

was given to the government for its support of the ranchers ('Le bilan de la 

deforestation en Amazonie est accablant pour le gouvernment bresilien', 10/2/98, 4). 

The Australian also reports the fact that the military is engaged to help save trees in 

Cambodia ('Armed forces to save trees', 29/5/98, 8). The fact that these stories 

222 



happened far away allows for an even greater simplification of the stories, since 

political positions and economic considerations do not constrain the portrayal of the 

story. As will be discussed later, in comparison, logging in Australia becomes a 

much more complex issue, which is not just about trees, but about jobs and political 

positions. 

IV.3.1.2 Reporting on nuclear issues: the industry reassures citizens 

The next most reported issue relates to nuclear matters (10% of total stories). The 

accidents of Chernobyl and Three Mile Island have probably contributed to 

conferring newsworthiness on nuclear stories. The stories reported here all revolve 

around the possibility of a repeat of such accidents. The framing in most stories is 

not that it could happen again, but involve reassurances that it cannot happen again. 

The Times and De Standaard cover nuclear issues the most frequently (with 

respectively 23% and 22% of total stories in the set on nuclear matters), constantly 

minimising the danger of nuclear energy, while promoting its use. De Standaard 

repeatedly emphasises that nuclear energy is very safe, and minimises the importance 

of the threat of accidents. A contamination of train carriages was reported in an 

article headlined 'Splijtstof niet naar La Hague' (6/11/98, 3), which simply means: 

nuclear product not to La Hague. It is a very neutral, almost meaningless headline 

considering the endless possibilities for dramatisation of such an event. When one 

considers the importance of headlines in activating relevant knowledge in memory 

and as an organising principle for the representation of news in the memory (Van 

Dijk, 1991, 50), it is clear that the title attempts to neutralise the event (the 

contamination of a train). The Times takes over the contaminated train incident from 

Reuters, insisting that the leak has had no effect on the environment, or on people 

('French nuclear alert', 6/11/98, 6). The Times also defends the government's nuclear 

policy. This approach is also evident in the articles relating a deal made by the 

British government to take over nuclear material from Russia. The Times has no 

problem with the government's decision to accept this nuclear material, but accuses 

the government of having kept the deal secret thus allowing the green groups to 

attack the plan when leaked. The Times defends the government's action as important 

for the world's security. By the same token The Times does not ignore controversy 

over a nuclear reprocessing plant deemed unsafe and uneconomic ('Shambles taunt 
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over decision to shut Dounreay' & '£850m clean-up will continue for decades', 

6/6/98, 12), but concentrates its reporting on measures taken to solve to problem, 

without ever fundamentally questioning the value of using nuclear products. 

Paradoxically, The Times which, in the sample, never links negative news about the 

environment with health issues, does not hesitate to defend the importation of nuclear 

material from Russia as useful for cancer treatment ('Nuclear leaks are bad news, 

23/4/98, 22), while stressing in another article that 'This stuff is far too precious for 

using in medicine' (Troubled States cast long nuclear shadow', 23/4/98, 16). 

The story of the contaminated train is also covered by Le Figaro in a rather discreet 

article, which limits itself to reporting the ministers' reactions. How threatening the 

situation could have been is not elaborated on and environmental groups are not 

given the opportunity to comment. Nor are private citizens. The essence of the article 

is that the government will make sure the problem won't be repeated (Transport 

nucleaire: les ministres reagissent', 29/5/98, 9). The same reassuring coverage is 

provided by another article published by Le Figaro, following a water leak in a 

nuclear plant ( 'EDF va verifier les reacteurs de ses dernieres centrales', 29/5/98, 14). 

The article is more visible (large and with many drawings) and relates the measures 

which the plant operator EDF (Electricite De France) is taking to locate and solve the 

problem. It is a rather technical article, accompanied by pseudo-technical drawings 

whose overall tone and purpose is to reassure the public: the message is that the 

incident did not and could not have caused any harm to the environment, and that the 

possibility of it having evolved into a Chernobyl or a Three Mile Island was nil. Here 

again there are no discordant voices. Neither environmental groups, nor private 

citizens get a say in a situation presented as being best explained by scientists. 

Those three newspapers overall defend and even promote the use of nuclear energy. 

De Standaard has one small article based on information given by experts saying that 

risks of nuclear exposure are bigger than one used to think ('Risico's straling groter 

dan verondersteld', 13/7/98). The articles covering British acceptance of Russian 

nuclear material published by De Standaard (Blairs nucleaire uitzondering, 23/4/98, 

6) and The Times cannot ignore a perceived danger of nuclear material, but attempt 

to frame the issue as a political one, rather than an environmental one. Thus the 

debate is shifted from the environment to politics. This aspect is not so clear in the 

other papers. Le Soir and The Australian carried only one article categorised as 
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nuclear issue. This does not allow for any real conclusions. The article in Le Soir 

reports that the wall built to protect the Chernobyl reactor is about to fall apart ('Le 

sarcophage de Tchernobyl se deteriore', 6/7/98, p. 20). It is a frame that reactivates 

the possibility of a nuclear accident. The Australian reports, as a positive financial 

proposition, a commercial proposal to bury nuclear waste in Australia ('Dumper sells 

what no one's buying', 12/12/98, 10). 

Le Monde's position is rather one of reactivating the debate on using or not using 

nuclear energy ('Les contraintes liees a l'environnement redonnent ses chances a 

I'energie nucleaire', 23/9/98, 23; 'Le nucleaire en question', 23/04/98, 28). The 

paper also carries two articles concerned with nuclear pollution ('Une centrale 

nucleaire slovaque inquiete les Autrichiens', 29/5/98, 3; 'Proces du militant 

ecologiste russe', 29/10/98, 5). But those two articles relate the use of nuclear energy 

in Eastern European countries. News about the use of nuclear products in those 

countries is consistently framed around the possibility of accidents. The first article 

does state that the quality of nuclear plants in those countries does not match 

Western standards. So Le Monde does not condemn nuclear energy as such, rather it 

condemns bad management of nuclear energy. It is also interesting to notice that the 

'nuclear issues' reported in both French newspapers are not the same issues. Clearly 

both newspapers have made their own choices about what to publish. 

The Guardian and The Times both report the deal made by the English government 

with US president Clinton to accept nuclear material from the former Soviet 

Republic of Georgia. But The Guardian adopts a rather critical attitude towards the 

whole process. The British uranium deal with Russia is an important story for 

opposing the government's position ('Blair defends uranium deals', 23/4/98, 2). In 

the editorial 'Bomb-grade cowardice' (23/4/98, 20), the government is accused of 

'generating and distributing the most dangerous materials on earth' out of a 

'cowardly insatiable desire to please the powerful'. Another editorial on the same 

issue ('Nuclear games', 23/4/98, 21) confers legitimacy to the suspicion of Scottish 

people, asking for British nuclear plants to be treated with more scrutiny. So we can 

see that The Guardian adopts a completely different attitude compared with The 

Times by questioning the use of nuclear material, by re-emphasising its danger and 

also by conferring legitimacy to private citizens. 
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IV.3.1.3 City pollution as an environmental issue 

City pollution is another important issue in the sample (see Table 9), mainly because 

of the car-free day organised in France on 22 September 1998. Ten percent of the 

articles in this set of stories cover city pollution. From these 10%, 50% are articles 

about the car-free day organised in France. The event was widely covered by both of 

the French papers, and by The Times, The Guardian and Le Soir. The way each 

newspaper chose to frame the event reveals their priorities. Only Le Monde and The 

Guardian framed the event as a positive initiative based on people's desire for a 

better quality of life, in terms of better air and a quieter life style. Le Monde framed it 

as a first step to a change of behaviour to ultimately 'reconquer the air'. The day was 

reported as a victory for the individual push to change lifestyle ('Changer la vie 

urbaine57', 23/9/98, I). Le Figaro presented it as an interesting, but mainly 

entertaining event ('Le boul'Mich sans voitures58', 23/9/98, 1; 'La Belote ou les 

voitures59', 23/9/98,10; 'Les Parisiens en redemandent'60, 23/9/98, 25); adding that it 

was not all that well organised ('Information et organisation deficientes61', 23/9/98, 

25). Le Soir published a small article illustrated by a large photograph of an electric 

bicycle in a plastic bubble, with the headline 'Mardi, 35 villes francaises ont ose 

bannir la voiture6 2' (23/9/98, 18) framing it as an exceptional and daring event. The 

Times covered it with an article headlined 'French drivers fume on a day without 

cars', (23/9/98, 5) which was followed by 'The British approach to putting on the 

brakes' (23/9/98, 5). The article qualified the day as 'a brave but hopeless attempt to 

wean its citizens away from their beloved cars', contrasting it with the British 

reliance on persuasion. For The Guardian ('Car ban test French love affair', 23/9/98, 

3) it was framed as a test to allow people to rediscover a better quality of life. 

IV.3.1.4 Reporting exceptional weather conditions 

Early in 1998 several big storms raged in Europe, and Australia was facing 

exceptionally hot weather. This led to a series of articles reporting exceptional 

5 7 Changing urban life 
5 8 The boul'Mich (for Boulevard Saint Michel, one of the large Parisian avenues) without cars. 
5 9 Cards or cars (La Belote is a card game). 
6 0 Parisians ask for more. 
6 1 A lack of information and organisation. 
6 2 Tuesday, 35 French cities dared banning the car. 

226 



weather conditions. Table 9 shows that 8% of the total number of articles from this 

sample are dedicated to weather conditions. Most newspapers simplify this type of 

news, rarely relating it to a broader environmental context. The Age regularly reports 

strange weather patterns, illustrating them with amusing pictures but never 

suggesting that those patterns might reflect broad environmental changes. Le Figaro 

has the same rather entertaining coverage. Only on one occasion, in a short article 

about the increased temperature in the northern Mediterranean, does Le Figaro 

briefly mention that official weather bureaus attribute the fact to atmospheric 

pollution ('Le nord de la Mediterranee se rechauffe', Le Figaro, 6/11/98, 13). The 

same entertaining mode exists in The Times, which regularly features articles on the 

weather accompanied by impressive photographs. Only one of those six articles 

briefly alludes to the influence of pollution on the weather with the sentence 'But the 

rising temperatures of the late 20 t h century are firmly linked to man-made causes' 

('Pollution biggest influence on climate', 23/4/98, 9). 

Only Le Monde and The Guardian tend to provide more background in reports on 

environmental issues. Le Monde systematically places the articles on the weather in a 

wider context. 'Un des ouragans les plus terribles du siecle' (6/11/98, 2), discusses 

the potentiality of the link between cyclone Mitch and the heating of the planet; 

while 'Rechauffement de la terre et mythe du deluge' (6/11/98, 15) underlines the 

impact that human activity has made on a very sensitive ecology. Half of the articles 

on weather and climate published by The Guardian relate to global warming. 

Another article wonders whether the planet can grow rich without turning itself into a 

cauldron of climate change ('The great leapfrog forward', Online supplement The 

Guardian 29/10/98, 6). Thus The Guardian denounces practices presenting short-

term material benefits. 

IV.3.1.5 Green politics 

Green politics account for 7% of the articles in the environment sample (see Table 

9). Articles in this category report the environment as a political issue. Green politics 

are, in this sample, reported following pre-election propaganda in Australia and the 

launch of the new budget in England. On this occasion green politicians were 

allowed to react to the electoral proposals made in Australia and in England on 

budgetary measures. They are seen on those rare occasions as legitimate 
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commentators on green politics. But they do not have the power to initiate a debate. 

All the articles of our sample show that green politicians are clearly given more 

power to initiate a debate on the environment when they are in government. Only Le 

Monde gives regular reports on green politics, because of the links the newspaper 

maintains with, and the support it gives to green politicians. Again this underlines the 

importance of having green politicians as sources of environmental news, in order for 

environmental news to be treated as a political issue. But clearly newspapers have to 

choose to use those sources of information, and Le Figaro chooses not to. De 

Standaard and Le Soir frequently mention Agalev and Ecolo 6 3 , not necessarily as 

main sources of information but as taking part in parliamentary debates and city 

council sessions. 

IV.3.1.6 Crops and food 

There are relatively few articles on crops and food as part of a debate on the 

environment, since they account for only 6% of the articles in this sample (see Table 

9). With the controversial introduction of genetically modified food, this type of 

information might in the future become more prominent. The scandal around 

Monsanto's sale of genetically modified soy unlabeled as such, cleared the way for a 

debate on genetically modified food. According to a poll published by The Guardian 

on June 4, 1998, consumers want more information and assurances on genetically 

modified food, information which Monsanto, the company so heavily criticised, 

affirms to be eager to provide. The company therefore announces that it will launch 

an information campaign on biotechnology, which should redress fears which the 

newspaper is accused of having instilled in people ('Monsanto: we aim to plant seeds 

of real G M debate', 6/6/98, 22). Indeed The Guardian has applauded the 

government's initiative to halt the planting of the first genetically modified crops, on 

the grounds that it can only endanger the environment, while bringing in huge profits 

for the industries developing the products ('Ministers put brake on genetically 

modified crops' 10/2/98, 1). Articles on genetically modified food are in The 

Guardian within the frame that there is a the need for a discussion in which the entire 

population should take part ('Choice cut', 23/9/98, G2, 4). 

Agalev is the major green party in Flanders, while Ecolo is the main green party in the French speaking part of 
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In The Times the debate becomes one about freedom of choice and the necessity to 

improve existing technology. Monsanto is accused of having created insecurity 

amongst consumers by not allowing consumers the choice. Genetically modified 

food itself is not attacked. On the contrary, since The Times'1 article is followed by 

information on some research that found genetically modified potatoes had no 

adverse effects on rats ('Rivals blame soy firm for stirring public anger' 29/10/98, 

13). Another article does briefly imagine a world in which insects have been 

eliminated by genetically modified crops, but foresees that if the pollination of such 

plants can be controlled this might not be a problem (Silent Spring 2020, 13/7/98, 

15). This brings into focus the need for perfecting existing technology. 

Genetically modified engineering also made it into the French papers. Le Figaro 

takes vaguely contradictory positions on the issue. One article about a Swiss 

referendum on genetic manipulations clearly defends research in that area. The 

article portrays researchers as supported by private industry and opposing 

environmentalists, the left, and the young ('Referendum insolite en Suisse, Le 

Figaro, 7/6/98, 10). The latter group is described as lacking knowledge on the topic 

and as being therefore unable to participate rationally. We find here an often repeated 

division between the rational 'we' and the irrational 'they' (see Van Dijck, 1998, p 

58). But later in the year the paper also suggests that, for health reasons, transgenic 

corn should not be cultivated in France ('Le mais transgenique botte en touche 

europeenne', 12/12/98, 12). This last article is largely based on information coming 

from environmental sources. The European Commission had authorised the 

cultivation of genetically modified corn in Europe, a decision to which France was 

opposed. The article centres on whether France can refuse the cultivation of such 

modified corn. Even if it does, countries cultivating it outside of France can still 

export it into France. It is not so much the product itself which is the main topic of 

the article, although its negative aspects are outlined, but the relations between 

France and the European Commission, particularly the question of whether France 

has to accept subjecting itself to European guidelines. 

