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Abstract
Purpose:  Most Americans’ low opinion of the nursing home (NH) sector could derive, in part, from the way in which it 
is portrayed in the media. This study furthers understanding of media portrayal of the NH sector by identifying how NHs 
were depicted in 51 U.S. newspapers from 1999 to 2008.
Design and methods:  Keyword searches of the LexisNexis database were performed to identify 16,280 NH-related articles. 
Article content was analyzed, and tone, themes, prominence, and central actor were assessed. Basic frequencies and descrip-
tive statistics were used to examine article content across regions, market type, and over time.
Results:  Findings reveal considerably less NH coverage in the Western United States and a steady decline in NH coverage 
nationally over time. Most articles were news stories; more than one third were located on the front page of the newspaper 
or section. Most articles focused on NH industry and government interests, very few on residents/family and community 
concerns. Most articles were neutral or negative in tone; very few were positive or mixed. Common themes included qual-
ity, financing, and legal concerns. Tone, themes, and other article attributes varied across region, market type, and over 
time.
Implications:  Overall, findings reveal changes in how newspapers framed NH coverage, not only with respect to tone 
but also with respect to what dimensions of this complex issue have been emphasized during the time period analyzed. 
Variation in media coverage may contribute to differences in government and public views toward the NH sector across 
regions and over time.

Keywords:  Long-term care, Nursing facilities, Agenda setting, Content analysis

Unease with the nursing home (NH) sector exists among 
the general public, both with regard to honesty and ethics 
and overall performance (Kaiser Family Foundation [KFF], 
2001, 2005, 2007). Indeed, most Americans report being 
very concerned (51%) or somewhat concerned (35%) 
about the quality of NH care available in the United States 
(KFF, 2007). Ongoing concern about NH care also exists 

among government officials and other policy specialists 
especially when compared with the quality of care offered 
by hospitals, hospice, home health, and other types of pro-
viders (Miller, Clark, & Mor, 2010).

Outside personal experience or familiarity with the lat-
est research, the relatively low opinion many hold vis-à-vis 
NHs could derive, in part, from the way in which they have 
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been portrayed in the media. Indeed, virtually all Americans 
report hearing or reading (80%) or being exposed (60%) to 
news stories about NHs during the course of the year (KFF, 
2001). Moreover, while most Americans report basing their 
impression of NHs mainly on their own experience (31%–
40%) or the experience of friends and family (31%–43%), 
a large proportion (21%–27%) report doing so in light of 
media reports (KFF, 2001, 2005).

The impact of the mass media on the NH sector has 
been discussed anecdotally for over 30 years (Hawes, 1987; 
Smith, 1981; Ulsperger, 2003; Vladeck, 1980). Indeed, there 
appear to be a number of instances where negative cover-
age of the NH sector played a role in greasing the wheels—
so to speak—of government action. “Before 1974,” Smith 
(1981, p. 13) explains, “the New York state NH sector was 
almost undisturbed by press coverage.” But from 1974 to 
1976 “NHs were engulfed in a tidal wave of coverage” about 
“fraud and inappropriate influence of political leaders by NH 
interests.” This coverage, according to Smith, led to establish-
ment of the Moreland Act Commission, which investigated 
the NH industry, resulting in subsequent legislation creating 
a much more stringent regulatory environment in the state.

Ulsperger (2003) provides a more recent example of the 
mass media role in NH policy; in this case, by describing 
illegal transactions that took place between NH opera-
tors and Department of Health officials in the State of 
Oklahoma. It had been reported that the State’s Health 
Commissioner solicited bribes in exchange for information 
on the timing of state inspections. Media coverage of the 
scandal triggered increased awareness and public concern, 
a rise in official complaints, and the mobilization of inter-
est groups bent on reform. This activity captured the atten-
tion of political leaders and government officials, leading 
to quick enactment of a 2000 state law aimed at improving 
the oversight process and preventing future corruption.

