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Abstract
There is clear evidence that the prevalence of negative media reporting has increased substantially over the past years. There is
evidence that this negative reporting adversely affects social interactions, and thereby also health and well-being outcomes. Given
the wide reach of negative media reporting and the contagion of such reporting and the resulting interactions, the effects on health
are arguably substantial. Moreover, there is little incentive at present for media outlets to change practices. A commitment of
news outlets to report one positive story for every 3 negative stories, and of news consumers to restrict attention to outlets that
do, could dramatically alter practices and, consequently, population health.
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TheAmerican Press Institute (www.americanpressinstitute.org)

reports that 7 in 10 Americans consume news at least daily.

The content of that news media has, however, become increas-

ingly negative and polarizing over time.1 This has led, and con-

tinues to lead, to discord, negative interactions, and

consequently also poorer societal well-being and worse health.

While effects sizes on health may be relatively modest, because

of the vast scope of the exposure to negative news, and also the

contagion of news itself and its effects on human behavior, the

actual public health consequences, at the population level, may

in fact be substantial. The increasingly polarizing and negative

news media is thus not only a social and political concern but

arguably a public health concern as well. There is, moreover,

nothing to suggest that these trends in negative media reporting,

and its adverse consequences, are reversing.What is to be done?

Wewould argue, and will provide evidence for, the position that

if news media were to commit to reporting 1 positive event for

every 3 negative new stories, and news consumers were to

restrict their attention to those outlets that did so, the conse-

quences for society and even for population health and well-

being could be very substantial indeed.

The Evidence

There is evidence that the content of media has become

increasingly negative over time. A recent analysis using senti-

ment coding of news reporting from a summary of world

broadcasts indicated a more than 2 standard deviation change

in negative reporting from 1979 through 2010,1 cf Figure 11.

The negative content of news reporting is likely in part moti-

vated by the fact that the human mind is more likely to be

attracted to, carefully watch, and become fixated upon

something that is negative than something that is positive. This

phenomenon, sometimes referred to as “negativity bias” may

be an adaptive response, to ensure survival, since negative

events of course have the greater likelihood of causing harm.2,3

However, the implications of this for news reporting are that

news sources that provide negative reporting will generally

thus end up with more viewers.4 There is thus strong incentive,

for media success, to report negative news.

However, whether the implications of this for society are

good is an entirely different matter. There is evidence that the

witnessing of a positive event is more likely to result in some-

one subsequently acting altruistically toward another, and that

the witnessing of a negative event or violence is more likely to

result in more negative actions and behaviors toward others.5-8

Furthermore, evidence continues to accumulate that altruis-

tic behaviors are themselves subject to considerable conta-

gion.6,9,10 The recipient of an action of goodwill is more

likely to go on to do the same. The contagion effects of altruis-

tic action may extend so far that a positive interaction between

2 persons can travel through a social network and ultimately

positively affect the interaction of 2 other persons neither of

whom know either person in the original pair.6 One estimate,

from a study using experimental data, suggested that each addi-

tional contribution a subject initially makes to the public good
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is eventually tripled by other subjects who are directly or indir-

ectly influenced to contribute more as a consequence.6

A single positive, or negative, interaction is thus important.

These positive or negative interactions of course shape social

relations, politics, and the effectiveness of democracy, and thus

also the public health system and, through it, the health of

populations. But there is also evidence that positive versus

negative interactions also shape health directly. Evidence from

meta-analyses of experimental and observational studies indi-

cates a moderately sizeable effect of prosocial behavior on

psychological well-being, and on physical and mental

health.11-14

The Implications

These phenomena of negativity bias, of increasingly negative

news reporting, of the effects of this on human interaction, and

the contagion effects of positive and negative interactions all

have implications for public health. The consequences of this

chain of causation from the witnessing of negative or positive

events through negative or positive personal interactions, and

their spreading by contagion through a social network, to health

and well-being may be very powerful indeed. While the effect

size of negative, divisive, or polarizing media reporting on

health, may, at the individual level, be very tiny, the capacity

to both reach large numbers (eg, through numerous viewers)

and to spread massively through a social network (eg, by shar-

ing the negative news, and the spread of negative interactions)

may result in social and public health consequences that, at the

population level, bring about considerable harm in human

interaction, and subsequently also health and well-being.15

If the current trends are left unaddressed, there will continue

to be incentive for news reporting to become more and more

negative. Negative interactions and political polarization will

continue to increase, resulting in negative effects on democ-

racy, increasingly negative interactions between individuals,

and declines in health and well-being. What should be done?

