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Anal ysi s of Newspaper Coverage of
Chi | dhood Nutrition Policy Issues

Ber kel ey Media Studi es Group anal yzed a representative
sanpl e of newspaper coverage of policy debates around
chil dhood nutrition to determ ne the dom nant subjects,
argunent s, spokespeople, statistics and netaphors being
used on the issue. The purpose of the content analysis
research is to give advocates a thorough grounding in the
way their issue is being portrayed in the news and thus, by
extension, being presented to policy nmakers and the public
by the news.

News coverage can have a strong influence on how the
public and policy makers interpret and respond to soci al
i ssues. To advocate effectively for policies that wll
i mprove childhood nutrition, advocates must be able to
articulate a clear nmessage that resonates with specific
audi ences. They have to nmake their case well, and nake it
publicly. This neans they nust understand the current
public conversation regarding nutrition policy issues and
how the issue is being franed in the news. Simlarly, if
journalists are going to tell the story of chil dhood
nutrition as it is debated by different stakehol ders, they
shoul d know what parts of that discussion are being
enphasi zed and which, if any, are being negl ected.

For these reasons, we wanted to know how t he news was
covering childhood nutrition issues. To find out, we
exam ned two years of news coverage on chil dhood nutrition
issues in California s major newspapers.

Met hods

To sel ect our sanple, we searched the online Nexis
dat abase for news coverage as well as editorials, letters
and opinion pieces printed in the Fresno Bee, Los Angel es
Ti mes, Sacranento Bee, San Di ego Union Tribune, and San
Franci sco Chronicle. W chose these papers in order to
understand how t he rel evant issues were portrayed across
the state, in najor newspapers that are read by statew de
policy nmakers and opinion | eaders. W focused specifically
on these newspapers because they are the news sources nost
critical in shaping state-level policymakers’ understanding
of key public issues, and because they are also influential
in setting the agenda for television news coverage.



To capture any pieces having to do with policies
related to childhood nutrition, school |unches/breakfasts,
obesity prevention, etc., we devised a three-part key word
search. W searched for

the terms “child (including children, child s, etc.) or
teen or adol escent or youth” AND

the terms “nutrition or diet or fast food or school I|unch
or school breakfast or snack or obese (including obesity,
etc.) or overweight or pouring contract” AND

the ternms “policy or rule or law or |egislation
(including legislate, etc.) or contract.”

W searched for pieces containing this conbination of
ternms printed in the five sources above fromJuly 1998
t hrough Aug. 2000, and found nore than 2000 articles.
Narrowi ng the search to include pieces where the search
terms occurred within 30 words of each other limted the
sanple to 171 pieces, which were also nore likely to be
substanti ve di scussions of the nutrition issues.

We then cl eaned the sanple by elimnating duplicate
stories (such as the sane editorial printed in both the
city and Orange County editions of the Los Angel es Tines;
we counted such instances as a single piece) and those that
did not deal substantively with child nutrition. To qualify
as substantive, at |east one-third of the piece had to
di scuss nutrition issues, to ensure that the article was
not sinply a passing reference to the topic. W had 100
pi eces for prelimnary analysis. As we continued codi ng, we
di scovered that additional pieces were not substantively
about nutrition issues. The 88 pieces that renmi ned were
t hen coded in depth.

W then reviewed the sanple to determine primary
subjects, initial frames or argunments, and other factors to
be coded. After our initial review of the sanple, we coded
for both problemdefinition and sol utions nentioned; that
is, to what do sources quoted in the newspaper attribute
t he probl em of chil dhood obesity or other nutrition
probl enms, and what suggestions or policies do they offer to
remedy the problen? W al so worked with California Project
LEAN in this phase to identify the issues and spokespeopl e
they are nost interested in tracking in the news.



Next we devel oped a coding instrument for the
guantitative count of key variables and collection of basic
i nformati on such as byline, date, article placenent,

i ndi vi dual s and organi zati ons quoted, policies nentioned,
etc. W then entered deci sions about research variabl es
into a conputer database in order to automate the anal ysis.

