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Abstract

We compared local TV news with national TV news in terms of cancer coverage using a 

nationally representative sample of local nightly TV and national network TV (i.e., ABC, CBS, 

NBC, and CNN) cancer news stories that aired during 2002 and 2003. Compared to national TV 

news, local TV cancer stories were (a) much shorter in length, (b) less likely to report on cancer 

prevention (i.e., preventive behaviors and screening tests), and (c) less likely to reference national 

organizations (i.e., NCI, ACS, NIH, CDC, FDA) that have made clear recommendations about 

ways to prevent cancer. The implications of these findings for health communication research and 

cancer education were discussed.
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Knowledge and information play a critical role in cancer control (Slater, Long, Bettinghaus, 

& Reineke, 2008; Viswanath, 2005). Recent studies have reported that individuals with high 

levels of health or medical knowledge are more likely to engage in pro-health behaviors and 

to take disease screening tests, and are less likely to engage in health-threatening behaviors 

(e.g., Hornik et al., in press; Lee, 2009). Thus, health educators and public health 

practitioners have tried to convey crucial health information to the general public using a 

variety of media channels. Past research has consistently found that Americans acquire 

health or medical information primarily from local TV news rather than other news sources 
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(e.g., national network newscasts, newspapers, radio, the Internet, etc.; Pew Research 

Center, 2009a; Pribble et al., 2006). Also, local TV news is viewed more favorably by its 

audience than are other media outlets, such as daily newspapers and network TV news 

(Brodie, Hamel, Altman, Blendon, & Benson, 2003; Kaniss, 1991; Pew Research Center, 

2009a, 2009b). Therefore, it is plausible that local TV health news is quite influential in 

shaping, reinforcing, and changing U.S. citizens’health-related knowledge and beliefs and, 

consequently, affecting health outcomes.

Despite the importance of local TV news, some recent studies have reported worrisome, 

harmful effects of local TV news coverage on cancer-related beliefs. For example, 

Niederdeppe, Fowler, Goldstein, &Pribble (2010) used a nationally representative survey of 

U.S. adults and found a positive relationship between local TV news viewing and fatalistic 

beliefs about cancer prevention (see also Lee & Niederdeppe, 2011). This relationship was 

not found for newspaper readership or national TV news viewing. Based on these findings, 

the authors suggested that local TV cancer news may cultivate cancer fatalism. Likewise, 

Jensen et al. (2011) reported that streamlined cancer news (i.e., news omitting limitations of 

medical research), which has been found to be typical of local TV health news (e.g., Pribble 

et al., 2006), leads to nutritional backlash (i.e., a variety of negative feelings about dietary 

recommendations) and cancer fatalism, while decreasing trust in medical professions.

To our knowledge, only three groups of researchers have studied local TV news coverage of 

health or cancer. These studies have revealed a few limitations of local TV news coverage of 

health issues in general and of cancer in particular. First, the Kaiser Family Foundation and 

the Center for Media and Public Health (1998) examined 17,074 local weekday evening 

news stories from 13 cities in 1996, and they found that health was the fifth most frequently 

covered topic in local news, accounting for 7% of the examined local TV news stories. Also, 

the Kaiser study found that cancer ranked second among local TV news disease stories, next 

to food-borne illnesses. However, this study reported that health stories tend to be briefer 

than any other topics. On average, health news lasted approximately 2 minutes, which is 

shorter than commercials, crime, sports, and weather.

Second, Pribble and colleagues in the News Lab at the University of Wisconsin-Madison 

(2006) conducted a content analysis of full-length health stories on local TV news from the 

top 50 U.S. media markets in October 2002. They found that, although health stories 

comprised roughly 11% of non-sports and non-weather-related local TV news airtime, their 

median length was 33 seconds. Only 6% of all health stories were found to cite specific data 

sources and few disease-related stories provided recommendations about known prevention 

strategies. In addition, among the health stories about medical conditions, cancer received 

the second heaviest coverage among diseases following infectious disease. However, local 

TV news cancer coverage did not accurately reflect population-level incidence rates for each 

type of cancer, by underreporting lung cancer and skin cancer, and overemphasizing breast 

cancer.