The relationship between media coverage and govern-
ment policies toward NHs has been documented internation-
ally. Lloyd, Banerjee, Harrington, Jacobsen, and Szebehely 
(2014), for example, analyzed the causes and consequences 
of NH media scandals in the United States, Canada, 
Norway, Sweden, and United Kingdom. Results highlight 
the role of for-profit, corporate ownership in precipitating 
recent NH scandals. Results also highlight the role of inves-
tigative reporting in raising public awareness and spurring 
state action, which varied across jurisdictions but generally 
avoided addressing underlying structural conditions due to 
conflicting views on the role of the state in the NH sector.

Due to the dearth of systematic content analytic research 
examining media coverage of the NH sector, this paper 
identifies how NHs were depicted in 51 U.S. newspapers 
from 1999 to 2008. Through content analysis of a com-
prehensive 16,280 article database, the aim of the present 
study is to provide a thorough understanding of NH cover-
age than has been garnered to date. In particular, we seek to 
answer the following questions: What kinds of NH cover-
age prevailed in terms of tone and content? How has NH 

coverage varied over time and across regions and markets 
(national vs. other)? In what ways has the tone of coverage 
related to the other elements of the coverage analyzed?

The Media, Public, and Government Agendas
Understanding the nature and content of media coverage of 
the NH sector and how it has varied over time and across 
regions and markets is important because evidence suggests 
that individuals’ opinions and behaviors can be shaped by 
the mass media through coverage of specific topics and the 
nature in which such topics are presented (Brodie, Hamel, 
Altman, Blendon, & Benson, 2003; Dunaway, Abrajano, & 
Branton, 2010; Pierce & Gilpin, 2001; Quick et al., 2007). 
Documenting the nature and content of NH coverage, 
both cross-sectionally and longitudinally, is also impor-
tant because evidence suggests that the mass media can 
influence the actions and policies pursued by government 
(Baumgartner & Jones, 1993; Bonafont & Baumgartner, 
2013; Kingdon, 1995; Lloyd et al., 2014). In general, extant 
research supports a two-stage process whereby the media 
agenda influences the government agenda, in part, through 
its influence on the public agenda (Dearing & Rogers, 
1996; McCombs, 2014). A direct, reciprocal relationship 
between the government and media agendas is supported 
as well.

The media exerts influence, both directly, by summoning 
an emotional or intellectual response, and indirectly, by con-
trolling exposure to particular events and the complexity with 
which those events are discussed (Wakefield, Loken, & Hornik, 
2010) Three avenues of media influence have been delineated 
in the literature: agenda setting, priming, and framing.

Agenda setting focuses on the association between media 
coverage and population perception of issue importance. 
Agenda setting implies that the frequency with which a news 
story is covered and how the media decides to convey that cov-
erage correlate to population perception about the importance 
of an issue or topic. Priming refers to the media’s impact on 
the standards people use to evaluate issues and performance 
(Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). “By making some issues 
more salient in people’s mind (agenda setting),” Scheufele and 
Tewksbury (2007) explain, the “mass media can also shape 
the considerations that people take into account when making 
judgments about… issues (priming)” (p. 11).

First-order agenda setting effects refer to the media’s 
influence on people’s ranking of the importance or salience 
of general issues; second-order agenda setting effects refer 
to the way in which particular issues are framed. Framing 
is the way in which a particular issue is perceived by a 
population, based upon how the media decides to convey 
that issue (Matthes, 2009; Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). 
“Framing,” according to Entman (2007), “is the process 
of culling a few elements of perceived reality and assem-
bling a narrative that highlights connections among them 
to promote a particular interpretation” (p.  2). Ghanem 
(1997) identifies four dimensions of framing: prominence 
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(e.g., placement, story format); the emotional resonance or 
affect; specific subtopics; and other attributes that influence 
people’s thinking. The manner in which the mass media 
reports on particular issues is important because the deci-
sions made can lead to varying perceptions about a prob-
lem—its significance, likely causes, and potential solutions.