Fi ndi ngs

Source: The Fresno Bee had the npbst pieces on the
subject, with 26% of the total. This was followed cl osely
by the Sacranmento Bee (23%, San Di ego Union Tribune (22%,
and the Los Angeles Tines (18% . The San Franci sco
Chronicle had the fewest substantive pieces on chil dhood
nutrition during the sanple period, with 11% of the sanple.

Wre stories vs. local stories: W found that one
guarter of the pieces in our sanple were fromwre
services, such as AP or Reuters, or were first published in
anot her newspaper, such as the Boston d obe and the Dall as
Daily Herald. Many of these were “food features” such as
pi eces on hel ping children pack healthy |unches; however,
many other wire pieces were national-level news stories
hi ghl i ghti ng new research on obesity trends or the federa
government’s new dietary reconmendations. |n general
smal | er papers are nore likely to use wire stories, and
i ndeed the Fresno Bee, the snallest paper in our study, had
t he hi ghest proportion of such articles in our sanple. This
woul d suggest that smaller |ocal newspapers, which we did
not survey in this study, mght be even nore likely to rely
on wre services for material, rather than being able to
dedi cate | ocal news staff to nutrition policy issues. This
trend indicates that advocates have extra work to do to
interest reporters in the | ocal angle on food policy
i ssues.

One quarter of the stories in our sanple did have a
specific local angle. These included stories on soda
pouring contracts in schools (in which a specific soda
conmpany such as Pepsi is given exclusive rights to a schoo
district's soda vending franchise, in exchange for extra
paynments or support of other school prograns such as
athletics), organic-only policies for school food service,
fast food in schools, cuts in P.E. programs in schools, and
fraud in the child care food program



Story Type: Reflecting the typical balance of news to
opi nion in newspapers, 66% of our sanple was news or
feature stories. Colums and ot her opinion pieces nmade up
13% of the sanple. Editorials and letters to the editor
each conpri sed about 10% of the sanple.

Story Placenent: Nearly one-third of the stories in
our sanple appeared on the front page of their section,
i ndi cating the strong newsworthi ness of food and nutrition
stories. Many of these pieces were on the front page of a
weekl y food section, but others appeared on page one of the
busi ness section or page one of the local or netro news
section, and 14% of the pieces appeared on page Al of the
paper.

Primary Subject: As shown in Table A there were nany
subjects represented in the sanple. The | argest single
topi c, accounting for 14% of the sanple, was advice for
parents, including subjects such as what to pack in kids’
| unch boxes and how to pl ease finicky eaters.

Several other subjects accounted for significant parts
of the sanple each:

1. food safety, including articles on pesticides and
regul ati on of food processing plants that nmake foods
served in school cafeterias; these pieces appeared in
our sanpl e because school children were cited as the
“victims” of unsafe food production practices;

2. m |k pricing and other issues related to the
regul ation of the dairy industry in California and the
potential for conpetition from other states;

3. new research on obesity, including articles on the
rel ease of studi es showi ng escal ati ng obesity trends
inthe US.;

4. school breakfast programs and ot her food service

i ssues, including President dinton’ s announcenent of
rei mbursenent for after-school snacks served at
school - based prograns.



Tabl e A:

Primary Subj ect Pergen
t
Advi ce for parents 14
Food safety 9
M1k pricing 9
New research on obesity 8
School breakfast/other school food 7

service issues

Fast food in schools

New di etary/ BM recomendati ons

Pouring contracts (soda in schools)

Gar deni ng/ organi cs i n school s

Child care food program

Hunger

I mm grants’ use of government prograns

Ot her subjects

OO OO OO

Medi a usage and inactivity

The remai ni ng subj ects each accounted for 6% or |ess
or the sanple, but are worth nmentioning due to the variety
of topics covered:

fast food in schools — this category incl uded
substantive news articles in nost of the newspapers
as well as opinion pieces (one colum, one letter to
the editor froma California Project LEAN advocate)
following the release of the Public Health
Institute's 2000 California H gh School Fast Food
survey;

new di etary/ BM recomendations — this category
illustrates the federal governnent’s power to shape
t he news agenda by rel easing new nutrition
recommendations (this nay be a possible news hook
for state or local efforts if the date of USDA s
recomendation rel ease is known in advance);

pouring contracts — the appearance of this topic on
the list is entirely due to California Project LEAN
and others’ efforts to stinmulate citizen

partici pation about Pepsi contracts in the
Sacranento City Unified school district: letters to
the editor from concerned parents and others

conpri sed the bulk of this category;