Third, Wang and Gantz (2007) reported, based on their examination of 1,863 news stories in 

7 major U.S. media markets in 2000, that health stories constituted about 10% of local TV 

news stories and that cancer was covered more frequently in local TV health news stories 

Lee et al. Page 2

J Health Commun. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2015 December 01.

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript
N

IH
-P

A
 A

uthor M
anuscript

N
IH

-P
A

 A
uthor M

anuscript



than any other health topic. However, on average, health stories lasted less than 1 minute 

and local TV health news stories, including cancer coverage, provided very little follow-up 

information. Wang and Gantz (2010) updated and expanded this study by conducting a 

content analysis of 1,382. 5 hours of local TV newscasts from four markets of different sizes 

(a major, a large, a medium, and a small market) in the midwestern United States between 

2004 and 2005, and replicated their previous findings. In addition, Gantz and Wang (2009) 

conducted a subsequent analysis on a subset of these stories and found a similar pattern for 

cancer.

Although these studies have improved our understanding of problematic characteristics of 

local TV news, further research is necessary for several reasons. First of all, previous 

content analytic works dealt with large media markets or were geographically restricted, 

rather than employing a nationally representative sample of local TV newscasts. More 

importantly, only one study (i.e., Niederdeppe et al., 2010), to our knowledge, directly 

compared local TV cancer news coverage with other sources, such as newspapers. 

Niederdeppe and colleagues (2010) found that local TV news is more likely than newspaper 

news to cover new cancer research and cancer causes, but less likely than newspaper news 

to include follow-up information about cancer research. However, no studies have compared 

the characteristics of cancer coverage on local TV news with that on national TV news, a 

comparison made relevant by prior findings showing that cancer fatalism is associated with 

local but not national TV viewing (e.g., Lee & Niederdeppe, 2011; Niederdeppe et al., 

2010). To directly address these issues, this study compares local TV news cancer coverage 

with national TV news cancer coverage using a nationally representative sample of local TV 

news.

Comparing Local TV News with National TV News

Despite the lack of research comparing local and national TV cancer news, prior research in 

the fields of sociology of journalism and political reporting during the past decades provides 

us with some theoretical frameworks, which led to the hypotheses in the current research 

(see Viswanath et al., 2008). It has long been noted that local TV news reporters and editors 

are less likely than their national TV counterparts to have enough resources (e.g., time, 

budget, number of staff) to cover a story (Bradshaw, Foust, & Bernt, 2005; Gans, 2004; 

Kaniss, 1991; Weaver, Beam, Brownlee, Voakes, & Wilhoit, 2006). For instance, local TV 

stations have fewer staff than national TV stations. Also, local TV news stations are more 

likely to have general assignment reporters than health and medical reporters with 

specialized knowledge in those areas, although in recent years local TV stations have started 

to hire reporters specialized in health (Kaniss, 1991; Tanner, 2004; Wallington, Blake, 

Taylor-Clark, & Viswanath, 2010). To make matters worse, local journalists regularly spend 

much time promoting community-wide common causes or events, which may exacerbate 

their time constraints (Bradshaw et al., 2005;Schudson, 1988). Thus, local TV news 

reporters and editors run the risk of compromising news quality when they put little time and 

few resources into producing news stories. Such a lack of time, budget, and other resources 

becomes a particularly serious problem in the case of health and medical coverage, 

considering its complex, specialized, and technical nature. Because of these limitations, it is 

likely that local TV cancer news will be less thorough than national TV cancer news. 
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Considering that the length of a story is often used as an indicator of the thoroughness of a 

news story (e.g., Bodle, 1996), we propose the following hypothesis:

H1: Local TV cancer news stories will be shorter than national TV cancer news stories.

A news story can be framed in different ways: episodic and thematic frames (Iyengar, 1991). 