In 1998, the Animal Liberation Front (ALF) threatened to poison Christmas 

panettones made by Nestle, in protest against genetic manipulation. The issue was 

the country. 
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reported by most newspapers, but only with a few lines, framing it as a law-and-

order issue without opening the debate on genetic manipulation. De Standaard 

published a brief titled 'Dierenbevrijders vergiftigen kerstgebak' (12/12/98, 9). 6 4 The 

same short story was, with some variations, published in The Times under the title 

'Rat poison in cakes' (12/12/98, 17). Again here there is a brief mention of protest 

against genetic engineering, which is dismissed by Nestle's president who comments 

that the company 'does not use genetically engineered ingredients in any products it 

sells in Italy'. Those articles are all reported in a law-and-order frame, dismissing 

protesters who are described as deviants, while not engaging in any discussion about 

genetic manipulation of plant material used in foodstuffs. 

Different treatment is accorded the Prince of Wales when he protests against 

genetically modified crops. Both The Times and The Guardian report his speech in 

favour of organic farming and against genetic crops (The Times, Prince joins attack 

on genetic crops, 29/10/98, 13; The Guardian, 'Prince fears organic boom', 

29/10/98, 4). The Prince, like the rest of the British royal family, is of course a 

source of newsworthiness in himself, at least for the British press. This underlines the 

fact that people whose public recognition is high can influence the way in which an 

issue is reported in the media. 

Earlier in the year, De Standaard had given expert comment on the use of genetically 

modified plants as a good alternative to pesticides, while avoiding mention of 

controversy on the subject of the use of such products ('Alternatief voor inecten 

dodende planten'. 5/01/98,10). As in The Times, it is the belief in technology for 

progress that is advanced. 

For the rest, Belgium seems to be more preoccupied with the presence of dioxin in 

human mothers' milk ('Melk in probleemwijken bevat minder dioxins', De 

Standaard, 12/12/98, 6; 'De la dioxine dans le lait maternel', Le Soir 29/5/98, 16). 

While the problem is reported it is done so in a reassuring way, as if it is not so bad 

and that in any case something is done about it. The issue is addressed by Le Figaro 

in an article full of figures which stipulates that not much can be made of it and 

which accuses the country of not being up to date when it comes to research on 

Animal liberationists poison Christmas cake. 
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dioxin ('De la dioxine dans le lait maternel', 29/5/98. 14). The same argument is 

made in an editorial published the same day ('L'art de gouverner', 29/5/98, 2) which 

basically holds that there will always be some sort of pollution and that national 

research has to be carried out on how to best deal with it. 

Oyster pollution is also an issue in France. Again here we have the reassuring tone 

dominating a possible alarming one. While on 29 October Le Figaro reports in rather 

glowing terms what is being done to improve the quality of the etang de Thau 

(France) and to modernise its oyster culture ('Etang de Thau: les conchyculteurs 

bichonnent leurs huitres', 29/10/98, XI), a month later a brief article sets out to warn 

that no oysters coming from the region should be consumed ('Coquillages pollues', 

Le Figaro 6/11/98, 12). The warning is a brief article, which does not go back to 

previous happenings, despite the fact that it obviously stands in contradiction to the 

reassurances provided earlier. 

Health is only a marginal issue in most of the environment articles sampled. In their 

relatively numerous articles on dioxin pollution, the Belgian and French press never 

address the potential effects of those pollutants on people's health. The articles focus 

on norms, give figures and they discuss and measure pollution in technical terms, 

while suppressing reports on how it could practically affect people ('De la dioxine 

dans le lait maternel', Le Figaro 29/5/98, 14). Moreover the articles published on 

dioxin always conclude reassuringly. On the other hand, on several occasions, news 

sources come up with health arguments a posteriori, when something was done and 

some illness has been prevented. Le Soir underlines, for instance, how quickly a city 

council intervened to take away asbestos in a school because 'the health of children 

has no price', but also to 'faire taire les bruits alarmistes'.65 

The Australian newspapers in our sample do not reflect much concern with polluted 

food. The Age does have an article on fish attacked by a virus. There is also a brief 

piece about insecticides used by Italian basil farmers. But the way those articles are 

reported does not reflect a real concern about the quality of food, which is not the 

case in the articles published in the European newspapers. This is probably due to the 

Put an end to alarming messages' 
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fact that Europe has had major worrying food scandals, which have alerted the 

general public to possible problems. Because of the intensive reporting some of these 

problems have had when a major accident has happened in Europe, they are easily-

recognised by journalists as newsworthy in countries were such accidents happened. 

IV.3.1.7 The relative absence of business ethics as an issue 

Few articles represent the environment as having anything to do with business ethics. 

Articles relating the two together only account for 1% of the articles from this 

sample (see Table 9). Only Le Monde, The Times and The Guardian mention the 

subject. The Times as a public exercise launched by a company, to attract more 

customers. The Guardian underlines the lack of it and Le Monde publishes a series of 

articles in which business voices the need to adopt stricter ethics. They are 

accompanied by articles stressing that they won't do it if the consumer does not force 

them to. The notion that the industry carries an ethical responsibility is also present 

in the same newspapers, in the reporting on unemployment. The fact that no other 

newspapers suggest that business carries some responsibility reinforces the very 

uncritical attitude taken by the press toward business - an attitude made clear when 

one looks at the overall positive portrayal of business by the press. This will be 

outlined in the following chapter. 

IV.3.2 Information sources for environmental news 

As mentioned earlier, the sources of information used by journalists to construct 

stories play an important role in the shaping of environmental news, because of their 

claims making activity. The news sources are particularly important because since 

environmental issues mostly develop over a long time, in order for the environment 

to be reported there has to be an accident or someone has to actively promote the 

environment. Environmental news packages thus frequently have 'sponsors', which 

are usually governmental or non-governmental organisations and who largely define 

the story (Gamson and Modigliani, 1989: 6). But not all newspapers make the same 

' use of those sources of information. This research shows that every newspaper has its 
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own way to deal with sources of information. Which news sources will be used, 

when and where they will be used depends very much on each newspaper's 

priorities, which is defined by its culture. 

'Sources' are the individuals (often designed by their occupation), the groups or 

organisations who have, directly of indirectly, provided the information used by the 

press. Table 10 presents the main sources from which information was gathered by 

the various newspapers for the total data set of this study. Table 11 presents 

additional or secondary information sources. This last table takes into account any 

sources that were not a main source of information, but still provided information. 

The main sources are generally initiators of news, whereas the complementary 

sources offer comment. More precise information on how the categorisation operates 

can be found in the preceding methodology. 

The frequency of use of information sources however provides only limited 

information on the news process. It clarifies who gets to participate in a debate on the 

environment and which sources newspapers accept or will turn to for information. It 

does not account for the fact that sources of information can be used by the press in a 

variety of ways. The mere fact that an organisation or a person is used as an 

information source certainly indicates that legitimacy is conferred on that person or 

organisation, but obscures the fact that this legitimacy might apply only to certain 

areas. The categorisation applied for the purpose of this research does not reflect 

subgroups which might exist in each category. Obviously there .is a variety of 

political organisations, of environmental organisations, each of which has its own 

aims. These differences in aim were taken into account in a more qualitative analysis. 

Finally this chapter also examines the type of information provided by the various 

news sources and how the newspapers frame this information. News sources are not 

only important for their role as news promoters and definers, they also become 

objects or actors in the news. They can be described, and particular roles can be 

attributed to them, either by themselves or by others. Practically speaking this 

chapter addresses the role that information sources attribute to themselves, or the one 

that is attributed to them by others. This thesis also looks at the role attributed to 

sources of environmental information. 
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IV.3.2.1 Articles using government representatives and other 
politicians as information sources. Government representatives and 
politicians as news actors 

As Tables 10 and 11 make clear, government and other political sources outnumber 

all other sources of news. They account for 26% of the articles of our sample. As 

secondary sources of information, they are slightly outnumbered by environmental 

sources (Table 11). This points to the fact that while environmental sources are seen 

as important sources of information, compared with government sources they 

function more as commentators on news than as principal sources of information. 

The extensive use of government sources was also found in other studies (Molotch 

and Lester, 1974; Tuchman, 1977; Fishman, 1982; Benett, Gressett and Haltom, 

1985). The same overuse of government sources was also found in research 

analysing environmental news specifically (Daley & O'Neill, 1991; Hansen, 1991; 

Molotch and Lester, 1975). 

The fact that government sources are the most frequently used news sources in our 

sample has been explained by existing news practices (Tuchman, 1973 and 1977; 

Molotch and Lester, 1974; Fishman, 1982; Benett et al, 1985). The introduction to 

this thesis provides an elaborate discussion on news practices. Clearly the efforts 

made by government and political organisations to take their message to the press via 

extensive media relations activities contributes to reinforcing the role of government 

as source of news. Politicians 'play a crucial role in determining the media's agenda' 

and many variances in the reporting of environmental news have been attributed to 

politicians (Chapman et al, 1997, 43). Politicians are thus attributed a major role in 

setting the terms of a debate on the environment: the issues which they prioritise will 

be taken up by the press. It also gives those sources the opportunity to show a good 

face. Overall the information coming from those official sources covers action taken 

or proposed, on the environmental front, by the government or other political 

sources. 
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Table 10: environmental news - sources of information 

Main s o u r c e The Age Australi 
an 

Stan
daard 

L e Soir Le 
Figaro 

Le 
Monde 

The 
Times 

Guar
dian 

Total 

Pol i t ic ians& 
government 

15 
24% 

7 
21% 

7 
22% 

17 
40% 

11 
29% 

10 
26% 

12 
25% 

11 
23% 

90 
26% 

Green pol i t ic ians 1 
2% 

0 1 
3% 

1 
2% 

0 4 
11% 

0 0 7 
2% 

Env i ronment 
advocates 

10 
16% 

2 
6% 

6 
19% 

3 
7% 

2 
5% 

2 
5% 

9 
19% 

9 
19% 

43 
13% 

Agricul ture 
representatives 

3 
5% 

0 0 0 3 
8% 

0 1 
2% 

1 
2% 

8 
2% 

Bus iness / indus t ry 
representatives 

3 
5% 

9 
27% 

3 
9% 

6 
14.3% 

3 
8% 

5 
13% 

7 
15% 

4 
8% 

40 
12% 

Scient ists experts A A 

14 
22% 

5 
15% 

5 
16% 

1 
2% 

7 
18% 

4 
11% 

1 
15% 

5 
10% 

48 
14% 

Securi ty and just ice 
representat ives 

4 
6% 

0 0 2 
5% 

2 
5% 

3 
8% 

3 
6% 

1 
2% 

15 
4% 

private letters 
1 n 

16% 
c 
D 

15% 
9 

5% 
i 

3% 
o 

5% 
9 

4% 
I 

2% 7% 

Editorials 1 
2% 

2 
6% 

0 1 
2% 

2 
5% 

7 
18% 

3 
6% 

4 
8% 

20 
6% 

Unclear 2 
3% 

3 
18% 

10 
31% 

9 
21% 

7 
18% 

1 
3% 

4 
8% 

12 
25% 

48 
14% 

Total 63 
100% 

33 
100% 

32 
100% 

42 
100% 

38 
100% 

38 
100% 

48 
100% 

48 
100% • 

342 
100% 

The role of politicians 'in determining media's agenda has over time caused 

variances in the reporting on environment' (Chapman et al, 1997, 43). Over the years 

reporting on environment seems indeed to have varied widely. Those variations have 

been noted in various countries, but peaks and troughs do not necessarily happen at 

the same time in different countries. In France for instance the environment was 

almost totally excluded from the agenda during the 1980s, when public opinion polls 

did not even allow for the possibility that the environment could be considered an 

important issue (Sainteny, 1994, 98). But by the end of the 1980s the issue made a 

strong comeback in the French media (Sainteny 1995, 20) which, according to 

Sainteny, followed the success of green politicians in the French 1989 elections. In 
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Britain on the other hand, in the late 1980s and early 1990s, environmental issues 

were driven off the politicians' as well as the mass media's agenda (Chapman et al, 

1997). Al l this underlines the important role played by political sources of 

information. But it does not take into account the fact that newspapers also play a 

role, by accepting and selecting the .information provided by those sources'. 

Table 11 : secondary sources of information 

S e c o n d a r y s o u r c e The Age Australi 
an 

Stan
daard 

L e Soir L e 
Figaro 

L e 
Monde 

The 
Times 

Guar 
dian 

Total 

Po l i t ic ians /governm 
ent 

6 6 5 4 2 4 2 5 34 

Green pol i t ic ians 0 2 1 2 0 0 0 0 5 

Envi ronment 
advocates 

9 6 4 2 2 1 4 8 36 

Agricul ture 
representat ives 

1 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 3 

Bus iness / indus t ry 
representat ives 

4 2 1 1 1 1 2 3 15 

Scient ists / experts 2 1 5 4 2 0 3 2 19 

Securi ty and just ice 
representat ives 

0 1 0 0 2 1 2 1 7 

Private citizen 
private letters 

2 0 0 0 1 1 1 2 7 

Each newspaper has its own practices when it comes to using sources. Because 

environmental issues often have a rather local focus, newspapers frequently use local 

political sources. Thus Le Figaro concentrates on news about the Paris region, Le 

Soir concentrates on what happens in Brussels and The Age on what happens in 

Victoria; Le Soir and The Age both have, because of the area they cover, a more local 

focus. This is not really the case of Le Figaro, which is a genuinely national paper, 

though devoting a couple of pages to Paris in each of its issues. The newspaper's use 

of Parisian political sources of information can also be attributed to ideological 

preferences. The mayor of Paris is a conservative, whereas politicians in the national 

government are socialists. Comparing reporting in Le Figaro and in Le Monde makes 

the differential treatment of sources of information made by both newspapers very 

clear. Le Monde underlines positive actions made by the socialist government, using 

information from those type of politicians. Le Figaro, on the other hand accents how 
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much the conservative mayor is doing for Paris. This selective method of using 

sources of information is something newspapers, particularly opinion papers, 

constantly adopt. But one might wonder whether it is the source of information that 

matters or the type of information provided. In reality it is probably both. The debate 

on the privatisation of water launched by Le Monde illustrates this. In this case Le 

Monde uses conservative political sources to contribute to information on problems 

with privatisation of water ('M.Cornut-Gentille, Depute RPR contre la toute-

puissance des 'majors' de l'eau', 29/5/98). The subject is not touched by Le Figaro, 

because the paper takes a general position in favour of privatisation. 