Despite the potential linkage between media cover-
age, public opinion, and public policy, few studies have 
systematically examined the way in which the NH sec-
tor has actually been portrayed by the mass media, both 
cross-sectionally, across regions and markets, and over 
time. Smith (1981) tracked NH articles published in The 
New York Times from 1956 through 1978, finding that the 
noticeable increase in articles during 1974–1977 primarily 
covered criminal behavior on the part of NH investors and 
operators. Ulsperger’s (2002) work identified significant 
changes in the way six major U.S. newspapers covered the 
National Citizens Coalition for NH Reform, with framing 
mainly revolving around resident-issues (e.g., general abuse, 
restraint use) during 1987–1992 and structural concerns 
(e.g., billing fraud, staffing shortages) during 1995–1999, 
following a pause in coverage in 1993 and 1994. Mebane 
(2001) analyzed media coverage of the long-term care sec-
tor in 1998 by 22 U.S. newspapers, 3 broadcast networks, 
the Cable News Network, and National Public Radio. 
Thirty-eight percent, 23%, and 19% of the NH articles 
analyzed reported on business, quality of care, and justice 
system issues, respectively. Only 13% of the articles were 
published on the front page. Finally, prior research exam-
ined the way in which NHs were covered in four widely 
circulated national newspapers—The New York Times, The 
Washington Post, Chicago Tribune, and The Los Angeles 
Times, during 1999–2008 (Miller, Tyler, & Mor, 2013; 
Miller, Tyler, Rozanova, & Mor, 2012). Prior to this investi-
gation no study had examined the tone of NH coverage; the 
last time content had been examined was 2000.

Methods

Data
All NH articles published in the 51 study newspapers 
(Supplementary Appendix) from January 1, 1999 to 
December 31, 2008 were retrieved from the complete, com-
mercial version of the LexisNexis database, supplemented 
by electronic versions of the newspapers themselves. The 
following search terms were used: “NH”/”NHs,” “long-
term care facility”/”long-term care facilities,” and “nurs-
ing facility”/”nursing facilities.” Those excluded from the 
final sample consisted of duplicates (including news briefs), 
obituaries, advertisements, and articles that were not about 
NHs say, because they only mentioned NHs in passing or 
were about another topic (e.g., reporting on a local elec-
tion site). Of tens of thousands of articles identified, 16,280 
were kept for purposes of analysis. Articles from certain 
years for two states—New Hampshire (1999–2003) and 
South Carolina (1999)—were unavailable.

Coding Strategy

A coding instrument was developed to systematically 
abstract information from each of the articles identi-
fied. Codes were developed through an inductive process 
and refined over several iterations, in collaboration with 
other members of the research team (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967). Training of the six coders was overseen by the 
study investigators. Bi-weekly meetings were conducted 
to discuss progress with the coding, the application of 
coding categories, and to resolve difficulties associated 
with coding specific articles. The second and third authors 
coded the vast majority of articles analyzed. Reliability 
analysis was performed on 120 articles coded by these 
two individuals using chance-corrected reliability coef-
ficients, Krippendorff’s alpha (Hayes & Krippendorff, 
2007). Results ranged from 0.61 to 1.00 across catego-
ries. Krippendorff’s alphas for each coding category are 
reported later.

Content Abstracted

Year: Years examined include: 1999–2008.
Region: At least one newspaper was chosen from the 

capital or largest city of 48 states and the District of 
Columbia, including two newspapers each from Illinois 
and New York (see Supplementary Appendix). Newspapers 
were organized according to U.S. Census region: Northeast, 
South, Midwest, and West.

Market Scope: As noted, four widely circulated national 
newspapers were examined in previous research (Miller 
et al., 2012; Miller et al., 2013). The New York Times, The 
Washington Post, and The Los Angeles Times, at 876,638, 
600,449, 545,345, respectively, were among the top five 
most circulated dailies in the United States (Audit Bureau 
of Circulations, 2010). The Chicago Tribune, at 441,508, 
was the most circulated daily outside of California and 
New York.