An episodic frame approaches a public issue from an individual perspective by focusing on 

its single, discrete cases or events. On the contrary, a thematic frame approaches an issue 

from a broader/contextual perspective, by focusing on its contexts, environments, and 

trends. Thus, an episodic frame of cancer news pays attention to a variety of events or cases 

featuring individual patients, such as cancer patients’ treatment experiences and suffering or 

death of cancer patients. In contrast, thematically framed cancer news stories focus on the 

overall trend in cancer diagnosis, treatment, survival rates, and the socio-cultural contexts of 

cancer.

We expect that local TV cancer news stories are more likely than national TV news stories 

to adopt an episodic frame. This is primarily because of the limited resources available to 

local TV journalists (Gans, 2004; Tanner, 2004; Wallington et al., 2010). In particular, local 

news organizations tend to have reporters who are not as well trained as those in national 

news organizations (Tanner, 2004; Weaver et al., 2006). Episodic news frames involve 

primarily plain, descriptive reports of individual events, whereas “thematic coverage…

would require in-depth, interpretive analysis, which would take longer to prepare” (Iyengar, 

1991, p. 14). Thus, covering cancer from a thematic perspective requires more resources 

than does an episodic frame. Since reporters with limited resources and a lower knowledge 

base have more difficulties conducting in-depth, investigative reporting of cancer-related 

topics, local TV news coverage may adopt an episodic frame more frequently than national 

TV news.

Moreover, compared with national TV news organizations, local TV news organizations are 

under heavier commercial pressure (Gans, 2004; Hamilton, 2005; Schwitzer, 2004). 

National news organizations tend to have larger markets, whose audience base is more broad 

and diversified (Gans, 2004; Kaniss, 1991). In contrast, local news organizations normally 

have only a restricted pool of local advertisers. Moreover, news progams were found to 

account for more than 40% of local TV stations’ revenues (Project for Excellence in 

Journalism, 2006). To attract a larger audience, TV news coverage often adopts an episodic 

frame because an episodic frame features appealing visuals and often consists of on-the-

scene and live newscasts, which are more likely to attract audiences and keep their attention. 

A thematic frame, on the other hand, is often “dull and slow-paced” and thus less likely to 

stimulate viewers’ interests (Iyengar, 1991, p. 138).

Results of the recent surveys with local journalists are in support of this reasoning. For 

example, Viswanath et al. (2008) surveyed 468 journalists in 463 local and national 

broadcast and print media outlets in 2005, and compared the newsworthiness criteria for 

pursuing a news story between national and local reporters and editors. They found that 

80.5% of local TV reporters and editors focused on whether a story may generate a “human-

interest angle,” whereas 49.5% of national TV reporters and editors paid attention to such 

newsworthiness. Similarly, Tanner (2004) showed that local TV health reporters considered 
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the audience’s interest in a story and the ability to humanize a story more than any other 

factors in deciding which health topics they cover. Based on these considerations, we posit 

the following hypothesis:

H2: Local TV news cancer stories will include more persons with cancer than will 

national TV news cancer stories.

Commercial considerations play a critical role not only in determining the format (i.e., news 

frame) but also the content of news (Hamilton, 2005; Kaniss, 1991; Switzer, 2004). To 

attract a larger audience, local news media are more likely to not only adopt an episodic 

frame, but also to focus primarily on stories that may provoke intense emotions rather than 

simply inform the audience (Kaniss 1991; Viswanath et al., 2008). News stories about 

cancer prevention, which consists of “primary” prevention (i.e., preventive behaviors) and 

“secondary” prevention (i.e., screening tests; see Spratt, 1981), often lack drama, are rarely 

novel or controversial, and thus are less interesting to viewers (Stocking, 1999). For 

example, cancer screening tests and cancer prevention behaviors, such as smoking cessation, 

fruit and vegetable consumption, and regular exercise, have long been recommended by 

national organizations, such as the American Cancer Society (ACS), the National Cancer 

Institute (NCI), and the Task Force on Preventive Services. However, to maximally utilize 

their limited news time, local TV news reporters and editors may focus less on these well-

established preventive behaviors or screening tests than do national TV news reporters and 

editors.