! These categories are nutual |y excl usive
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gardeni ng and organics in schools — nost of these
stories covered the Berkeley school district’s
groundbr eaki ng decision to offer only organic foods
inits school cafeterias;

child care food program — all of these pieces were
related to the discovery of crimnal fraud anbng a
few providers and sponsors of the federal program
provi di ng rei nmbursenent for foods served to | ow
income children in child care;

hunger — a coupl e of these pieces focused on hunger
in international settings but nost focused on the
irony of hunger in the U S., the “nost over-fed
country in the world,” according to one opinion

pi ece;

i mm grants’ use of governnment progranms — these

pi eces covered a new Cinton adm nistration policy
t o encourage undocunented imm grants to use WC,
food stanps, and other social service prograns

wi t hout fear of deportation

nedi a usage and inactivity was covered because the
Anmeri can Associ ation of Pediatrics announced a new
effort to have pediatricians counsel famlies about
reducing children’s tinme spent watching TV, using

t he conputer and playing video ganes;

ot her topics included cuts in funding for school PE
prograns and di scrimnation agai nst the obese.

Who speaks?

It is critical to pay attention to who is quoted in
news stories on nutrition issues, as this helps indicate
who reporters turn to as sources and who therefore has the
power to domi nate the debate on this topic. In our sanple,
we coded each story for what type of person was quoted in
each story; the results are in Table B.



Table B

Speaker types Percent ¢
Advocat e 39
Gover nnent agency 30
representative

Nutritionist/RD 23
Resear cher/ pr of essor 19
Par ent 17
Student, child or youth 13
Busi nessper son 13
Physi ci an 13
Politician 11
Teacher 6
School admi ni strator 6
Q her 3

O interest here is the fact that advocates, defined
as those taking a public health position on various food
policies, are the nost commonly quoted sources, indicating
t hat advocates are doing a good job of getting their voices
into the news. Ot her professionals fromthe field are al so
wel | represented. (Many advocates in the news were al so
nutritionists, researchers, or other public health
prof essionals, but we coded themfirst for their advocacy
position. This means that the 23% of speakers that were
nutritionists appeared in an educational role, not an
advocacy role.)

Students, children or youth were quoted in 13% of the
sanpl e. Many of these were in stories on school -based
i ssues such as fast food, school breakfast or the |ack of
PE cl asses. However, it seens that reporters chose random
students to interview in these pieces, as an advocacy
perspective is |acking. For instance, one 4'" grader in a
pi ece on organic salad bars in schools says “If we had this
food in our school, |'d eat vegetables every day. And that
woul d be good.” However, npbst other students quoted are
taking a nore stereotypically youthful position toward
nutrition, such as describing how they prefer fast food to
heal t hi er options.

2 This category is not nutually exclusive;, nultiple speaker types coul d
appear in a single story, and so these percents will not sumto 100%
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The rel atively | ow nunber of politicians quoted on the
issue indicates that this is not a high priority issue for
t hese | eaders. Advocates could perhaps do nore to stinulate
politicians’ interest in and ownership of these issues.

W al so searched for specific spokespeopl e that
California Project LEAN was interested in tracking, we
found Peggy Agron of California Project LEAN quoted in one
pi ece and Carmen Nevarez of the Public Health Institute in
anot her .

There were very few antagoni sts quoted in news
coverage. Wth the exception of a couple of opinion pieces
reflecting a |libertarian, keep-government-out-of-our-food-
choi ces perspective, nost news coverage quoted public
heal t h professionals and others concerned with inproving
children’s health and nutrition. This is hel pful in that
there is not a strong negative frame or a dom nant voice
opposi ng public health that nmust be countered.

