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Community Structure Approach
● Focuses on relationship between key characteristics of communities (i.e. 

cities) and the content coverage of newspapers in those communities
● Observed links between demographic differences and variations in news 

framing of critical issues
● An innovative analysis of media projection combining measures of article 

prominence and content direction into a single media vector
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Community Structure Resources
● Pollock and colleagues (Pollock, 2007; 2013; 2015; Pollock & Vakoch, 2021) 

conducted the first nationwide multi-city and cross-national studies, 
combined measures of both “direction” and editorial “prominence,” and 
challenged the “guard dog” hypothesis.  
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The Issue
● State and Local Responses to COVID-19

○ On March 11, 2020, the WHO declared COVID-19 is characterized as a 
pandemic

○ Since then, many state and local governments have responded with 
varying degrees of urgency to attempt to limit the spread of COVID-19

● The Debate
○ Unfavorable or favorable coverage on the state and local response to 

COVID-19
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Literature Review
● Very little information in the field of Communication Studies
● Other fields

○ Sociology: Article regarding the increase of domestic violence (Bowman 
& Gallupe, 2020)

○ International Affairs: Results include articles discussing state and local 
measures in Florida (Rivkees & Shamarial, 2020), and spread of COVID-19 
among older adults (Angel & Mudrazija, 2020)

○ Nursing: Results include an article about the role of the media in China 
during the pandemic (Liu et al. 2020)
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Research Questions

Research Question 1

Research Question 2

How much variation is there in press coverage 
of state and local responses to COVID-19?

 Is any variation that occurs linked to 
differences in community and demographics?
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Hypotheses
● Buffer Hypothesis

○ Higher proportions of privileged groups in a community or nation state who are 
“relatively buffered” from conditions of poverty and economic uncertainty are linked 
to media coverage relatively supportive of human rights claims.

● Vulnerability Hypothesis
○ The larger the proportion of disadvantaged groups,  the more media coverage reflects 

their group concerns/interests

● Stakeholder Hypothesis
○ Connections are expected between stakeholder size and favorable coverage of 

stakeholder concerns.
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Methodology
● A nationwide sample of 25 major metropolitan newspapers was chosen from 

the NewsBank database.
○ The study excluded newspapers such as The Washington Post, The Wall Street Journal, USA 

Today, The New York Times, and The Los Angeles Times, because they target nationwide 
rather than local readers.

● The starting point of the seven month sample period was March 11, 2020, 
the date The World Health Organization declared COVID-19 outbreak a global 
pandemic.

● The end point of the sample was October 2, 2020, the date that President 
Trump tested positive for COVID-19
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Methodology
● At least 18 articles were taken from each newspaper

● 495 articles were coded

● 212 articles were double coded, resulting in Scott’s Pi coefficient of 

inter-coder reliability of 0.7829
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Prominence Score
● The articles were individually assessed with the use of two measures. 

● The first measure measures “prominence,” which is based on what the editor 

of the article believes its significance is. 

● Each article was allotted a score from 3 to 16 based on four factors: 

placement, headline size, article length, and photographs/graphics if 

available. 

● Greater prominence points were given to articles that earned more points.
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Prominence Table
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Article Direction
● Favorable: If the article emphasized positive aspects of state and local 

responses to COVID-19
● Unfavorable: If the article stressed negative aspects of state and local 

responses to COVID-19
● Balanced/Neutral: If the article emphasized neither positive nor negative 

aspects of state and local responses to COVID-19, or if the article did not 
state a position but still offered useful facts or statistics about COVID-19
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Calculating a Media Vector
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● 495 total articles were coded for “direction” (favorable/unfavorable 

coverage) and “prominence,” (placement, headline size, article length, 

and the presence of graphics) then combined into composite “Media 

Vector” scores for each newspaper (range +0.0502 to -0.1792, range 

0.2294). 

● 20 out of 25 newspapers were unfavorable (80%) for coverage of state 

and local response to COVID-19
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Media Vectors
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Media Vectors: Regional
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Pearson Correlations
● Pearson correlations revealed four significant indicators associated with a “stakeholder hypothesis” 

(expects a connection between stakeholder size and favorable coverage of stakeholder concerns).

● Two measures of “political partisanship”, voting Republican and voting Democratic, were strongly 

connected to coverage of state and local responses to COVID-19, with Republicans disapproving of 

these responses (r = -0.419, p = 0.019) and Democrats approving (r = 0.403, p = 0.023)..

● Two “belief system” reporting patterns emerged with strong unfavorable coverage: Mainline 

Protestant (r = -0.401, p = 0.024); Evangelicals was “directionally” confirmed (r = -0.266, p = 0.099).

● One “buffer hypothesis”, the greater the number of physicians per 100,000 people, was somewhat 

associated with favorable coverage of state and local responses to COVID-19 (r = 0.398, p = 0.051*).
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Pearson Correlations
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Pearson Correlations
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Pearson Correlations
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Pearson Correlations
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Regression Analysis: Top 2 Significant Findings



COMMUNICATION STUDIES DEPARTMENT

Overall Findings
● Political Partisanship hypothesis confirmed: Percentage of Democrats and 

Republicans in a city → favorable and unfavorable coverage

● Mainline Protestant and Evangelical belief systems strongly linked to negative 

coverage

● Healthcare access was somewhat associated with favorable coverage

● Measures of vulnerability were not significant

● The South was the region with the most COVID-19 cases & the most 

unfavorable coverage
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Thank You!
Any questions?
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Buffer

● Percentage of college educated in a city
● Percent of families with incomes of $200,000 or more  
● Percent with professional/technical occupational status

● Greater the number of physicians per 100,000 people
● Greater the number of hospital beds per 100,000 people
● Percentage of municipal spending on healthcare
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Vulnerability
● Percent living below the poverty line

● Percent unemployed

● Homicide rate

● Hate crime rate

● Percentage of single-parent households

● Higher the suicide rate

● Higher the percent uninsured

● Number of female heads of households in a city

● Percent of unmarried births in a city
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Stakeholder

Women’s Empowerment

● Percentage of women in the 

workforce

● Percentage of college educated 

women in a city

Ethnic Identity

● Percent of African Americans in a city

● Percent of Hispanics in a city

● Percentage of foreign-born individuals 

in a city
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Stakeholder

Belief System

● Percentage of Evangelicals in a 

city

● Percentage of Catholics in a city

● Percentage of Mainline 

Protestants in a city

Political Partisanship

● Percentage voting Democrat in the 

last election

● Percentage voting Republican in the 

last election



COMMUNICATION STUDIES DEPARTMENT

Stakeholder
Generation

● Percentage of 18-24 year-olds in a city

● Percentage of 24-44 year-olds in a city

● Percentage 45-64 year-olds in a city

● Percentage of 65+ year olds in a city

Life Cycle

● Percentage families with 

children under 6 years-old in a 

city

● Percentage families with 

children between the ages of  

6-12 years-old in a city

● Percentage families with 

children between the ages of  

13-17 years-old in a city