Overall articles providing information coming from government and other political 

sources report initiatives taken or proposed in order to address environmental issues. 

The information is provided by a variety of official sources. De Standaard and Le 

Soir thus provide information coming from city mayors, regional governments and 

the national government. In the Belgian and French newspapers, a variety of political 

sources are often quoted in a single article. This does not happen in Australian 

papers. It might be due to the fact that local governments have very little power, as 

well as to the existence of a different system of political representation. Articles 

appearing in Belgian newspapers often use a variety of political sources in any one 

article. Many of those articles are accountings of city council meetings, or 

parliamentary sessions. Belgian and French papers often give the sense of a debate 

held between politicians from various political backgrounds. Those articles therefore 

offer more than just proposals, they transmit the presence of a debate. One can 

attribute this to the type of political system that exists in Belgium and France. In 

Australia, it is very much as if there were really only two parties confronting each 

other. In Belgium, because of a system of proportional representation, a variety of 

parties can be part of any government and have the opportunity to be heard. Political 

information is therefore also less oppositional. One has more an impression of a 

variety of voices. 

This is not to deny that Belgian and French newspapers favour some politicians over 

others. Declarations of ministers dominate the information and when it comes to less 

important politicians De Standaard will favour politicians coming from the CVP 

(Catholieke Volkspartij) to which it is ideologically closer. Those official sources 

provide information on environmental risk existing for people living near factories, 
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on the amount of dioxine in milk, initiatives to replace nuclear energy, to clean up 

the city... (De Standaard). Preferences are not as clear in Le Soir, which is also 

officially a neutral paper. As mentioned before Le Monde and Le Figaro each favour 

sources of information which are in line with their culture. 

Overall the information coming from government or other political sources is 

wrapped in rather positive tones. It reports governing bodies doing or proposing to 

do something about the environment. But there is a difference in the way 

governments are treated by the various newspapers. European papers generally 

accept that the government has a role to play in the protection of the environment. 

Most articles coming from government sources in European newspapers underline 

the positive impact, positive initiatives made by the government. An editorial in Le 

Figaro, for instance, ('L'art de gouverner', 29/5/98, 2) encourages the government to 

play a role in limiting pollution by industrial plants, as well as in limiting spectacular 

reactions that occur as a result of pressure from environmental groups. De Standaard 

publishes a series of articles in which the government comes up with plans to protect 

the public (sometimes against their will, but for their own good) against 

environmental problems. Sometimes the government is portrayed as not scrupulous 

enough, but on the whole it is accorded a positive role in the protection of people and 

the environment ('1,5 miljoen Belgen wonen bij Seveso-bedrijven', 23/9/98, 4; 

'Knokke heeft het properste water', 6/6/98, 5; 'Melk in probleemwijken bevat 

minder dioxines', 12/12/98, 6). InLe Soir, the government is also seen as having a 

clear role to play in the protection of the environment. In some cases green 

politicians are shown to push to government to look at things they would not have 

paid attention to ('Traiter les boues du canal sur le site de Carcoke', 6/6/98, 24, 'Les 

phtalates inquietent Ecolo', 6/11/98, 20). 

Most of the information provided by the European newspapers sampled is subject to 

very little controversy. There seems to be a general acceptance that the government 

is doing its best to help provide a cleaner environment. In French-speaking Belgium, 

only the reporting on waste-burning plants is the subject of more contradictory news. 

One of those plants is to be built in Drogenbos, almost within the capital, Brussels. 

This plant was the subject of strong opposition because of its environmental impact. 

Curiously the Flemish newspaper does not report the issue, although Drogenbos is 

part of the Flemish region and the plant was authorised by the Flemish environment 
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Minister. But it is reported by the Brussels' Le Soir. Although the environmental 

impact of the plant is said to be the reason for widespread protest, the story is framed 

by Le Soir as a battle against a Flemish governmental decision. The proposed plant is 

repeatedly qualified as a Flemish one and the battle becomes one in which French-

speaking Belgians oppose official decisions made by a Flemish government. When it 

comes to the environmental impact of the plan, the story is simplified, allowing the 

paper to take a strong and non-controversial moral position: everybody is against 

pollution. Over the year, three articles report the battle led against this incinerator. 

The first one relates the fight led by private citizen ('Feux de recours contre 

l'incinerateur de Drogenbos', 10/2/98, 16), the second by a French speaking Belgian 

politician ('Le projet de fours flamands incinere a Strasbourg?', 18.3/98, 24) and the 

last by the industry ('Deux enterprises forestoises contre le four de Drogenbos', 

12/12/98, 1, 'Unilever and V W contre les fours de Drognebos', 12/12/98, 24). It is 

interesting to note that, of the three stories mentioned here, only the last one made it 

to the front page. This is consistent with the importance given by Le Soir to industry 

sources, which are accorded more legitimacy than other sources of news. Another 

characteristic of Le Soir is its very uncritical support for local politicians. Le Soir 

also, as a regional paper, leaves its columns open to initiatives organised and 

reported by organised private citizens - in this case those protesting against the 

incinerator. So this relatively controversial issue has been framed in a way that could 

only alienate the Flemish population, whose government is accused of having 

accepted a plant that might very well pollute part of Brussels. Any elements that 

could alienate Le Soir's readers were not reported. The Flemish Standaard avoided 

mentioning the subject. All this demonstrates the very uncritical attitude of Belgian 

newspapers towards its politicians. Le Soir, which with 40.5% of information coming 

from government sources, transmits a lot of information coming directly from the 

local councils, and which is organisational. They are often decisions made which 

might have a practical impact on a city, or a village; reassurances addressed to the 

population. In fact one might say that to some against Le Soir is almost the voice of 

the government. 

The reporting of the popular opposition against the waste incinerator in Drogenbos 

can be compared to similar opposition against waste dumps in Victoria, Australia. It 

refers to the public opposition against toxic waste dumps in the State of Victoria 
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(Niddrie and Werribee). Here the story told is that of a city Council and its residents, 

which fight against the State government as well as against the company managing 

the dump. The Age frames the story as one about little people fighting against the 

powerful, who are out to make 'a quick buck for a few' ('Preserve our natural asset', 

5/1/98, 8), fighting against legislative requirements ('Legal bid to prevent waste site 

in Niddrie', 29/5/98, 7), against broken promises ('Werribee residents fight CSR's 

latest toxic shock', 18/8/98, 5). The theme of common people having to confront a 

government not taking into account their interests is a frequently repeated one in The 

Age. 

In the United Kingdom, where the press similarly reports government initiatives on 

keeping the environment clean, it is the fact that the US government accepts enriched 

uranium from the former Russian province of Georgia that has led to more 

controversial articles and editorials. But rather than being reported in the form of an 

attack on the government, it is reported as a debate about whether the country should 

or should not process nuclear waste coming from other 'unstable' countries. As we 

mentioned earlier The Times generally takes a rather pro-nuclear stand. The decision 

made by the Blair government to accept enriched uranium from the former Soviet 

Republic of Georgia gave way to a debate on the use of nuclear plants in England. 

The government kept the deal secret and The Times framed the deal as a secret 

('Uranium deal had to be a secret, says Blair', The Times, 23/4/98, 6), reporting 

Blair's comments about possible terrorist action to seize the material. It is framed as 

if the United Kingdom were trying to protect the country and the rest of the world 

from rebel elements in the former USSR, a position relayed in an editorial: 'Britain 

has acted both in its national interest and in line with its wider obligation as a nuclear 

power' ('Irradiated rage', 23/4/98, 23). Right next to the editorial there are two 

letters defending the British nuclear industry ('Doubt raised on Dounreay waste', 

23/4/98, 23). The Guardian reports the issue allowing much more input from 'green' 

sources, according to which the deal might reflect 'the British nuclear industry 

securing its own future by establishing Britain as an international centre of fuel 

processing' ('Blair defends uranium deal', 23/4/98, 2). Editorials published in the 

same edition have the same contradicting information: on the one hand reporting 

concentrates on the 'international duty' Britain has to take the 'dangerously unstable 

fuel' to a 'politically stable country' ('Nuclear games. It's a world problem', 23/4/98, 
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21); by the same token the government is accused of having made the deal simply to 

please the powerful United States ('Bomb grade cowardice', 23/4/98, 20). The 

decision by the governments a few months later to close the Dounreay plant (where 

the nuclear material was being sent) weakened the position of The Titties. It became 

impossible for the paper to dismiss doubts about the safety of the Dounreay plant, but 

the dismissal was done in a reassuring way, insisting that things would be fixed. The 

reporting of this issue clearly shows that a heated debate was going on and, while the 

government was at times accused of having done the wrong thing, at others it was 

praised for what it did. Strong personal accusations were not made against any 

particular government representative. 

As with the analysis of articles on unemployment and social welfare, this analysis 

points again to the very different attitude adopted toward government by Australian 

and European newspapers. The European papers analysed generally attribute a 

positive organising role to their governments. The situation is different in the 

Australian newspapers. While overall the government presents very little 

environmental news, it increases around election time. At that point the government 

becomes a source of news, promising to spend money to satisfy almost everyone. In 

The Australian, governments seem to come up with nothing but promises ('Anderson 

pumps $30m into water for the bush', 23/9/98, 8; 'Green plans fall on barren 

ground', 23/9/98, 8; 'Global glut imperils minerals boom', 23/9/98, 27; 'Plan for the 

biggest airport hits flak over mystery flight paths', 18/3/98, 4); for The Age it is as if 

everything the government touches creates a disaster ('Bid for compo on snowy 

water', 13/7/98, 5, 'Grazing licences up for review', 6/6/98, 9,; Chewing up the 

Alps', 13/7/98, 12; 'Freeway a threat to species, report finds', 12/12/98, 12; 'Forest 

visitor permits challenged', 18/8/98, 6;...). The Australian tends to concentrate on a 

picture of government centred on self-interest. The idea of a government which is 

working only for itself, and mainly preoccupied with its own profile is repeated 

throughout The Australian. In The Age, the emphasis is put on the fact that 

government institutions have a total lack of understanding of local problems; that it 

does little to defend the environment (and when it does something, it is not very 

efficient and tends to create hopeless situations), and politicians are represented as 

people who have to be kept in line (by Green party members or local councils who 

force them to take the environment into account). This depreciation of government as 
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a possible manager if the environment could well have negative effects on the 

environment itself. Indeed which other institution has the possibility - if of course 

combined with political will - to put into place and enforce long term environmental 

policies? 

This very oppositional attitude to government is probably partly due to the way the 

Australian government itself functions. Australia clearly has two main parties which 

continuously discredit each other. One might wonder whether media reporting on 

Australian politics takes over this sort of behaviour. It could also be of course that 

politicians set a scene, which they know the press will respond to. If one of the major 

parties accuses the other of some form of misbehaving or mismanagement, the media 

is very likely to adopt those accusations and widely report them. All this could also 

be part of a larger cultural Australian background. As emphasised by Triandafillidou 

(1996, 371) 'the content and form of media discourse are, to a large extent, 

contingent upon the social, political and cognitive attitudes prevalent within a given 

society'. At the same time media discourse also participates in shaping cognitive 

attitudes. When one considers newspapers to be instrumental in setting up an arena 

for political discussion, encouraging this cynicism towards government is certainly 

not helpful. It is also dismissing a major and possibly only force that has the power to 

implement and enforce measures to protect the environment in the long term. 

Such a high degree of cynicism was not found in the European newspapers. This is 

somehow surprising considering the amount of political scandal that rocked Belgium, 

France and the U K at the time. But while regular articles appear in those newspapers 

reporting politicians tried for fraud, corruption or other illegal and often very serious 

matters, this does not permeate the rest of the news and the idea of government as a 

useful institution, albeit sometimes badly working, is still prevalent. Of course, the 

fact that there are strong links between the press and the government in France, 

Belgium and the U K certainly play a role in insuring the press's lack of government 

criticism. This is particularly clear in the four Belgian and French newspapers, which 

harbour very little criticism of the governmental sources they use. 
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IV.3.2.2 Articles using green politicians as sources of information 

As Tables 10 and 11 show, stories where green politicians are main sources account 

for only a small fraction of the set. They are used as main source of information for 

only 2% of the total number of articles in our sample. Only The Age, Le Soir, De 

Standaard and Le Monde use them'as main sources of information. In The Age the 

Greens are reported to have proposed an environmental tax - as part of election 

campaign ('Greens pose carbon tax', 23/9/98, 11). In Le Soir an article reports a 

Brussels parliamentary sitting in which a member of the green Ecolo party 

denounces the existence of a phtalate66 plant in the region ('Les phtalates inquietent 

Ecolo', 6/11/98, 20). Ecolo politicians are also not main sources of information in Le 

Soir, when they question ministers on the quality of water ('Le futur prix de l'eau 

inquiete certain deputes', 23/4/98), on the cleaning of polluted sites ('Traiter les 

boues du canal sur le site de Carcoke', 6/6/98, 24). The fact that these green 

politicians are members of government clearly gives them the opportunity to raise 

issues, which can then be reported by the press. The presence of green politicians in 

the government has been said to play an important role in the claim-making activity 

(Sainteny, 1995). By being in government those defending a green agenda are 

conferred a legitimacy they would otherwise not have. Sainteny (1995, 20) 

demonstrated this by showing that the success of the ecologists in France (members 

of the ecologist political party) was followed by a general increase in coverage of 

environmental issues. Their presence in political circles has enabled them to push 

environmental issues onto the political and media agenda. Belgium and France are 

the only two countries in our sample which have elected green politicians. But being 

elected does not automatically ensure green politicians' presence in the press. 

Newspapers have to be willing to use those green government representatives' 

information, which is not always the case. 

The different use made of green government sources by Le Monde and Le Figaro is 

illustrative of an ongoing selection process. Both French newspapers represent their 

government as responsible for the daily functioning of the country and both rely 

extensively on government sources for their information, but on different sources. Le 

Monde is the paper that makes the most use of green political sources (see Table 10 

Phtalates are used to soften P VC and have been accused of causing low sperm counts. 
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and 10). Eleven percent of its information on environmental matters comes from 

such sources, which is a lot compared with other newspapers (see Table 10). Le 

Monde is clearly much more sympathetic to the message of the Green Party, which in 

France has taken a clear political line in support of the socialist party. Given a voice 

by Le Monde, those green sources often initiate a debate on the choice of lifestyle 

and society, and the possibility for fundamental policy changes. In Le Figaro, no 

green politicians function as government sources. 