Given the available empirical evidence, it seems that small

changes in reporting practices could have substantial beneficial

impact.

A Solution: The 3-to-1 Commitment

Our proposal is that media outlets commit to reporting at least

1 positive event for every 3 negative new stories. Media report-

ing of negative events is of course often important, and can

indeed sometimes play a critical role in bringing awareness of

society’s problems and ills, and focusing attention on how such

problems can be solved. We would not argue that such negative

reporting should be abandoned. However, in light of the evi-

dence, including strong spillover and contagion, greater effort

should also be given to balance these negative reports with

stories that comment upon what is good in the community, or

what individuals or groups are doing to bring about a better

world. Based on prior evidence, media outlets that committed

to doing so could make substantial contributions to health and

well-being.5-13 We will refer to the implementation of such an

approach as the “3-to-1 commitment for media”: for every 3

negative stories, at least 1 positive report.

But can this realistically come about? Will it not be the case

that those media outlets that commit to this strategy inevitably

suffer declines in viewership? That is certainly what the avail-

able evidence suggests; and that this is so is at least in part

because of the demand, from viewers, for negative news (not-

withstanding the common finding that a majority of Americans

say they dislike these trends).5,16 Here is where cooperation is

needed, cooperation at the societal level. Some of that cooper-

ation may arise from mutual commitment among competing

news outlets themselves. However, this will likely, in our view,

be insufficient; the incentives for nearly exclusive negative

reporting are too great. Cooperation thus also must also come

from consumers of media. If consumers themselves were to

commit to not viewing news from any media outlet that had

not made such a 3-to-1 commitment, then the incentives for the

media outlets themselves would vastly change. We will refer to

this as the “3-to-1 commitment for viewers.” If a large portion

of viewers made such a commitment, incentives for media

would change, and thus reporting practices would as well.

Social interaction, well-being, and health would be improved.

We certainly do not view this 3-to-1 commitment for media, or

for consumers of media, as in any way definitively optimal.

Indeed, existing research indicates a higher ratio of positive

interactions over negative interaction is needed for good rela-

tionships.17,18 However, the 3-to-1 ratio seems at least poten-

tially attainable, and a considerable improvement over the

present circumstances.

So What?

What is already known on this topic?

The prevalence of negative media reporting has
increased substantially over the past years. Such negative
reporting adversely affects social interactions, as well as
health and well-being outcomes.

What does this article add?

Given the wide reach of negative media reporting and
the contagion of such reporting and the resulting inter-
actions, the effects on health are arguably substantial, but
could be prevented by a change in media reporting and
consumption practices.

What are the implications for health promotion
practice or research?

A commitment of news outlets to report 1 positive story
for every 3 negative stories, and of news consumers to
restrict attention to outlets that do, could substantially
improve population health and well-being.
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We have, in present news reporting and consumption, come

to a very bad equilibrium. Media outlets are incentivized by the

number of viewers; the number of viewers depends on the

amount of negative media; consumers are attracted by this

negative media, resulting in a downward spiral of increasingly

negative reporting and consequently increasingly negative

interactions. A commitment by viewers to only engage with

media outlets that had themselves made the 3-to-1 commitment

could break this bad equilibrium, restoring some level, at least,

of positive reporting on what is good, on noble actions and

undertakings, thereby promoting this also for others and, by

contagion, yet further for society at large. The implications

of such a 3-to-1 commitment from viewers, and from media

outlets, could be immense, for society, and for public health.
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