Moreover, a few recent studies have reported that local TV news cultivates fatalistic beliefs 

about cancer prevention whereas national TV news does not (e.g.,Lee & Niederdeppe, 2011; 

Niederdeppe et al., 2010). These findings may suggest that local TV news is less likely than 

national TV news to convey cancer prevention-related information. Thus, the following 

hypothesis is generated:

H3: Local TV news coverage will be less likely to include information about cancer 

prevention (i.e., preventive behaviors and screening tests) than will national TV news 

coverage.

Additionally, the quality of a news story lies in the credibility of its sources. News coverage 

is the result of reporters’ or editors’active engagement with sources as well as their 

independent research and own ideas (Brechman, Lee, & Cappella, 2011; Dunwoody, 1999; 

Gans, 2004). Although journalists try to choose authoritative sources that are perceived as 

being credible and having more accurate information, previous studies illustrate that most 

sources used in news stories tend to be limited to people with whom journalists have 

frequent and regular contact and who are geographically close to the news organization 

(Gans, 2004; Kaniss, 1991;Tuchman, 1978). Since larger, national news organizations tend 

to have correspondents throughout the world and have more connections with a variety of 

sources who are frequently used in health and science reporting (Kaniss, 1991; Wallington 

et al., 2010), national TV news agencies may have greater access to authoritative sources 

and thus are likely to mention more authoritative health organizations in their news than are 

local TV news agencies. Hence, the following hypothesis is generated:
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H4: National TV cancer news stories will be more likely to mention authoritative health 

organizations than will local TV cancer news stories.

Method

Media Outlet Sampling Strategy

We tested our hypotheses using a nationally representative sample of local nightly TV 

newscasts collected in 2002 and 2003 by one of the authors. A representative sample of 

major network evening newscasts (ABC, CBS, and NBC) and CNN was also included.

The sample was created by stratifying U.S. local television stations based on their 

designated market area (DMA®). DMAs are used by the advertising industry to define U.S. 

electronic media markets. The country’s 210 DMAs were divided into six strata in which 

any given individual would have as nearly as possible equal opportunity to appear, with each 

stratum consisting of approximately one-sixth of all U.S. households (see Long et al., 2005, 

for details on the content analysis sampling strategy).

Consistent with recommendations for sampling news content (Riffe, Lacy, & Fico, 2005), 

two 28-day constructed months, one for each year, were created. For each constructed 

month, one constructed week per season of the year was selected. The constructed months 

ensured equal numbers of each day of the week during each of the four seasons of the year 

to fairly represent news coverage during each of the two study years.

One DMA was selected randomly from each of the six strata for a total of six DMAs per day 

of the sample (Long et al., 2005). Then, the following procedures were used to sample local 

TV news programs and national TV news programs.

TV News Program Selection

After a DMA was chosen, one local, network-affiliated nightly newscast was selected 

randomly from that DMA (Long et al., 2005). Network affiliation was balanced across all 

six strata on each sampling date such that two stations were chosen from each of the 

networks affiliates. Other local newscasts, such as independent stations and the Fox 

network, were not included in the sample because at the time that the sample was selected, 

they did not consistently provide nightly newscasts.

The national evening newscasts from the three major networks and CNN were sampled by 

obtaining newscasts from Vanderbilt University’s Television News Archive for each sample 

date.

In total, approximately 560 TV newscasts were sampled. On any given sampling date, six 

were local TV news programs and four were national network TV news programs.