The selective use of official news sources, whether they are green or not, affects the 

way the news is framed, as much as the choice of events published does. In Le 

Figaro political sources are used mainly intervene to reassure on environmental 

problems, as if to support the status quo. Compared with Le Monde, Le Figaro' s 

reporting is rather non-committal. Some types of pollution are presented as 

unavoidable. The reporting of a car-free day, hailed as a success by Le Monde, is 

reported in a much more ambiguous way by Le Figaro, for instance. While Le 

Monde questions the general use of private cars ('Changer la vie urbaine', 23/9/98, 1; 

'Pour Mme Voynet, "Homo automobilis doit redonner sa place a Homo sapiens'", 

18/8/98, 8), Le Figaro sees this as a necessary evil and life with fewer private cars is 

presented as unrealistic. Neglecting to elaborate on the possible importance of public 

transport to alleviate traffic pollution, Le Figaro does not hesitate to deflect attention 

from the cars in this article by insisting on the need to clear dog excrement from city 

footpaths and on the individual responsibility dog owners should take. 

Similar differences exist between reporting in The Times and in The Guardian. The 

coverage of the deal made with Russia to import nuclear material from Russia 

illustrates their differences quite clearly. The Times strongly defends British Prime 

Minister Blair's gesture and the use of nuclear energy generally, while The Guardian 

has a much more cautious attitude to the government's plan. The Times only regrets 

that the information was leaked providing 'a gift to protesters and opposition parties 

alike' which finally undermined the 'public confidence in an energy which is, 

statistically, safe and clean' ('Nuclear leaks are bad news', 23/4/98, 22). The 

editorial 'Irradiated rage - Blair has done nothing to be ashamed of at Dounreay' 

(23/4/98, 23) also points out that anti-nuclear lobbies are fighting a cause they should 

be lauding because it 'averts a real and present threat of nuclear proliferation.' The 

Guardian attributes to government a positive role in regulating environmental issues, 
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but the issue of the importation of Russian uranium is reported with more questions 

than answers ('Blair defends uranium deal', 23/4/98, 2; 'Nuclear games', 23/4/98, 

21). 

IV.3.2.3 Articles using environmental organisations as information 
sources. Environmental organisations as news actors 

Previous research has shown that while the activities of environmental lobby groups 

as sources of news has an impact on the environment news, in general environmental 

groups are placed well behind government agencies, the industry and scientists in 

defining environmental news (Einsiedel, 1988, cited in Hansen 1991; Hansen, 1991; 

Molotch and Lester, 1975; Patterson 1996). But our research shows that they are 

relatively prominent news sources. They are the main information source for 13% of 

the environmental news (see Table 10), and are the main complementary source of 

information (see Table 11). 

Which are those environmental sources providing information and what type of 

information they provide is not made clear in our tables. In fact, all organisations 

fighting for the protection of the environment in any sort of way have been labelled 

here as environment organisations. This means that in practice very different 

organisations fall into that category. Some of these defend very specific issues, 

which are not always very controversial. Our investigation clearly shows that 

environmental organisations are only well-accepted as long as they do not rock the 

boat, or when rocking the boat fits within a newspaper's culture. 

The Anglo-Saxon papers rely more on environmental sources than do the others (see 

Table 10 and 11). This is a trend also observed by Sainteny (1995). According to him 

countries like England have more journalists specialised in the environment than 

does France. Those journalists are more likely to have established a continuing 

relationship with environmental organisations, regularly using them as sources of 

information. This has an impact not only on the quantity of information offered, but 

also on its quality. As a result, in France information on the environment is more 

often presented in a catastrophic manner (Sainteny, 1995, 19). What is reported in 

the French and Belgian papers is indeed more often based on unexpected events, and 

events that might forecast a catastrophe. The French newspapers do not have the 
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many animal and plant stories found in the English language papers. The Age. The 

Guardian and The Times are among the papers publishing the largest number of 

articles on the environment. Those stories generally come from environmental 

sources as well as from scientific researchers. 

Stories coming from environmental sources are often non-controversial and most 

environmental organisations used as sources of information are the organisations 

with a better reputation - whether locally or internationally. Many of them are small 

organisations supporting small-scale nature projects, which are often surrounded by 

little controversy. For more controversial organisations like the Animal Liberation 

Front (ALF), Trident (which fights against the use of nuclear energy), to be used as 

source of information, something relatively dramatic has to happen. But as a result it 

is the dramatic element that is reported (the poison put into cakes by the ALF, the 

problems those organisations have with the justice system). Not their basic message, 

but the squabbles around their actions are the basis of reporting within a law-and-

order frame. 

There is an exception for Australian newspapers, where environmental organisations 

are raising protest against government action. The environment organisations then 

become the protectors of countryside against a bureaucracy, often portrayed as 

having very little sensitivity for local human issues. This idea of an insensitive 

bureaucracy is an often repeated theme in The Age. Parallel to this type of news, The 

Age also publishes many stories coming from environment sources are entertaining 

stories about animal life. 

In Belgium and France there are no real environmental organisations coming up with 

a strong environmental messages that can have a possible political and larger 

economic impact. But then in those countries there are green politicians who take on 

that role. In England Friends of the Earth is the only organisation reported as 

addressing political issues or more controversial issues such as genetically modified 

crops. The English paper The Guardian is also the only newspaper which gives 

environmental sources more prominence, by not being imprisoned in stories about 

country and agricultural life, but given a voice to comment on issues with a political 

impact. When treating environmental groups as news actors, The Guardian also 

gives them more power by uniting them in what they call an 'environmental lobby' 
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which has a clear political force. Similarly animal liberationists are not just 

dismissed; their actions are the object of a discussion ('Endpiece: reasonable doubt', 

13/7/98, 17). But this is not really the case in The Times, where the concern about the 

necessity to preserve country side is very strong, coupled with a multiplicity of 

stories about animals. The Times emphasises the need to preserve traditions. 

In fact, environmental sources of information are not frequently used when the 

information they might provide could be controversial. When controversial sources 

are used as sources of information, the information they provide is framed to 

coincide with news values held by each particular newspaper. As we have seen, The 

Age uses information coming from environmental sources as a counterpoint to the 

government and its bureaucracy. In The Australian, representatives for an 

environmental cause function as a source of news when it comes to throwing a 

negative light on the government and its agencies. Greenpeace is thus set in a 

positive light by The Australian for its role in attempting to stop the Olympic Co

ordination Authority (OCA) from making misleading claims about environmental 

standards ('Olympics in ozone legal hole'). Of course Greenpeace has over the years 

become a highly legitimate and credible source (Hansen, 1993, 176). But this is 

certainly not the main reason for The Australian to use them as a news source. 

Overall The Australian portrays environmental groups negatively. The efforts carried 

out to deligitimise environmental groups are in strong contrast with the legitimacy 

conferred to business groups for instance. 'The way the press presents and represents 

social actors is part of a broader ideological structure of values. It is this ideology 

that explains why specific groups are dealt with positively or negatively...'. (Van 

Dijk, 1991, 147). In 'Protesters gag society' (The Australian, 23/9/98, 46), 

environmental groups are said to prevent critical discussion on the environment and 

are referred to as 'a group of professional protesters', carrying out 'mob violence' 

and threatening the 'illustrious company of scientists, politicians and industrialists'. 

The article is not exactly an example of critical discussion itself. The headline which 

in Van Dijk's (1991, 53) terms not only defines or summarises an event, but 

evaluates it, says it all. The article never indicates the reason for protest, putting it 

down to an irrational action by the Jabiluka Action group, which is blindly targeting 

Energy Resources Australia, because they manage the Jabiluka uranium mine. 

Animal liberationist are discredited by being described, at the best as 'unrealistic' 
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(The Australian, 'Animal magnetism', 10/2/98, 12) and at the worst as criminals {The 

Australian, 'Minkstink part IF, 18/8/98, 9). In fact the Animal Liberationist Front is 

the object of heavy criticism in all newspapers, except for The Guardian. 

This shows how all groups fighting for nature are not treated in the same manner. In 

fact the groups which do not confront major economic structures are generally well 

accepted. Those are the groups protecting a river, an animal, a habitat or a landscape 

without it interfering with any economic interests. Then everybody seems to be quite 

agreeable to their plans, which are often reported as nice little plans by the press. But 

those environmental groups that stand up to the use of nuclear energy or genetically 

modified food are subject to very different reporting. This is of course partly due to 

the fact that those groups often use more aggressive ways of action, justified 

probably by the strength of the opposition against their protest. Subsequently the 

press remembers and reports the aggressive action and not the reason for the protest. 

And overall it is the idea of a lack of rationality in these groups fighting for the 

environment that is emphasised. The opposition between the rational 'we' (the 

industry) and the irrational 'they' (the environmental groups) is an opposition that 

has been underlined by Van Dijk (1998, 58) as polarising in-groups and out-groups . 

following an ideological pattern. There is a clear simplification of the complex 

relationship between environmental concerns and economic development, which set 

economic concerns against demands of conservationists. It presents economic 

rationalism as the only possible way. There is no real choice. If business interests are 

sacrificed for the sake of the environment, they will become less competitive, will 

have to shed workers and at the worst might have to close down, which would result 

in huge job losses. The most irrational thing Greens are often said to be doing is 

putting jobs on line for the sake of the environment, thereby harming society as a 

whole; While the industry does everything to protect jobs (The Austrahan, 'Trouble 

at M i l l ' , 6/6/98, 26; 'C02-beperking kan Vlaamse chemie zuur opbreken', De 

Standaard 23/4/98, 19). There is no option but to trust that industry will do its best 

and that it will weigh up how much it can protect the environment without becoming 

'irrational'. Doing things any other way is going against natural trends and will result 

in exclusion from a progressive process going on and presented as natural. There is 

this notion that the world has been changing very quickly and that if we don't go 
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with it. we will be left behind. This is also an idea that strongly developed in the 

articles on unemployment analysed for the purpose of this research. 

Environment groups have little presence in Le Figaro. There are only three articles 

for which they were used as news source. One is about authorisation by the E U of 

transgenetic corn, which environmentalists (amongst which Greenpeace) want to see 

prohibited in France ('Le mais transgenetique botte en touche Europeenne". 

12/12/98, 12). Why greens were left to define the news this time is an interesting 

point; one cannot help but wonder to what extent the French silent rebellion against 

the European Union as an overruling power has anything to do with it. This would 

confirm the theory that newspapers use news sources which are in agreement with 

their own agenda. Another article coming from local environment groups relates the 

revolt of local groups against truck drivers indicating that 'habituellement ce sont les 

leurs qui bloquent Faeces du tunnel dans le but de faire aboutir leurs 

revendications'67 (Tndesirables camions', 23/9/98). The story is very much a 

condemnation of truck drivers, who are said to be in the habit of striking. 

When it comes to green groups as news actors, Le Figaro never portrays them in a 

very positive light. The editorial 'L'art de gouverner' (29/5/98, 2) presents green 

groups as wrongly trying to dominate the public agenda. In one of the articles on the 

car-free day (23/9/98), the lack of success encountered by the 'Comite anti-pollution' 

is underlined, suggesting that people have little interest in the group. Green groups 

also make the news in a few briefs, which at no point legitimise their actions 

('Fermeture de La Hague ecossaise', 7/6/98, 10), and are often crime stories ('Mort-

aux-rats dans un gateau', 12/12/98, 11; 'Home reintegre sa prison', 12/12/98, 11). 

Le Soir elaborates on the notion of the romantic environmentalist ('Vieille pollution', 

18/3/98, 28). By stressing that environmentalists were already announcing 

generalised pollution at the end of last century and that the world has still not been 

completely sacrificed to industry 's empire, the newspaper renders the fight of 

environmentalists obsolete. 

De Standaard uses the same type of negative coverage. Overall environmental 

groups are represented as standing in the way of progress, and of not knowing very 
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well what they are talking about. Again here we have this notion of environmental 

groups stopping some progress, presented as natural, and who are being irrational by 

doing so. They are presented as unnecessarily suspicious and as making wrong 

accusation, which are then set right by De Standaard's scientific explanations. The 

article 'Splijtstof niet naar La Hague' (6/11/98, 3) is an interesting example of this. 

The title ('Nuclear product not to La Hague') is kept very neutral, almost 

meaningless. When one considers the importance of headlines to activate relevant 

knowledge in the memory, and as an organising principle for the representation of 

news (Van Dijk, 1991, 50), it is clear that the headline attempts to neutralise an event 

(the contamination of a train) which could have been told in much more dramatic 

tones. But De Standaard has chosen to interview Electrabel (the company which 

exploits the nuclear plant) on the event and, while severe accusations made by 

Greenpeace are also included in the article, these accusations are reported in a 

somewhat dismissive tone. The article points out that Greenpeace does not really 

know what happened and just draws its own and therefore meaningless conclusions. 

The cause of environmentalists is not defended in the article about the arrest of a 

Belgian anti-nuclear protester in Scotland, either. There is no elaboration on what he 

was protesting against. The same occurs in the article relating how the Animal 

Liberation Front threatened to poison Nestle Christmas Panettones in protest against 

Nestle's use of genetic manipulation. This action by the Animal Liberation Front 

illustrates how dramatic tactics adopted by groups to get into the news can backfire 

through deligitimisation (Olien et al., 1989, 152). It also shows how clearly some 

groups are accorded more legitimacy than others. 

IV.3.2.4 Experts as information sources and as news actors 

Experts play an important role in the reporting of environmental issues, as Table 10 

shows. They are responsible for 14% of the articles of our sample. They are also 

important sources of additional information (see Table 11). Previous research found 

that experts were often used because of the complexity of environmental stories, 

which are often science stories, demanding knowledge that journalists do not 

necessarily have (Ruben & Sachs, 1973; Chapman et al, 1997). This research shows 

Normally their trucks close access to the tunnel in a bit to obtain satisfaction 
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that two different types of experts are used by the press. Some of those experts are 

scientific researchers at universities who are working on specific plants and animals. 

Those experts provide a large number of the animal and plant stories, as well as 

reports on exceptional weather conditions. Many of these experts are very specialised 

and offer stories that are rarely connected with broader environmental implications. 

Most of the stories coming from those experts provide soft news. It is the 

entertaining factor that is emphasised, rather than the scientific side of things. 