Key franes

As part of our analysis, we |ooked for key themes or
franmes that might energe in coverage of childhood nutrition
i ssues. These were defined fromtal king points from
California Project LEAN as well as from our observations in
t he news coverage. The followi ng thenes energed:

Table C

Key concepts Percent °
Heal t hi er options should be w dely avail abl e (not 17%
necessarily just at school)

besity as public health epidemc 11%
Li nk between nutrition and | earning 8%
Invest in children for our future 7%
“No bad foods” 2%
Envi ronment al -1 evel response is necessary 2%
Age, gender, class and/or race are strongest 2%
predi ctors of obesity

O particular interest here is that one of California
Project LEAN s key action-oriented tal king points, that
appeal i ng, affordable, convenient, healthy alternatives
shoul d be nade avail able, was one of the common thenes in

3 This category is not mutually exclusive; multiple key concepts coul d
appear in a single story, and so these percents will not sumto 100%
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this coverage, even in stories that were not specifically
on the topic of schools. The idea that healthy options nust
be available if we expect people to make heal t hy choi ces,
appeared in 17% of the coverage.

In other thenes, obesity as a public health epidenc
did not appear as frequently as we expected, perhaps
reflecting the dom nant frame of obesity as an individual
problem G ven the |arge nunber of articles related to
school -based neal s, we were surprised not to find nore
mentions of the inportant, research-based |inks between
nutrition and learning. The relatively weak concept that we
must invest in children because “children are our future”
appear ed al nost as often.

Who i s responsi bl e?

We al so coded for attributions of responsibility.
That is, to what do sources quoted in the newspaper
attribute the problem of childhood obesity or other
nutrition problenms, and what suggestions or policies do
t hey suggest to renedy the problen? The findings are |isted
in Tables D and E.

Table D

Probl enfcontributing factors Percent*
Corrupt/inept governnment 17%
Too much TV, conputer, video gane tine 13%
Preval ence of fast food outlets (including in 11%
school s)

Too much soda (including in schools) 9%
Inattentive parents 6%
Large portions 3%
Geneti cs 3%
El i mi nation/reduction of PE from school 3%
Race/ethnicity 2%
Food adverti sing 2%
Crime makes exercising outdoors risky 1%
O hers (MANY different topics with 1 or 2 stories 19%
each)

4 This category is not nutually exclusive; nultiple problens could be
mentioned in a single story, and so these percents will not sumto
100%




The sources quoted in our sanple (including those who
wote letters to the editor) attributed chil dhood obesity
and nutrition problenms to many factors. The fact that
overweight is a sinple matter of nore food taken in than
calories burned was nmentioned in a significant portion of
the sanple. But nost articles also went beyond this to
exam ne the environnental factors that contribute to the
probl em

The nbst conmon one, surprisingly, was a sense that
t he governnment was failing at its oversight
responsibilities. These included pieces on: food safety
stories, focusing on a judge allowi ng nmeat processed in a
plant that had failed salnonella tests to be served in
schools; the child care food program fraud al ready
descri bed; and m smanagenment of school breakfast prograns
that left many children without a neal in the norning.
Thus, a corrupt or inept government is seen as contributing
to poor nutritional options for children. This frame can be
seen as positive froma public health sense because it
reinforces the idea that institutions, not just
i ndi vidual s, have an inportant role to play in ensuring the
health and nutrition of children.

O her factors seen as contributing to the problem
include a culture that encourages nedi a usage instead of
out door play; the preval ence of fast food outlets and soda
avai lability; parents who work too hard to pay adequate
attention to their children’s nutrition needs; |arge
portions served in American restaurants; cuts in PE hours
at school; genetics, race, and ethnicity; the preval ence of
food advertising; and the incidence of crine making it
dangerous for children to play outdoors. Qthers
contributing factors cited included poverty, body image
problens related to nedia i mages of wonmen, and high stress
| evel s driving people to overeat for psychol ogical rel ease
or confort.