News Story Selection

Coders were trained to determine whether news stories mentioned cancer in the beginning of 

stories. Coders watched any story teasers and the first 15 seconds of the story; if the story 

was introduced by an anchor and then continued by a reporter, coders watched the first 15 
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seconds of the anchor’s introduction and the first 15 seconds of the reporter’s coverage. To 

identify cancer stories, coders examined TV broadcasts from beginning to end. To test the 

reliability for identifying cancer stories, coders watched a randomly selected group of TV 

newscasts that represented all six DMA strata and the national TV newscasts. Four coders 

participated in establishing the initial reliability for cancer story identification. Cohen’s 

kappas for TV story selection ranged from .77 to .90 (a range is provided because multiple 

pairs of coders tested the coding scheme reliability); only one reliability coefficient was 

below. 80.1 Because of the lengthy time involved in selecting cancer stories over the 2-year 

period of this study, we used Cohen’s kappa to test for intercoder drift at three additional 

points: after 25%, 50%, and 75% of the sample had been coded. Two coders participated in 

coder drift tests, and subsequently continued to select cancer stories. The kappas for 

identifying cancer stories at these checkpoints were as follows: .89 at the 25% mark, .98 at 

the 50% mark, and .88 at the 75% mark. In total, 27 national and 56 local TV cancer news 

stories among 560 TV newscasts were identified for further study. This small number itself 

is particularly noteworthy, considering the importance of TV as the American public’s most 

preferred health information source and the extremely high cost of cancer control (Brodie et 

al., 2003; Viswanath, 2005).

Story-level Coding

Each story was coded for (1) length (in seconds), and whether the story (2) mentioned any 

person with cancer (i.e., cancer patients, cancer survivors, a person who died from cancer), 

(3) discussed cancer screening tests, (4) discussed cancer preventive behaviors, and (5) cited 

each of the following authoritative health organizations: NCI, ACS, FDA, CDC, and NIH. 

To test the reliability for story-level variables, two trained coders coded a random selection 

of stories that represented approximately 50% of the sample. Cohen’s kappas for the story-

level coding items are as follows: story mentions at least one person with cancer = .90, story 

mentions cancer screening tests = .54, story mentions cancer preventive behaviors = .90, 

story mentions NCI = .85, story mentions ACS = 1.0, story mentions NIH = 1.0, story 

mentions CDC = 1.0, story mentions FDA = 1.0.2 We combined “preventive behaviors”and 

“screening tests” into one category (i.e., story discussed preventive behaviors or screening 

tests, yes or no) because of the following considerations. First, while some studies have 

treated these two separately, others have classified these into one broader category, i.e., 

cancer prevention (see Spratt, 1981). As outlined earlier, preventive behaviors can be 

regarded as “primary” prevention and screening tests can be regarded as “secondary” 

prevention. Second, we made this analytic decision because of the small number of stories in 

each category. Likewise, we integrated all five health organizations into one code (i.e., story 

cited any of the five health organizations, yes or no).

1All kappas for the pairs of coders are available upon request from the first author.
2Although we combine some of these items into a bigger category to test our hypotheses, we report reliability of each item separately. 
This is because “practice of averaging reliability coefficients across variables is inappropriate. It obviously results in the obscuring of 
low reliabilities that do not pass muster…Reliability coefficients must be reported separately for each and every measured variable” 
(Neuendorf, 2002, pp. 142–143; see also Krippendorff, 2004, p. 429).
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Results

As predicted, the mean length of local TV cancer news was 45.25 (in seconds, SD = 40.69), 

whereas the mean length of national TV cancer news was 80.24 (in seconds, SD = 61.77). 

This difference was statistically significant (t (83) = 3.13, p = .002, Cohen’s d= .67), which 

supports H1.

H2 was not supported. There was no statistically significant association between type of TV 

news (local vs. national) and the extent of mentioning specific persons with cancer (χ2 (1) = 

2.05, p = .15; Phi = .16; See Table 1).3

As expected, local TV news was less likely to convey information about cancer prevention 

(i.e., preventive behaviors and screening tests) than national TV news (χ2 (1) = 4.06, p = .04; 

Phi = .22), supporting H3. To be more specific, national TV cancer news stories had 3 times 

greater odds of providing information about cancer prevention than local TV cancer news 

stories (odds ratio = 3; see Table 2).