Some experts are used to comment on an environmental event. Often those experts 

are used as secondary sources of information. The articles of our sample show that 

the information they provide is used by newspapers to reassure, to cut through some 

uncertainties. De Standaard's thus uses scientific explanations to dismiss 

environmental organisations and clear the way to concentrate on the lucrative aspects 

of nuclear waste ('Mol wil opslag van laag radioactief afval', 23/4/98, 1). Scientific 

facts are presented as the ultimate truth one cannot argue against. It closes any 

discussion. Going against it is going against science, is being irrational. The firm 

belief in the Tightness of human dominion over nature and in the inevitability of 

progress through science and technology is very much part of Western society and 

contributes to giving scientists the role of arbiter in environmental discourse 

(Hansen, 1991). The article 'Splijtstof niet naar La Hague' (6/11/98, 3) mentioned 

before, again illustrates how a potentially dramatical event was neutralised. De 

Standaard consistently dismisses potential dangers inherent in the use of nuclear 

energy and other pollutants, emphasising instead what is done to control pollution: 

their reporting on nuclear waste minimises the impact of radioactivity by stressing 

that it is present everywhere in the world and safe (Tk ben van nature radioactief 

and 'Per spoor naar Gravelines', 18/3/98, 2). The Times tends to adopt the same pro-

nuclear industry stand. It is only in the face of repeated public expressions concern 

about the safety of nuclear energy that The Times acknowledges that there have been 

problems ('Shambles taunt over decision to shut Dounreay' & L 850m clean-up will 

continue for decades', 6/6/98, 12). But The Times displaces the debate by 

concentrating on the satisfactory measures taken to solve the problem, without ever 

fundamentally questioning the value of using nuclear energy. The safety of nuclear 

energy is repeatedly emphasised, with the support of experts. There is only one 

article mentioning the possibility of accidents ('Atomic plant fined for contaminating 
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staff, 18/8/98, 8). The article underlines that 'the prosecution send out the message 

to the holders of nuclear site licences that old facilities would in the future be 

required to take very careful precautions'. While contradicting The Times Statement 

on the safety of nuclear energy, it is in line with The Times demands for more 

openness on the issue so as to not give green groups ammunition to use against 

nuclear energy. 

In December, The Australian reports the project of Pangea Resources to bury 

radioactive waste in Australia ('Dumper sells what no one is buying, 12/12/98, 10). 

The source of the news is a Pangea Resources spokesman, James Voss who defends 

the project: 'Not only is it about jobs and know-how that would be generated from a 

$10 billion investment...it is also about good global citizenship'. The article 

concentrates on the export earnings and jobs which the project, analysed as a 

business proposition, could generate. While there is no input from environmentalists, 

the article underlines that 'eminent' scientists 'praised the plan'. Hansen (1991) 

found that scientists were given the role of arbiter in environmental news. They are 

in fact more than arbiters, almost judges. If their approval is met, then the way of 

action taken has to be correct. In practice, of course, for any theory there is an expert. 

When articles emanate from the business world, the experts they appeal to defend 

their cause. The business world seems to appeal to scientific experts as judges much 

more than any other source of news. Science of course underpins a rational view of 

the world. Often, too, the scientists used are very specialised, and discuss individual 

aspects of an issue, which makes it possible to ignore the larger picture, thus 

rejecting the ethical, moral or social aspects of the issue. 

In France, following an incident during which 300,000 litres of radioactive water 

escaped from a nuclear power station, Le Figaro published a large and very technical 

article produced by EDF (the managing company) which stressed that nothing 

dangerous happened or could have happened, and that the company would do 

everything it could to prevent another leak. It is based on very technical expert 

arguments and drawings and illustrates the use of rationality opposing them to fears 

which can only be irrational ('EDF va verifier les reacteurs de ses dernieres 

centrales', 29/5/98, 14). In fact, when it comes to nuclear plants, because of previous 

accidents that are still deeply in people's minds, newspapers, even if they are entirely 

behind the nuclear industry, cannot simply pretend everything is okay. They must 
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acknowledge problems and can only attempt to minimise them (with the support of 

experts) or frame them as problems that can only exist in other parts of the world. 

The former Republic of Russia is a perfect candidate for being a labelled as a part of 

the world unable to deal with nuclear energy. We'll come back to this in a further 

chapter on the framing of news from other countries 

Al l the newspapers from our sample, except for Le Monde and The Guardian, use 

experts to minimise problems which they cannot ignore because of the public 

awareness of those problems. The quality of food is a problem that seems to have the 

ability to attract widespread public concern. Newspapers therefore find it hard to 

ignore the existence of conflicting interests with regard to this issue. In Belgium, the 

public was concerned about the presence of dioxine in food well before the big 1999 

scandal.68 All articles published by the press on dioxine are reassuring. They 

acknowledge there is problem but frame it as a problem that is well under control. 

The use of genetically modified products is another such controversial issue that 

directly implicates the industry. Again here when there has been a strong public 

reaction against those products, newspapers can hardly ignore the problems. Again 

here we can see that newspapers which often stand behind economically beneficial 

industrial strategies will report existing problems, but frame the issue as one 

demanding further research and scientific expertise, rather than questioning existing 

industrial practices. 

Another product that might in future receive more reporting are phtalates, used to 

make P V C flexible, and which have been accused of affecting human fertility. So far 

most people are not aware of the existence of those products and their effects. But 

that might change. In Le Soir, the green party Ecolo, denounces the presence of a 

factory producing phtalates ('Les phtalates inquietent Ecolo', 6/11/98, 20). The 

article includes an interview with a scientist attempting to quell public anxiety by 

saying that little is known about those phtalates. Here again, the newspaper uses a 

scientist to arbiter the issue, minimising alarming rumours. This article then 

concludes by stressing how much money the chemical industry has been spending to 

diminish the emission of pollutants. In other words the industry gets the last word. 
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De Standaard published a rather interesting - albeit fairly technical - article on 

plastics, acknowledging potential health hazards they represent as well as the 

problems linked with disposing those plastics once used ('Een wereld van plastic'. 

12/12/98, 25). The article was published in the 'Economie' pages of the paper and 

seems rather out of place there, particularly since it is framed as an encouragement 

for the public to use plastics in a cautious way. It also has the subheading 'Kritisch 

consumeren '. A science correspondent in The Australian also writes an article on the 

fact that flexible PVC used in hydroponics can expose people to toxicity ('Killer 

plastics hit hydroponics', 18/3/98, 37). The article was placed in the pages higher 

education and not put in evidence as such as an environmental problem, but shows 

that there is possibility for controversy within the paper. 

IV.3.2.5 Articles using business as information source. Business as 
news actor 

Following government sources and environment sources, business is the main source 

of information for 12% of articles on the environment (see Table 10), and an 

important provider of complementary information (see Table 11). The A ustralian has 

a particularly large number of articles coming from business sources (27%). Many of 

those articles are published in the business pages. Environmental matters become 

part of a larger financial or business issue, in which the cost of environment is 

always underlined, as is the willingness of companies to cover those costs. Business 

leaders accent how much is spent on the environment ('BHP boss sees need for 

greener image', 12/12/98, 54). While environmental mishaps are also written about, 

they are presented as part of business, as things that cannot be avoided, but can also 

easily be fixed with money. There are but few articles talking about daily pollution 

coming from the industry. The few articles that are there accent the importance of the 

industry. Representatives from the industry always indicate how much they do to 

avoid pollution, how much they are willing to do, provided it does not affect their 

competitiveness. Often they use experts to back them up. Business people generally 

do promote themselves and their actions as rational, a rationality which experts are 

° 8 In 1999, Belgium was shaken following the discovery that dioxine had been found and could still be present in 
all food containing animal products as well as products derived from animals such as milk and eggs. The dioxine 
would have found its way via contaminated oil used to produce animal feed. 
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very well placed to substantiate. Articles mentioned in the previous paragraphs on 

the use of experts make this very clear. We refer here to the article published by The 

Australian on the Pangea Resources project to bury radioactive waste in Australia 

('Dumper sells what no one is buying, 12/12/98, 10); on the articles published De 

Standaard defending the nuclear industry which is very strong in Belgium (Tk ben 

van nature radioactief and 'Per spoor naar Gravelines', 18/3/98, 20; those published 

by Le Figaro ( 'EDF va verifier les reacteurs de ses dernieres centrales', 29/5/98, 14). 

All newspapers analysed frequently report the environment-friendly inventions 

generated by industry. Le Soir, with 14.3% of articles having business sources as 

main source of information, readily publishes news provided by industry. An 

example of that is the article - accompanied by a large photograph - about the new 

BIC campaign ('Les ecotaxes au bac, Bic affiche son grand retour sur la scene 

publicitaire beige', Eco Soir, 29/5/98, 8). This is in fact nothing more than an 

advertorial disguised as news. There is also an editorial applauding the environment-

friendly investments made by the Belgian companies Electrabel and Solvay ('Le prix 

du gaspillage', 6/11/98, Eco-Soir, 6). As we have seen before, Le Soir also made a 

big deal of the companies Volkswagen and Unilever when they stood behind the 

population to protest against a waste dump. By doing this, the paper accorded the 

kind of legitimacy to those companies which they never accorded the general 

population. Big companies are voices that have to be listened to. 

Le Figaro does report how 'les industriels ne manquent pas d'imagination pour 

trouver des solutions "propres" aux contraintes economiques ou domestiques qui 

sont les notres. Quand ils se mettent au vert rien ne semble devoir arreter 

l'innovation'6 9 ( 'La filiere verte de l'innovation industrielle', 6/11/98, 13). Le Monde 

reports how Ecovolt is engaging in a non-profit initiative to recycle cadmium and 

nickel. Le Soir relates the success of Belgians who invented a simple but significant 

way to solve environmental problems ('Des boues jouent les engrais', 6/7/98,18 

supple 7ieme). The Times reports several environmental business initiatives. 'Waste 

Recycling acquires Yorkshire Water business' (18/8/98, 24) emphasises the high 

turnover and profit in the waste disposal business, while in 'Amerada Hess Launches 

0 9 Industrials are not short of imagination to find 'clean' solutions to our economic and domestic constraints. 
When they become green, nothing seems to stop their imagination. 
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climate-friendly gas' (23/9/98, 26) reports the 'battle for the hearts and minds of 

British consumers' led by the company which offers gas tariffs including a 

supplement to pay for carbon dioxide offset, with which the company plants trees in 

Uganda. On 29/10/98 (35), 'New ethical lobby unit for Friends Provident' 

underlines that 'Friends Provident* the mutual life insurer, has launched the first 

ethical lobbying unit in the U K , which aims to put pressure on FTSE companies to 

amend their environmental policies [...] the insurer hopes to attract a greater share of 

individual pension and unit trust savers'. The industry is presented as being on the 

forefront of environmental achievement and when negative aspects are presented it is 

done by the industry itself as underlined in 'Rivals blame soy firm for stirring public 

anger' (The Times, 29/10/98, 13) in which companies engage in a dispute over 

Monsanto's policy of mixing genetically modified soy with unmodified soy. 

The impact of environmental neglect is rarely related and is certainly never the main 

issue of an article. There is very little reporting on industrial pollution itself. The few 

articles that mention it relate pollution left by industries that do not exist any more. 

There is the occasional article in which a company is condemned for being careless. 

In all other cases where industrial pollution is related, the industry gets to speak up 

and systematically minimises a problem relating it as an exceptional problem with 

little gravity. 

Le Monde is more critical about business, but by the same token it is in Le Monde 

that business is given a voice initiating a more profound debate on the environment. 

The article 'Quand les entreprises decouvrent que leur avenir passe par l'ethique', 

29/5/98,70 is about the fact that the industry is hard pressed, by unions and 

associations, to take into account the environment (as well as social rights). The 

article goes beyond the need for business to have a greener image, put presents 

business as the only force with the necessary resources and technology to put in 

place sustainable development, which is according to the article about creating a 

better world. To what extent this is a PR exercise is not quite clear, but it certainly 

gives the industry a saintly image when it comes to their environmental attempts. 

Other articles are not so adamant as to the role industry is willing to play to obtain 

sustainable development, 'Un controle qui reste a instaurer' (29/5/98,18) underlines 
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that it is still difficult to mobilise the industry for the environment and that only 

consumers and the unions will be able to force the industry to comply with better 

environmental standards. Doing this Le Monde attributes an important role to the 

public as having the power to enforce certain decisions. A power the public certainly 

has, as long as they are aware of it. In this sense giving the public this awareness is a 

first step to giving it to power to impose its will. 

The Guardian has also been taking a tougher stand on business, particularly with 

regard to the controversy over genetically modified crops. An attitude which will 

lead to the publication of a letter by the group Monsanto ('Monsanto: we aim to plant 

the seeds of a real debate', 6/6/98, 22) in which Monsanto underline their own 

eagerness to discuss their program and encourage consumers to make 'intelligent, 

informed decisions', accusing The Guardian of invoking fear of food without 

producing scientific evidence to support their claims. In an article about developing 

countries and the environment, The Guardian also accuses multinational 

corporations of transferring obsolete factories to third world countries, 'condemning 

them to outdated technology, inefficiency and pollution' ('The great leapfrog 

forward', Online supplement, The Guardian 29/10/98, 6). 

Throughout the papers sampled, business is eager to project itself as doing its bit for 

the environment, whilst adding it has to remain competitive. This element of 

competitiveness becomes a central point in all information coming from industry 

representatives and is something that is taken for granted and is represented as part of 

being rational. The industry consistently uses rationality to promote or defend itself. 

The Guardian and Le Monde leave some space for sources arguing for a better life. 

Only Le Monde and The Guardian introduce the idea that taking care of the 

environment is making a choice for a more harmonious way of life. When other 

newspapers reflect on lifestyle, it is done in terms of an economic, material lifestyle. 

The idea that taking care of the environment is part of ensuring a better quality of life 

is almost inexistent, unless quality of life is viewed in economic terms. The Age for 

example suggests that the 'environment suddenly seems too hard, because people 

realise it is going to mean lifestyle sacrifices - all at a time of unprecedented 

7 0 Translation: When companies discover that ethics are important for their future. 
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economic nervousness when any twitch means job losses' ('Environment fades to 

just a pale green', The Age 23/9/98, 11). This summarises very well how the 

environment is framed by most newspapers: as an expensive choice in terms of 

unemployment. It is interesting to notice that newspapers will not refer to a decrease 

in profits. This type of discourse would probably not attract a lot of sympathy, 

whereas complaining about job losses does. On fewer occasions the environment is 

also seen as a business opportunity, which can create employment. The idea that 

business's main task is to provide employment is a prevailing one. For The 

Australian, the environment is almost exclusively seen as an economic variable. For 

The Age it comes down to a choice that has to be made between profitability and 

employment, and the environment - an almost impossible choice. The Age tends to 

present the situation as a hopeless one, about which nothing can be done. For Le Soir 

it is just a. matter of spending more money. Taking care of the environment has to 

carry some economic benefit ('Le prix du gaspillage', 6/11/98, Eco-Soir 6). When 

industry sources get their say in The Guardian, environmental solutions also have to 

be weighed against their economic cost ('Eco power gets the green light', The 

Guardian 23/9/98, 25). 