Tabl e E:

Sol uti ons nenti oned Per cent?
Personal behavi or change 31%
None 17%
Make appeal i ng, affordable, convenient, healthy 11%
alternatives available for school |unch

5 This category is not mutually exclusive; multiple solutions could be
mentioned in a single story, and so these percents will not sumto
100%
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| mprove counseling by pediatricians 8%
Extend PE requirenents in schools 7%
| mprove nutrition education in schools 6%
Add a “Fat Tax” to foods based on nutrient val ue 5%
per calorie

Deny pouring contracts 5%
Make school breakfast free for all 3%
I ncrease food service funding 3%
Mandate that insurers pay for weight |oss 3%
pr ogr ans

Serve organic foods only in schools 3%
More public recreation facilities 2%
Regul at e food advertising ained at children 2%
Di splay nutritional analysis on nenus, including 2%
fast-food nmenus

Sinmplify food |abeling 1%

In contrast to the environnent-based causes of
nutrition problens presented, when it came tinme to describe
what to do about it, the single nbst conmon answer by far
was i ndividual: people nust change their eating and
exercise habits. Nearly one-third of pieces in our sanple
made this the only recormmendation, even if the rest of the
study considered sonme of the conplex causal factors
descri bed above. Another 17% of stories nmerely described
t he probl em wi t hout suggesting any renedi es.

O her solutions discussed did get into the “upstreant
territory, from making heal thier options avail able for
school lunch to regulating food advertising ai ned at
chil dren. However, many of these ideas appeared in just a
few articles; that is, if the piece described one systens-
| evel proposal, it was likely to include several. The
effect was that solutions that called on institutions to
take part in creating change were concentrated in a
relatively small percent of the sanple.

Concl usi ons

These results suggest sonme interesting trends in the
news coverage of childhood nutrition issues.

First, while there is not nuch news on nutrition
policies, what does exist is substantive and well placed.
News coverage included in-depth pieces on fast food in
school s, school breakfast prograns, objections to pouring
contracts, pediatricians’ recommendations on children’s
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nedi a usage, and other topics. Many of these pieces were a
direct result of public health professionals efforts to
attract news attention to these critical issues.

Second, despite advocates’ good work on gai ning access
to the news for sone childhood nutrition stories, an

i ndi vidual responsibility frane still dom nates. W were
surprised to find that advice to parents is the single
| argest subject in the sanple -- despite the fact that we

deli berately devised a key word search structure that woul d
maxi m ze the number of policy-related stories in the sanple
and el imnate nost individual-oriented “news you can use”

pi eces.

Third, the preval ence of wire stories suggest that
advocates have some work to do on pitching | ocal stories to
reporters or connecting national stories to the |ocal
scene. The stories in our sanple that resulted from
proactive efforts to pitch a locally newsworthy story — for
instance, the Public Health Institute's 2000 California
H gh School Fast Food survey — generated in-depth,
substantive coverage that advanced upstream public health
solutions. Coverage not stinulated by advocates’ proactive
efforts was nore likely to be superficial “food features”
that resorted to traditional advice about diet and exercise
habi t s.

Finally, it appears that nutrition advocates are
t hensel ves hel ping to reinforce the “downstreani response
to nutrition problems. Many news pieces quote advocates
descri bing the conplex environnmental factors that
contribute to chil dhood obesity, such as pervasive
mar keting of fast foods, |lack of availability of healthy
options in many nei ghbor hoods, and the elimnation of PE
from school schedules. Yet when it cane to descri bing
solutions, it seenms that nbst suggestions are oriented to
what individual children and parents could do to be
heal thier. Policies such as inproving school |unch options
or sinmplifying food |labeling are rarely discussed, |et
al one nore controversial approaches such as regul ating food
advertising ained at children or charging a “fat tax” based
on nutrient values of packaged foods.

These findings have significant inplications for what
advocates and journalists nmust do to paint the picture of
envi ronment al changes that could inprove nutrition and
health for all children. Advocates nust work harder to
pitch stories about policies that could inprove health, and
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nmust be able to describe solutions beyond individual
efforts. If the nedia is to convey the public health
approach to nutrition and public will is to be gal vani zed
behi nd such changes, advocates nust becone better
spokespeople for the policies that can nake a difference
for all children.
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