H4 was supported as well. There was a significant association between the type of TV 

cancer news (national vs. local) and whether or not cancer news mentioned authoritative, 

major health organizations (i.e., NCI, ACS, FDA, CDC, NIH; Fisher’s Exact Test p = .01). 

Based on the odds ratio, national TV cancer news stories were 6.18 times more likely to 

mention these organizations than were local TV cancer news stories (see Table 3).

Discussion

To our knowledge, this study represents the first systematic effort to compare local TV news 

with national TV news in terms of cancer coverage using a nationally representative sample 

of local nightly TV news. A few interesting findings of the present study and their 

implications should be highlighted. First, local TV cancer news stories are shorter than 

national TV cancer news stories, which suggests that local TV may cover cancer in a more 

superficial manner. Since health or cancer-related issues are inherently complex and 

technical, brief coverage of cancer on local TV news may not be useful to viewers (Pribble 

et al., 2006; Wang & Gantz, 2010). Local TV cancer news, on average, lasted less than one 

minute (i.e., 45.25 seconds vs. national TV’s 1 min 20.24 seconds); thus, local TV news 

viewers may be less likely than national TV news viewers to gain health or cancer 

knowledge from their exposure to local TV news coverage. Considering that health 

knowledge and health literacy are negatively associated with problematic perceptions about 

cancer (e.g., fatalism, overload; Jensen et al., 2011; Lee, Niederdeppe, & Freres, 2012) and 

are likely to promote health-enhancing behaviors (e.g., healthy lifestyle and disease-

screening behaviors; Hornik et al., in press; Lee, 2009), health educators and public health 

practitioners may not be able to rely upon local TV cancer news as their major information 

channel to convey cancer-related information to the public. Short cancer stories are also 

problematic because they are less likely than longer stories to include follow-up information, 

3Since our sample size is small, one may argue that the Chi-square test may be underpowered. However, we decided to report the χ2 

statistic because no expected counts dip below 5 in Table 1. Also, the one-way Fisher’s exact test confirms that there is no statistically 
significant association between the type of cancer news and the mention of a specific person with cancer (p = .12).
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which allows viewers to evaluate the credibility of cancer stories by identifying source 

materials behind those stories and seeking relevant further information. TV news stories 

tend to be “short and fleeting” and therefore they need follow-up information more than 

those in print media and on the Internet (Gantz& Wang, 2009, p. 71).

Moreover, local TV news coverage of cancer did not include a person with cancer more 

frequently than did national TV news coverage. In hindsight, there seems to be a good 

reason for why H2 was not supported. The inclusion of a person with cancer in a TV news 

story is an imperfect indicator of the use of episodic framing. Thematic stories are also 

likely to mention people who have cancer as a way to draw readers into these stories, which 

Iyengar (1991, p 138) states are often “dull and slow-paced.” Thus, to more accurately 

examine whether a cancer news story adopts an episodic frame, future studies should go 

beyond coding the presence of a person with cancer and examine whether a cancer news 

story only focuses on individual cases or events without placing these within the general 

contexts (Iyengar, 1991).

In addition, local TV news stories conveyed information regarding cancer prevention (i.e., 

preventive behaviors and screening tests) less frequently than national TV news stories. 

Cancer prevention-related information plays a major role in lowering viewers’ likelihood of 

getting cancer (Viswanath, 2005). Recent studies have demonstrated that active searching 

for and routine exposure to cancer prevention-related information tend to increase cancer-

related knowledge, and lead people to engage in healthy lifestyle behaviors and take cancer 

screening tests (e.g., Hornik et al., in press; Lee, 2009). Therefore, it appears that national 

TV news may contribute to cancer control more than local TV news does.