While taking care of the environment can cost money, it also has the potential to 

create jobs as Le Figaro underlines in 'La lutte contre la pollution genere des milliers 

d'emplois', 23/4/98, 26. Environment is also business. The article 'Waste Recycling 

acquires Yorkshire Water business' {The Times 18/8/98, 24) accents the high 

turnover and profit in the waste disposal business. The Times has several articles on 

commercial environment- friendly initiatives ('Amerada Hess Launches climate-

friendly gas', The Times 23/9/98, 26), which are a 'battle for the hearts and minds of 

British consumers' initiatives ('Amerada Hess Launches climate-friendly gas', The 

Times 23/9/98, 26) or by which 'the insurer hopes to attract a greater share of 

individual pension and unit trust savers [...]' (New ethical lobby unit for Friends 

Provident', The Times, 29/10/98, 35). In other words, taking care of the environment 

is a way to attract consumers or not to lose them, as is underlined in 'Rivals blame 

soy firm for stirring public anger' {The Times 29/10/98, 13) in which companies, 

fearing a public backlash, attack Monsanto for having mixed unmodified and 

genetically modified soy. The more the industry is a source of information, the more 

those types of self-promoting articles tend to appear. Business is eager to project 
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itself as doing its bit for the environment, whilst adding 'industry has to remain 

competitive' (Task force on industry's energy use', The Guardian, 18/3/98, 16). In 

France, Le Monde relates how the company Ecovolt is engaging in a non-profit 

initiative to recycle cadmium and nickel to sensitise public opinion. 

IV.3.2.6 Private citizens as information sources and as news actors 

Private citizens generally become sources of environmental news only when their 

letters are published. Letters are an important part of the English language press, 

which daily contains a Letters to the Editor page. This is not a common feature in the 

Belgian or French press. To what extent the letters are a genuine forum for private 

citizens to air their views is not clear. Many of those letters come from lobby groups. 

Private citizens never get to initiate debates, but their letters tend to illustrate 

positions taken on existing debates. Previous research has already underlined how 

the population is often excluded from the debate on environment. Daley and O'Neill 

(1991), after analysing the press coverage of the Exxon Valdez oil spill, concluded 

that the preponderance of press coverage favoured government and industry officials 

and the native population was excluded from the debate. 

Sometimes private citizens' comments are part of the general news columns. Private 

citizens were sources of news in some of Le Figaro's reporting on the car-free day. 

But the role attributed to private citizens is not so much one of adding educated 

opinion but rather of conveying emotional responses. Often, only the expressions of 

their emotive reactions are quoted. In this sense the use of material from private 

citizens might appear to provide the public with a voice, but in reality it seems to be 

more of an attention-grabbing exercise. As will be illustrated further, private citizens 

are only quoted in very emotional terms in the same fashion as Bruck (1992) 

describes the tabloids way of covering events quoting the public: 'ordinary people' 

revealing their own subjective emotional experience. 

An editorial on genetic manipulation underlines how Le Figaro attributes quite a 

different role to the general public when it comes to making decisions (as opposed to 

reacting emotionally) ('Referendum insolite en Suisse', Le Figaro, 7/6/98, 10). The 

article denounces the Swiss referendum on the matter, arguing that ordinary people 

do not really know what they are voting for, and that a negative vote will harm 
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research and be accompanied by important job losses. Again we have this ultimate 

threat: job losses. Again we are presented with this notion of a 'reality' which 

common people are presented as completely detached from. Therefore they should 

not be asked to make important decisions. The article presents the referendum as one 

opposing researchers supported by.private industry (the rational, realistic side) 

against environmentalists supported by the left, and the young (the irrational, 

unrealistic side) and accents the fact that genetic manipulation is too complex an 

issue to be amenable to a democratic exercise. While ordinary people are free to 

comment on light events (how they enjoy a day in Paris without traffic), when it 

comes to making crucial decisions they should be kept out, because of their lack of 

knowledge. 

In its report on the convening of Britain's first 'citizen's jury' on genetically 

modified soy beans ('Choice cut', The Guardian 2, 23/9/98, 4). The Guardian adopts 

a rather different position to that of Le Figaro, since it legitimates the public's 

decision-making power and stresses that 'many intelligent, thoughtful people have an 

absolute, immovable objection to genetic engineering' while taking a middle-of-the-

road stand and opting for well-regulated bio-technology. 

While big industries are rarely pointed at as polluters, private citizens are frequently 

asked to take responsibility for environmental problems. Le Soir gives a clear 

impression that pollution is generated by private citizens. Even the waste burned by 

the incinerators, against which there is so much protest, is in fact household waste, 

which someone has to dispose of. Articles often emphasise that the responsibility of 

keeping the environment clean lies with private citizens. The Belgian Minister of the 

Environment thus states that Tl faudrait aussi que le citoyen se reconcilie avec la 

citoyennete'71 ('Mobiliser de gre [...] ou de force les Bruxellois contre la salete', 

29/5/98,19). People are asked to become citizens when it comes to keeping the city 

clean, but when it comes to having a real input in discussions they are not asked to 

participate. In 'Les difficiles lendemains de Kyoto' (23/4/98,18), the debate centres 

on reduction of gas emissions, and again private people (using cars and heating) are 

referred to as polluters. But this problem is acknowledged in the conclusion 

signalling that there is a disproportion between the demands made on households in 
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terms of energy reduction and those made on the industry as major energy 

consumers. Such an acknowledgment is exceptional and because of the accent put on 

individual pollution, events like new recycling bins ('Tout Bruxelles triera bientot 

ses dechets', 29/10/98, 21), or car-free days are hailed as major achievements. 

As in Le Soir, reporting in Le Figaro would suggest that pollution is mainly created 

by private citizens. Traffic is the most frequent source of pollution named. About 

half of the environment articles are about daily life in Paris and in other areas of 

France, and were published in the sections 'La vie a Paris' and 'Notre Vie ' . The 

news represents the government as the organiser, the force that ensures everything is 

okay, but action is left to each individual citizen. Pollution is an issue that has to be 

tackled by each of us, inside a framework created by the government ('Pollution: 

legislation renforcee', 18/8/98, 8; 'La pollution canine coute 60 millions', 6/11/98, 

24). 

The environment thus becomes an individual issue. Gauntlett (1996) who looked at 

the impact on children of environmental television reporting, earlier also concluded 

that television, whilst not disregarding issues, found fault at the individual level, 

rather than in organised social behaviour. 

IV.3.3 The framing of environmental news from 
developing countries and former communist countries 

While articles reporting on foreign countries are accounted for in the previous 

discussion, I found it worthwhile to have a separate discussion about them. There are 

clear differences between the reporting of local and international news, particularly if 

those other countries are very different. The analysis of the reporting on foreign news 

underlines the existence of two large news frames. One applies to the former 

communist countries, the other applies to developing countries. 

The bad environmental record and the lack of nuclear safety, in countries which were 

part of the former Eastern communist bloc, are repeatedly underlined in all 

newspapers sampled. De Standaard, which normally systematically minimises the 

Citizens have to reconcile themselves with citizenship. 
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impact of radioactivity, does not apply the same standard to Eastern bloc countries. 

The difference of treatment given is explained by the existence of strict European 

norms the former East bloc countries could never comply with because the brown 

coal they use is very polluting. This comparison has the advantage of also 

underlining that the old system - using coal - is bad (and therefore new - nuclear -

methods should be supported). De Standaard, also publishes a little article relating 

how a Russian plane full of leaked poison landed in Ostend ('Gif lekt uit Russisch 

vliegtuig', 13/7/98, 2). Le Soir features an article on Chernobyl, stressing that the 

concrete slab isolating the nuclear reactor could break. Regarding the 1986 

Chernobyl accident, which is still lively imprinted in people's minds, any possibility 

of a dramatic follow-up is certainly newsworthy ('Le sarcophage de Chernobyl se 

deteriore', 6/7/98, 20). 

The bad environmental record of Russia seems to have become assumed knowledge, 

as is its instability. It has very much become a set frame. De Standaard therefore 

does not need much convincing about the necessity for British Prime Minister Blair 

to accept nuclear products from the former Soviet republic of Georgia. Nuclear 

safety of the area has to be protected, which is what Blair is said to do by preventing 

nuclear material from getting into the wrong hands. The issue is also widely reported 

by The Tunes ('Uranium deal had to be a secret, says Blair', 23/4/98, 6). The fact that 

the deal made between Russia and Britain was not made public and known only via 

an American newspaper is at the core of the article, which sets out to explain that the 

deal had to remain secret because of the possibility of terrorist action by rebels in 

Georgia. Here again it is the instability of Russia that is underlined and the 'risks 

associated with nuclear research programs in potentially unstable countries' 

('Troubled States cast long nuclear shadow', 23/4/98, 16). To illustrate the point, the 

article is coupled with a brief announcing that in Russia two officers face a court 

martial for selling uranium. An editorial further insists on the responsibility the West 

has in dealing with those situation, while adding that it is after all no big deal and 

that the uranium will be very useful for cancer treatment ('Nuclear leaks are bad 

news', 23/4/98, 22). The bad record of former East bloc countries is also made clear 

in 'Une centrale nucleaire slovaque inquiete les Autrichiens' (Le Monde, 29/5/98, 3). 
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Only The Guardian publishes an article that goes against preconceived ideas by 

describing Russia as having very little pollution ('Hot air market is set for take-off, 

23/4/98, 16). 

A similar kind of assumed knowledge is repeated about developing countries, which 

are represented as having little respect for the environment and as being uniformly 

led by corrupt officials. All newspapers figure regular articles about logging in Asia 

and deforestation in Brazil. Because these events happen in foreign countries, local 

social issues are not part of the reporting, which can therefore easily simplify the 

story as one between the bad people who, with the support of corrupt officials, cut 

forests, disregarding the environment and sometimes local indigenous groups living 

from those forests. 

The Guardian is again the only newspaper that has an article on the developing 

world with a different perspective ('The great leapfrog forward', Online supplement 

29/10/98, 6). The article relates that the developing world has the possibility of 

incorporating modern green technologies, instead of mimicking the developed world 

making the same mistakes in terms of pollution. The article accuses multinational 

corporations of transferring obsolete factories to third world, condemning them to 

'outdated technology, inefficiency and pollution'. It also underlines how Europe and 

the US are allowing themselves more greenhouse gas emissions than the developing 

countries, which have done much to cut greenhouse gas emissions. This contradicts 

information provided by other newspapers, which clearly underline the lack of 

respect held by developing countries for the environment. Here actions of developing 

countries are held to be responsible. 

IV.3.4 Conclusions on the environment in the news. 

This research has underlined how each newspaper has its own culture, and that this 

culture defines which and how news sources are used by each newspaper. 

Newspapers tend to use news sources who provide news, which fit into their culture. 

This is not entirely new since Cottle (1993, 125), who carried out a very similar 

study on British television programs, found that the environment was submitted to 

differential news treatment according to the established priorities and forms of 

existing British news programs. 
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The Australian and De Standaard, for instance, seem to function very much as a 

platform for discussion between industry and government and therefore publish a 

large amount of information from the industry on the one hand, and on the other 

from the government directed to the industry. Both papers rely extensively on the 

industry's view and give little importance to environment groups. In The Australian 

there is also a generally dismissive attitude towards the institution of government, 

which does not exist in De Standaard. Like the other European newspapers, De 

Standaard attributes a genuine organising role to government. The Age also has this 

very dismissive attitude towards national and State governments, systematically 

using sources who accuse governments of bad management and a lack of 

understanding of issues at stake. As in The Australian government is made 

equivalent to bureaucracy and portrayed as lacking understanding and interest in 

local issues (for The Age) or business issues (for The Australian) and being mainly 

self-interested. 

This underlines a big difference between the Australian papers, which adopt a very 

cynical attitude towards the institution of government, and the European press for 

which the government has a recognised role to play in organising or policing the 

environment. It appears that the cynical Australian attitude is part of the Australian 

culture at large, but by accenting it, the press seems to negate any positive role the 

government could play in regard to the environment. One can contrast this to the 

attitude of the Belgian and French press, which while attributing a role to their (or 

parts of) governments, tend to have a rather servile attitude towards those who 

govern. French and Belgian newspapers, each seem to have allegiances to particular 

instances of government. Le Soir functions mainly as the voice of local government 

bodies. De Standaard reports Flemish conservative parties views. Le Monde's 

reporting clearly reveals its strong sympathy for the green party and the socialist 

government, from which a lot of the information is coming. Le Figaro is marked by 

the close relationship between the paper and the conservative RPR party. Those links 

were not as clear in the British papers. 

Most newspapers regularly publish environmental news coming from business 

sources. Overall there is very little criticism of business and business practices. 

Business sources as well as government sources tend to frame environment news in 

economic terms. When environment sources are used it is generally to comment on 
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narrow issues, which are reported without underlining wider implications. The 

Australian, De Standaard and Le Figaro rely very little on green sources and portray 

them in very critical terms. The Guardian is the only newspaper whose reporting 

legitimises environmental groups. Together with Le Monde, it is also the only 

newspaper that discusses the environmental debate in terms of long-term quality of 

life. This only happened in a few articles, but is completely absent from all the other 

newspapers. 

Mancini (1991, 137) notes that 'Journalists perform an important role in the 

negotiable use of political communication; they are not intermediaries between the 

palace and the citizen [...] but rather among the different members of the same 

palace'. Our research seems to suggest that the press also serves as an intermediary 

between government and the industry. The strong links established between the 

industry and the press are clearly illustrated by this research. Alternative views of the 

role the industry can possibly play in environmental issues are only provided by Le 

Monde and The Guardian. Those are also the two papers whose information 

introduces a wider discussion, a wider debate on environment that goes beyond the 

economics of environment. While the presence of different cultures in the press 

might suggest that there is a very diverse press, the scope of ideas circulated by the 

press stays well between boundaries. Only newspapers that are not part of larger 

corporations, like Le Monde and The Guardian, sometimes venture beyond those 

boundaries. 

News about the environment suggests a general indulgence by the press toward 

business practices. One might wonder to what extent the overlapping interests 

between the business world, and media owners, as part of this business world, are 

responsible for this. Clearly the attitudes adopted towards business groups stand in 

contrast to that developed towards green groups. Environmental advocates are 

prominent sources of information, but they are only accepted to the extent that they 

do not provide controversial economic or political information. When they do so, 

they are generally reported in very critical terms. Then it is their 'irrationality' which 

is put forward, as standing in contrast with the 'rationality' of business groups who 

are therefore presented as better managers of the environment. 
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Chapter V. Conclusion 

This thesis aims to provide a comparative analysis of the way the quality press has 

defined and continues to define the-world. It examines the various interests promoted 

by the various newspapers analysed and questions the nature and type of society that 

they put forward as ideal. As mentioned earlier the options allowed for and promoted 

in the quality press in Australia, Belgium, France and the United Kingdom are 

particularly important within the context of the continuing uncertainty concerning 

unemployment, social welfare and the environment, since the media in general and 

the quality press in particular, by virtue of their reporting on and readership by elites 

in society, have the capacity to create a hegemonic view despite the uncertainties that 

may exist about these issues. 

A number of important general conclusions can be drawn from this research on 

unemployment, social welfare and the environment. The findings are very similar in 

the three areas studied. They point to a very clear and limited framing of the world. 

Unemployment and the environment are clearly reported within the limits of the 

economic framework. For unemployment and the environment to be portrayed 

through an economic lens is not the only possible process; there are clearly many 

other ways to portray these issues. This leads to another important frame through 

which these three areas are reported. It involves a frame that questions the legitimacy 

of government to manage these three areas. This leaves a vacuum which the news 

fills in by proposing industry as a better manager for unemployment, the 

environment and, in some measure, social welfare as well. By the same token, the 

responsibility for solving unemployment, social welfare problems and environmental 

issues is thrown back at citizens, presupposing that if the government does not act 

instead of people, they will be able to take on these responsibilities themselves. 

Of course these frameworks are not endorsed with the same intensity by all 

newspapers. Some newspapers offer information in conflict with these large frames. 

But the conflict stays well within certain limits and is presented by only a few 

newspapers. It is the more socially minded newspapers, as well as newspapers which 

are firmly located within local communities, with stronger links to local groups who 

provide conflicting information. This points to the importance of the selection of 
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sources of information in constructing the news. Thus, when it comes to the 

environment, the existence of strong lobby groups or green-party politicians play a 

role in the creation of conflicting information. But newspapers then have to take this 

conflicting information into account and present it to the public, which they do not 

always do. 

The different ways in which newspapers frame information also points to the 

existence of newspaper cultures that arise from the priorities and values held by those 

newspapers. These cultures are, in the case of opinion papers, clearly spelt out; they 

are not spelled out in the so called 'neutral' newspapers. But in reality newspapers 

proclaiming themselves to be neutral are just as partisan as the opinion papers. A 

clear link can be established between the values held by newspapers and their form 

of ownership. Newspapers belonging to large media corporations are clearly more 

conservative. To some extent, newspapers are also clearly embedded in the culture of 

the national, regional and linguistic environment in which they exist. The reporting 

in each newspaper is therefore also a reflection of this broader culture. 

The existence of different newspaper cultures might be seen as proof of the existence 

of a rather diverse press. But, as mentioned before, the differences operate within 

narrow limits and overall the quality press is clearly not very adventurous in 

reflecting on and creating debate. If, in theory, the media are said to be a contested 

territory, one might hope that this contestation exists on a larger scale, since there is 

little evidence of it within the quality press. 

Dominant framings limit the diversity of expression 

Overall this research has shown that there is a clear dominant interpretative frame, 

which is economic. It is based on the assumption that economic forces rule the 

world. This is presented as 'reality' and anything that may prevent the economic 

forces from operating freely is equated to preventing the world from moving 

forward. In the background there is a strong sense of a rapidly changing world, in 

which one might be left out if one is not able to participate in change. What being 

left out means is not very clear. It seems to be linked with some economic status 

every country is supposed to try and maintain. The need to remain or become 

competitive is presented as a sine qua non. Newspapers repeatedly stress this need to 
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remain or become competitive when unemployment or environmental issues are 

discussed. This economic 'reality' is presented as natural. The economic world is 

often presented as a living organism which has its own natural rhythms and 

movements. The press overall subscribes to this idea, as if it was the only possible 

scenario. But there are many other.lenses, many other frames through which one 

could talk about unemployment, social welfare and the environment. 

Because of the assumed importance of competitiveness, taking care of the 

environment, of the workforce, of people generally can only be done within the 

limits set by competitiveness. Competitiveness is also presented as a solution to 

unemployment. It is based on the assumption that competitiveness can create wealth, 

that this wealth will be shared and that ultimately it will lessen unemployment. 

Unemployment or the failure to reduce unemployment are largely presented as the 

consequence of companies being forced to adopt uncompetitive practices. The State 

is often portrayed as standing in the way of business. Governments are therefore 

asked not to interfere with business and to let the market sort things out, allow 

business to be competitive (by not imposing taxes or strict employment and wage 

rules). Government intervention is presented as an old way of doing things, which 

cannot be afforded any more. This of course corresponds clearly to a neo-liberal 

conservative view of the world. It reflects a short-term economic market view of the 

world. 

One might of course argue that the press just reflects a neo-liberal current of thought, 

which has been very fashionable over the few decades. But the press does more than 

just reflecting this current of ideas, it endorses them while only marginally 

accounting for a public which has become rather suspicious of the benefit those ideas 

might bring to the world. When it comes to the environment for instance, people in 

many countries have felt let down by institutions, which have often been careless, 

which have often taken decisions without consulting the general public (Ramonet, 

1999). According to Ramonet (1999), the public has in some ways distanced itself 

from many neo-liberal ideas. While this is certainly reflected in some of the 

independent small-scale vehicles of expression, this research shows that the 

mainstream quality press translates very little of this, largely upholding the neo-

liberal ideal. There are, as has been indicated, variations in the extent to which the 

different newspapers analysed uphold the neo-liberal ideal, but overall, the neo-
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liberal ideal serves as a framing model for most news on unemployment, social 

welfare and the environment. The knowledge the public has of those issues can only 

be tainted by that since, in most cases, people have little information with which to 

contradict or rectify what is presented by the media and in this sense are dependent 

on the way the media presents issues to them. 

Newspapers promote a world in which the management of the environment, 

unemployment and even welfare should be largely taken out of the hands of 

government to be given to the business sector. There is intense rhetoric on the subject 

of business sustaining society: business creating employment, business creating 

solutions for the environment, business taking over the provision of welfare. This 

rhetoric is rarely accompanied by any questioning of the compatibility of the solution 

of these problems with business priorities, which is the making of profit. It really is 

about promoting a world ruled by economic forces and dismissing regulation from 

above. But who other than the State or international State organisations can impose 

rules to enforce respect for the environment, to enforce social rights and ensure a 

redistribution of generated wealth? Only governments have this faculty, which does 

not mean that they will necessary do so. There has to be a political desire to 

administer society, to govern in that way. This political desire can only be enforced 

by the public, whom in theory governments represent. 

Dismissing the government as a possible manager leaves a vacuum in today's 

society, since there is no other comparable institution capable of fulfilling such a 

role. There is no other institution that has the faculty to manage society in the long-

term, taking into account the interests of all. While business is, according to news 

reporting, keen to take over the role of manager of the environment, of 

unemployment, one is entitled to wonder how it could do so. This is not to say that 

economic growth and good functioning of business do not play a positive role in 

curbing unemployment or in allowing a better care of the environment. But 

companies are generally run for profit, often short-term profit, which is not always 

compatible with managing the environment or solving unemployment. History has 

shown that companies do not automatically invest in social or environmental issues, 

and only do it when it is in their short-term interest or unless they are forced to do so. 
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By applying an economic frame of interpretation the media in fact translates the 

interest of business into the public interest. The ideas promoted are those benefiting 

private corporations. They are presented as the only realistic, ideas. As we developed 

in length in our introduction, the mainstream media are today owned by large 

business corporations. It is therefore not entirely surprising that the ideas they defend 

are ideas that can only benefit the corporate world. Our research confirms the 

contradictions existing between the ideal of news as providing information to enable 

citizens to participate into public life and the priorities held by private business. This 

is exacerbated by the fact that conservative lobby groups have been able to influence 

the media much more than other groups (Dahlgren and Sparks, 1991; Jansen, 1994). 

This could be due to the fact that their world view resonates better with the one 

existing in large media corporations. It is also clear that those more conservative 

movements, because they are more likely to defend business interests, benefit from 

their financial support, which allows for better investment in public relations and 

lobbying. 

Under such conditions how can one genuinely expect the mainstream media to be 

truly independent? Of course one might argue that real independence is impossible. 

One always represents the interest of some social group. The problem lies in the fact 

that the mainstream quality press, through its link with big corporations, only 

represents the interest of one particular group. It is the lack of a real diversity in 

expression that poses problems. While there are certainly smaller organs of 

expression, which do represent different ideas, those organs are kept at the margin of 

society (Schiller, 1984) and therefore do not have the power to counterbalance the 

view of the world presented by mainstream media. 

Nonetheless one should take into account the fact that the dominant ideas presented 

here are not endorsed to the same extent by all newspapers. Our research clearly 

shows that, within the limits imposed by this dominant frame, there is scope for some 

variations. 

The limited use of sources for information limits the possibility for the press 
as a truly contested territory 

This thesis started with an exploration of the principle of'freedom of expression' - a 

principle considered as a condition sine qua non for democracy. This principle of 
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freedom of expression was to allow a diversity of expression, which as this research 

shows is clearly limited at least in the quality mainstream press. Media have been 

defined as the 'battle ground for contesting forces' (Curran, 1991, 29). This 

battleground is one in which different groups in society try to define what is to 

become news. Considering the important cognitive aspect of the media, which was 

explored in the introduction to this thesis, being able to take part in the battle is also 

being able to partake in defining any public debate. It is being able to set an agenda 

that has the potential to affect the public's perception. Ultimately this has the 

potential to affect policy making. In an ideal democratic situation, all interests in 

society should be represented by the media, all social groups should have equal 

access to the media, at least equal in proportion to the part of society they occupy. 

But as our research shows, the newspapers analysed do not represent our 

heterogenous society. While in theory everyone is a potential source of news, In 

practice newspapers make clear choices about which sources of information to use. 

This is not necessarily a conscious choice. Access to media is largely determined by 

well-established media practices. Those media practices endorse powerful and 

recognised sources of information as legitimate sources of news, while dismissing 

less powerful sources. Thus some interests are clearly over-represented. But this is 

not to be attributed only to journalistic practices. This research also clearly shows 

that each newspaper makes very precise choices about which sources of information 

to use. 

This is clearly demonstrated by the way newspapers deal with lobby groups. Lobby 

groups play an important role in representing the variety of interests in society. But 

only the non-challenging groups are given a real chance to voice their view in the 

press. Challenging groups are not only not given a voice, but also represented as 

deviant, illegitimate and insignificant. This is particularly clear in the reporting on 

the environment, the interests of which are defended by many different lobby groups. 

In practice only the few well-organised, recognised and accepted lobby groups are 

used as sources of information. This is the case of environmental groups such 

Greenpeace, which have acquired international recognition. The legitimacy conferred 

on some smaller lobby groups depends on whether their position is in line with a 

newspaper's priority or not. Lobby groups defending issues that are seen as not 

menacing economic interests are readily used as sources of information. It is 
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therefore not surprising that the press uses many sources speaking up for nature and 

animals when this does not put in jeopardy any economic interests. Groups such as 

the Animal Liberationists, groups fighting against the Jabaluka mine in Australia, 

groups fighting against nuclear power plants are not only dismissed as sources of . 

information but also represented as irrational and emotional in a very dismissive 

way. This confirms Dahlgren and Sparks' (1991, 14) findings that 'the established 

media continually attempts to delegitimise those movements it finds threatening to 

the system'. This double standard is not as clear when it comes to groups defending 

the disfavoured in society, since there are but few welfare organisations that lobby 

for the poor or the unemployed. But when these groups are used as sources of 

information, it is generally only to counterbalance information provided by official 

sources. In that sense they never get to initiate or set the terms of a debate, and never 

have the possibility to openly challenge economic and political structures. 

This selective use of information sources clearly has a direct impact on the content of 

news. The fact that government sources (and other major political sources) are the 

most frequently used news sources means that a large proportion of environment, 

unemployment and social welfare issues only become news if they are part of a 

broader political agenda. It also means that the articulation of news is often made in 

political terms. Unemployment and social welfare thus become political issues, 

which only enter the news at crucial moments in political life - budget time or 

elections. Welfare news pops up when legislative changes are in the air. Reform of 

the welfare system in Britain and discussions around methods of insuring aged 

pensions in France provided a major proportion of the welfare news in our sample. 

When reporting on unemployment, political sources similarly release or propose new 

unemployment policies, or financial spending figures on unemployment around 

budget time, or around election time, if they made unemployment part of their 

election agenda. This sort of information usually generates factual articles, in which 

there is no place for background discussion. It is also information that centres around 

the amount of money the government is prepared to spend, thereby again presenting 

problems as essentially financial problems. A lot of the information provided by 

politicians can also be seen as promotional material. It is about politicians promoting 

themselves or their parties. There is little or no attempt on the part of politicians to 

initiate a debate that may question the real causes of unemployment and poverty. 
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In theory one might assume that since politicians represent a relatively broad 

ideological spectrum, they might provide for competing discourses within the press. 

The extent to which this happens is limited, however. This is because only the 

bigger, accepted political parties tend to be represented by the press. Those bigger 

parties often have very similar positions. Only The Guardian and Le Monde, in line 

with their more social position, give voice to political sources underlining a more 

social agenda. In Belgium, where there is a system of proportional representation, 

which means that smaller parties are part of the government, smaller parties also get 

to have a say in the press. This provides for more conflicting information to appear in 

Le Soir, which as a 'neutral' paper tends to use a variety of different political sources 

of information. The other Belgian newspaper, De Standaard, is more limited in its 

use of information sources. As an opinion paper it has no problem with limiting itself 

only to sources of information it is in agreement with. 