Finally, this study showed that local TV cancer news coverage is less likely than national 

TV news coverage to cite major, authoritative health organizations. This result is consistent 

with the conclusion of the Project for Excellence in Journalism (2006), which compared 

local TV newscasts with national TV newscasts, newspapers, and other sources and 

concluded that, in general, “local TV news stories emerged as the most thinly sourced and 

shallowly reported of any medium studied other than local radio” (p. 1). One might, 

however, argue that this finding may have resulted from the differences in the length 

between local TV cancer news and national TV cancer news (H1). That is, it is possible that 

fewer organizations can be referenced in local TV news than national TV news because 

local TV news tends to be shorter than national TV news. To rule out this alternative 

explanation, future studies should employ a multivariate cross-tabulation, which could not 

be conducted in this study because of its small sample size.

However, a few limitations of this study should be mentioned. First, the reliability for the 

screening tests code (.54) was less than desirable, while still acceptable (moderate; 

Krippendorff, 2004).4 Because of this rather low reliability, our conclusion regarding 

prevention (i.e., preventive behaviors and screening tests) should be regarded as tentative. 

Second, while this study revealed some differences between how local TV news and 

national TV news cover cancer, future studies should investigate differences between 

national and local TV news coverage of cancer in greater detail. For instance, we suggest 

that the following questions should be addressed: Are local TV news stories more likely 
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than national TV news to convey cancer-related research findings without appropriate 

caveats and hedges (e.g., Jensen et al., 2011)? Does local TV news coverage report new, 

controversial causes of cancer more often than national TV news coverage (e.g., Nelkin, 

1995; Stocking, 1999)? Does national TV news coverage provide more treatment-related 

information than local TV news coverage? We believe that this study provides a starting 

point for more careful examinations of the varied, subtle differences between local TV and 

national TV in health and science journalism. Third, although this study uses a nationally 

representative sample of local TV news, the sample was limited to nightly newscasts. It is 

possible that stories broadcast at other times of the day (e.g., morning, midday) may 

demonstrate different characteristics. Finally, this study examined only 83 cancer stories. 

This small sample size makes it necessary for future research to expand the sampling scope 

for local and national TV cancer news.

Despite these limitations, this study moves the literature substantially forward by 

systematically comparing local TV cancer news with national TV cancer news for the first 

time. More important, considering the high costs of collecting a national sample of local TV 

news coverage (Long et al., 2005; Slater et al., 2008), our nationally representative sample 

of local TV newscasts has a unique value, since to our knowledge, it is the only one of its 

kind. However, given the aforementioned limitations, this study provides only an 

exploratory comparison between national and local TV news in terms of cancer coverage. 

We hope that this study spurs additional research to develop a better understanding of 

differences in content and format of local TV health news and national TV health news.
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Table 1

Comparing Local TV News with National TV News in Including a Specific Person with Cancer

Story mentions a specific
person with cancer?

News Type No Yes Total

National TV News Count 12 15 27

Expected Count 9.1 17.9 -

% 44.4% 55.6% 100.0%

Local TV News Count 16 40 56

Expected Count 18.9 37.1 -

% 28.6% 71.4% 100.0%

Note: χ2 (1) = 2.05, p = .15; Phi = .16; odds ratio = 2
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Table 2

Comparing Local TV News with National TV News in Providing Information about Cancer Screening or 

Cancer Prevention

Story mentions cancer screening
or cancer prevention?

News Type No Yes Total

National TV News Count 18 9 27

Expected Count 21.5 5.5 -

% 66.7% 33.3% 100.0%

Local TV News Count 48 8 56

Expected Count 44.5 11.5 -

% 85.7% 14.3% 100.0%

Note χ2 (1) = 4.06, p= .04; Phi = .22; odds ratio = 3
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Table 3

Comparing Local TV News with National TV News in Citing Major Health Organizations

Story mentions major health
organizations?

News Type No Yes Total

National TV News Count 20 7 27

Expected Count 23.7 3.3 -

% 74.1% 25.9% 100.0%

Local TV News Count 53 3 56

Expected Count 49.3 6.7 -

% 94.6% 5.4% 100.0%

Note: Fisher’s Exact Test p= .01 (2-sided); odds ratio = 6.18
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