This underlines the fact that being in government does give politicians a better 

chance of being heard by the press. This is also made clear in the research on the 

reporting of the environment. Only when green politicians have been able to be part 

of government have they been able to genuinely air their views. By being in 

parliament those defending a green agenda are conferred a legitimacy, they would 

otherwise not have. According to Sainteny (1995), the success of the ecologists in 

France was thus followed by an increase in general in coverage of environmental 

issues. What also has to be noted is that in those papers using green politicians as 

sources of information, the environment acquires a political dimension, which is 

otherwise totally excluded from environment reporting. Being in parliament has 

given the green parties the opportunity to make claims - to influence not only the 

political, but also the media agenda. But not all newspapers use green government 

representatives' information equally, even if they are in government. In France Le 

Monde makes extensive use of green political sources of information, while Le 

Figaro does not use them at all. This can be explained by the fact that green 

politicians in France aligned themselves with the socialist party, which is not a party 

Le Figaro is in sympathy with. As mentioned before, opinion papers see no problem 

in being selective about the sources of information they use. 

This selection process also happens in so called 'neutral' papers, but is not as clear, 

since 'neutral' papers often make a point of using politicians from opposition parties 
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as sources of information, precisely as a way of demonstrating their neutrality. The 

position of these newspapers is more clearly made in the way they then frame the 

information provided, comments made in opinion articles and also the overuse of 

business sources or experts standing in for business over other sources. While 

objectivity implies the use of information coming from different political views, 

there is no rule saying that every time a business source is used, the information 

should be counterbalanced by an environmental or social welfare source. 

When it comes to political sources of information, one could assume that government 

figures, as elected representatives of the people, also represent the interests of the 

people who voted them in. In a democratic system, this is how it is supposed to work. 

But this is a link that somehow seems to have been lost and newspapers clearly do 

not easily establish a representative link between politicians and citizens. In this 

research only the two more local papers, The Age and Le Soir, represent local 

politicians as representing the public interest. In other newspapers, politicians seem 

to represent only themselves or the party they belong to. Whenever a link is made 

with the public, it is more a self-interested link, whereby the public is limited to its 

status as a collection of potential voters. This is an attitude which, according to this 

research, is very common in the Australian press. Australian newspapers stand out 

for their rather dismissive attitude towards government. Government is equated with 

bureaucracy about whom incompetence and an uncaring nature are accented. 

Government is represented as acting for its own sake, in its own interest. On the 

whole the attitude adopted towards government in the Australian press is cynical. 

This research also underlines the importance of business as a source of information. 

The information business provides strongly reinforces an economic framing of 

events. Thus they further reinforce a conservative neo-liberal market view of the 

world, already put forward by newspapers. Business sources are also at the heart of 

information dismissing government as possible managers of the environment and 

unemployment, proposing themselves as better managers, because more in touch 

with the 'realities' of this world. This shows how the importance of business as 

source of information plays an important role in the dominant framing of events 

described earlier in this chapter. 
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The prominence given to business stands in contradiction to that given to the 'person 

in the street', who has very little input to the news. Private citizens are rarely sources 

of news. As Raboy and Bruck (1989, 171) put it 'regular citizens tend to be excluded 

as potential journalists/senders, from having access to the means to reach the rest of 

the public'. Our research confirms this. Practically speaking, this means that a whole 

part of the population - possibly the largest - is excluded from creating or even 

participating in any ongoing debate. This does not mean that they are totally absent. 

Letters to the editor and occasional articles in which private citizens offer comment 

do exist, but they are marginal at best, irrelevant at worst. 

There is some scope for private citizens to have a say in the Anglo-Saxon press, 

where the tradition of letters to the editor is well-developed. The Australian and 

British newspapers have a daily Letters to the Editor column. This is not a common 

practice in the Belgian or French press. This research left some question marks on 

the extent to which such letters can really be considered as providing a forum for 

debate. Generally the ideas defended in the letters published tend to fit in with 

existing newspaper cultures, which they illustrate. 

When private citizens are used as sources of information, the comment reported is 

usually limited to an emotional reaction. Thus private citizens tend to function as 

emotional support to main articles. They are little more than illustrative, emotional 

props. Newspapers certainly avoids people who might be talking about poverty. 

Daily poverty and misery are not newsworthy. Very rarely does one see poor people, 

people living on welfare or the unemployed become sources of news, setting out 

their views on unemployment. Even the fact that they might have a legitimate 

opinion on a situation is not considered. They are not attributed with any legitimacy 

as possible contributors to a social problem they are experiencing first hand. They 

are forced into a passive situation and 'serious' discussion is left to government, 

business, experts and lobby groups. So if 'normal' citizens want to be part of the 

ongoing debate they have to do this via lobby groups. But by the same token, for 

lobby groups to be recognised enough to gain legitimacy, they have to situate 

themselves within the dominant interpretations of news. Again we see here how this 

limits the possibility of real debate. The fact that private citizens are more frequently 

used as sources of information if they have been successful, thus underlining the 

importance of individual action, further confirms this. There are quite a few stories 
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about.those who, despite all odds, managed to escape unemployment and poverty. 

They are stories about people who have adopted a more flexible lifestyle and 

managed to adapt themselves to the demands of today's society. It supports the idea 

that in our society everyone has equal choices and everyone can make it if they want 

do. This clearly fits in with a dominant framework that advocates the need to change, 

be more flexible, take responsibility for oneself, instead of relying on State support. 

And while private citizens are not considered as possible sources of political, social 

or economic information, they are frequently asked to take responsibility for existing 

problems. When it comes to the environment for instance, newspapers often tend to 

suggest that pollution is mainly generated by private citizens. Unemployment is also 

presented as essentially an individual problem. At times the government is also held 

responsible for it, by taking over what should be an individual responsibility, but 

business never is and the structural functioning of society is certainly never 

questioned. 

The difficulty in private citizens becoming sources of information becomes an 

important point where citizens are the main objects of news, as is the case in 

reporting on unemployment or social welfare issues. It means that they have news 

about themselves given by others, news in which they will almost certainly have 

problems recognising themselves, their aspirations, their desires. 

Private citizens are thus submitted to a representation of the world imposed by the 

media. This is what made Baudrillard (1972) qualify the media as part of a system of 

social control of power by being integral to that which forever forbids a reply. The 

relation is one of separation, abolition of the exchange, of communication. While 

interactive media have seemed to modify this, most of the power gained by the 

citizenry is still illusory. The reader or viewer continues to be in a position of being 

unable to challenge the validity claims made by the media. This of course narrows 

possibilities for public debate by ensuring that a whole part of the population is 

excluded from participating in this debate. 

The importance of newspaper cultures 

While there is a dominant interpretative frame, the extent to which newspapers 

endorse that frame, or sometimes even contradict it varies from one paper to another. 
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Research clearly points to the existence of newspaper cultures. Every newspaper has 

its own priorities, which are made clear through the choice of events reported, and by 

the way those events are framed. Al l this can often be traced back to the use of 

specific sources of information. Our research shows how similar events are often 

reported in different ways, with a different emphasis. Those differences are partly 

due to the preference given to some news sources over others and partly the work of 

the journalists themselves. Editorials further play a crucial role in defining a 

newspaper's position. Generally they are always clearly consistent with, and 

reinforce, positions taken in the other news columns. This is also the case of the 

Letters to the Editor columns. 

Clearly those newspapers that belong to large media corporations take on a very 

conservative, and largely economic approach to life. News in Le Figaro, The 

A ustralian, The Times and De Standaard uncritically endorses an economic framing 

of events. Behind this lies the assumption that the world functions on an economic 

basis, that this is the only 'reality'. Somehow this 'reality' is presented as being 

under siege. In the background of this is the idea that the world has changed and 

continues to change very quickly and that one is constantly in danger of missing out, 

without ever clearly stating what one might miss out on. There is this idea of a 

continuous challenge and competitiveness seems to be a major weapon within this 

challenge. 

In conservative newspapers governments are often equated with bureaucracy, and 

tend to be presented as not in tune with a 'reality' demanding flexibility instead of 

rules. Governments are presented as never having been able to adapt to changes. On 

the other hand business is often presented as being in tune with 'reality' and 

therefore being possibly a better manager of issues such as unemployment, social 

welfare end the environment. Government is seen here as preventing business from 

doing a good job - preventing business from creating employment, managing the 

environment in a sensible way (that is while remaining competitive). A call is made 

for less State intervention, and more flexibility. Unemployment is presented as 

solvable through lower wages, less taxes and support to industry. Social welfare is 

portrayed in its most perverse effects: preventing people from looking for work and 

become autonomous. But this reasoning is not applied to industry. When it comes to 
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State support of industry, those newspapers are less critical and there is no more 

mention of the perverse effects of State aid. 

Le Monde and The Guardian, which are also the only two newspapers of our sample 

that are not part of a big media consortium, and which are also the most left-wing 

papers, stand out for their more critical approach to this dominant framework. They 

reflect the dominant framing, but also contradict it. This is particularly clear in their 

reporting of social problems. Both newspapers regularly accent the social aspects of 

unemployment, social welfare, while other newspapers will only present economic 

aspects of the issue. Thus The Guardian and Le Monde insist on the importance of a 

welfare system to establish equality. The importance of the State as a mechanism to 

reduce inequalities is also underlined. Other newspapers seem to assume that 

everyone gets the same opportunities in life. Le Monde and The Guardian are also 

the only papers concerned about business ethics. Business is, in all newspapers, 

presented as playing a crucial role when it comes to job creation and preservation. 

But Le Monde and The Guardian elaborate on the notion that businesses have to be 

socially responsible and that systems should be put in place forcing them to do so. It 

is a step away from an individualistic interpretation of the world - in which each 

individual has to fend for himself - towards the necessity to take care of the social 

group as a whole. At the moment the State (whether national or international as in 

Europe) is the only instrument which can ensure that all interests in society are 

protected. Both these left-leaning newspapers promote a State that plays this role. 

Two other papers, Le Soir and The Age, stand out, mainly because they are more 

locally based. The way in which sources of information are used by those papers 

reflects the relations built between the newspapers and local governments and local 

groups. Their use of such local sources of information allows for conflicting 

interpretations to enter the news. Both papers seem to be defending competing 

interests on many occasions. This is particularly clear in the reporting of 

environmental issues. Both newspapers will defend the local environment, often via 

sources from local governments, presented as acting on behalf of the inhabitants. 

Both newspapers also display more interest in local social problems and regularly 

point at the difficulties the unemployed or those living on social welfare might 

experience. 
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But the way The Age presents local problems is also part of a peculiarity of 

Australian papers: that of systematically dismissing government and politicians as 

uncaring and self interested. The Age defends local environmental issues and social 

problems against national mismanagement. The idea of a government that is only 

working for itself, and mainly preoccupied by its own profile is repeated throughout 

The Australian and The Age. Governmental and other political sources become 

prominent sources of news around election time, promising to spend money to satisfy 

just about everyone. Newspapers centre their reporting on those promises which are 

clearly labelled as part of electoral campaigns. Newspapers even make it clear that 

those are only promises, somehow equating them to a theatrical performance, which 

is the key to winning the elections. As for the electoral promises, newspapers make it 

clear that it is possible that none of them will be kept. This sort of information clearly 

can only have a strong impact on people's motivation to participate in political life. It 

must also reflect on news itself. After all, if politics are presented as if they concern 

only personal advancement or the advancement of personal agendas, as if political 

action never solves anything, then what is the point of keeping informed about 

politics? 

The Age particularly emphasises the notion of an uncaring government. Government 

is presented as doing little to defend the environment (and when government does 

something, it is not very efficient and tends to create hopeless situations). When it 

comes to social welfare both The Austrahan and The Age publish many letters 

accenting the uncaringness of the government. It is accompanied by the idea that 

government and politicians generally are guilty of behaving in a self-interested 

manner that ignores the interests of their constituencies. This notion of uncaringness 

has, of course, its own contradiction. It does imply that something more is expected 

from government, while at the same time dismissing government as unable to act in 

the public interest. 

This strong dismissal of government was not found in the European newspapers. 

This is surprising considering the number of political scandals that have rocked 

Belgium, France and the U K over recent years. But while regular articles appear in 

those newspapers reporting on politicians tried for fraud, corruption or other illegal 

and often very serious matters, this does not permeate into the rest of the news and 

the idea of government as a useful, albeit sometimes inefficient institution, is still 

279 



prevalent. Of course, the role played by the existence of strong links between the 

press and the government certainly helps to ensure the press's lack of government 

criticism. This is particularly clear in the four Belgian and French newspapers, which 

harbour very little criticism of the governmental sources they rely on for information. 

To what extent differences between newspapers derive from a broader cultural 

context is not really clear. Many researchers have pointed to the existence of general 

criteria of newsworthiness. What gets into the news clearly does depend on the 

degree to which it answers to general criteria of newsworthiness. An example of this 

is how news on environment considers news on nuclear issues to be newsworthy. 

The few big accidents like Chernobyl and Three Mile Island have certainly 

contributed to making news on nuclear accidents newsworthy. It is in the continuity 

of this news that other items about nuclear issues in the environment find their place 

in the news. This sort of news is also largely framed as potentially leading to an 

accident. 

The existence of these general criteria of newsworthiness could suggest that 

newspapers in a same country would publish the same news. This is far from the 

case. News published by two different newspapers in the same country is different. 

Newspapers in the same country do report different events. This points to the fact 

that every newspaper has its own notion of what is newsworthy, which altogether 

forms what we have called here the newspaper's individual culture. It is based on 

priorities held by each newspaper, on a tradition developed by each newspaper. In 

the case of opinion papers those priorities are clearly expressed and therefore known 

by the public. When one buys a Figaro or a Monde, one clearly knows that a 

particular viewpoint was taken. This is not so clear in the so called 'neutral' papers. 

These individual newspaper cultures are in turn firmly located in a more general 

national culture, which they feed on, while also contributing to it. When it comes to 

Australia for instance, one might consider that oppositional reporting is part of a the 

Australian cultural background. As underlined by Triandafillidou (1996, 371) 'the 

content and form of media discourse are, to a large extent, contingent upon the 

social, political and cognitive attitudes prevalent within a given society'. Australian 

newspapers have, from very early on, positioned themselves as critics of political 

power. This tradition continues. To some extent the Australian newspapers thus 
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adopt the position of their readers, whose interest they propose to defend. It presents 

news from government as if this is what 'they' propose, and the discussion revolves 

around what 'we' as public want to do about it. The English newspapers tend to take 

a very similar position. They see themselves as defending the public interest in the 

name of the reader. But this is of course a very artificial process. Whose interests is 

the newspaper really defending? This research shows clearly that the more 

commercial newspapers, those belonging to big media conglomerates, defend 

conservative positions, which are also those of big industry. They are just as 

conservative as Le Figaro. But at least Le Figaro is openly a conservative opinion 

papers. The paper does not pretend to be neutral, nor does it pretend to stand in for 

the general public. 
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