Affect: Information on affect included the following mutu-
ally exclusive categories: positive, negative, neutral, or mixed 
(α = .68). Articles with positive tone portrayed the NH sector 
in a favorable light, leaving the reader “feeling good” by the 
end. They also relied on strongly positive adjectives and anec-
dotes. Articles with negative tone, by contrast, emphasized 
less desirable aspects, leaving readers feeling negatively by 
the end. They also employed strongly negative adjectives and 
anecdotes. Articles with neutral tone were factual pieces that 
eschewed strong wording, personal statements, or anecdotes. 
These did not elicit strong emotion from the reader due to 
the manner in which the story was presented and worded. 
Articles with mixed tone presented both positive and nega-
tive aspects of a story, reporting a range of reactions and/
or pitting two sides against one another. These stories often 
included both positive and negative wording, as described 
earlier, in approximately equal measure.

Prominence: Information on prominence included: 
article type (news, editorial, column, letter) (α  =  .89); 
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location (front page, front section, elsewhere) (α =  .88); 
and the number of NH articles reported in that newspaper 
that day (one, two or more) (α = 1.00). The coding cat-
egories for both article type and location were mutually 
exclusive.

Themes/Subthemes: Information on themes included 
the following general topics: quality, financing, legal 
issues, cost, business/property issues, home- and com-
munity-based services (rebalancing), and natural disas-
ters. Themes were not mutually exclusive; consequently, 
articles could be coded under more than one theme as 
appropriate. Subthemes were also identified for quality, 
financing, and legal issues. These too were not mutually 
exclusive.

Quality refers to the quality of care experienced by resi-
dents and efforts to address or improve it, including gov-
ernment reports about the state of quality assurance in the 
NH sector (α = .80). Where appropriate, these articles were 
also coded according to the following subthemes: personal-
centered care/culture change (α = .80); consumer reporting 
(α = .74); staffing (α = .82); and safety (α = .67).

Financing refers to the sources of payment for NH care, 
including Medicare, Medicaid, private insurance, family/
self-funded care, and the CLASS program (α = .80). Where 
appropriate, these articles were also coded according to 
the following subthemes dealing specifically with Medicaid 
(α = .84), Medicare (α = .88), private insurance (α = 1.00), 
and family/self-funded care (α = 1.00).

Legal issues refers predominately to legal proceedings 
concerning maltreatment, fraud, misconduct, and abuse, 
including prevailing trends in NH litigation (α  =  .75). 
Where appropriate, these articles were also coded accord-
ing to the following subthemes: malpractice/negligence 
(α = .68); elder abuse (α = .73); fraud (α = .76); and liability 
claims, torts, and lawsuits (α = .68).

Cost refers to how much it costs to be a client at a NH 
or to run a facility (α = .77).

Business/property refers to any number of business 
and real estate issues, including the downsizing, expan-
sion, repair, maintenance, purchase, or opening of a facility 
(α = .66).

Rebalancing refers to diverting or transitioning resi-
dents from NHs to home- and community-based services 
settings (α = .83).

Natural disasters refers to the impact and response (or 
lack thereof) of operators, government, and other parties 
to natural disasters, including Hurricanes Katrina and Rita 
and their aftermaths (α = .79).

Central Actor: Central actor referred to the dominant 
protagonist—that is, the individual or organizational 
entity whose behavior is the primary focus of the actions 
described. It included the following mutually exclusive cat-
egories: government, industry, residents/families, and com-
munity (α = .64).

Primary issue jurisdiction: Primary issue jurisdiction 
referred to that level of government within which the 

action reported took place. It included the following mutu-
ally exclusive categories: national, state, and local (α = .61).

Data Analysis

Basic frequencies and descriptive statistics were used to 
describe article content. Cross-tabulations, Pearson χ2 tests, 
and graphing were then used to describe relationships 
among the variables analyzed, focusing especially on region 
(Northeast, South, Midwest, West), market scope (national, 
other), year (1999–2008), and tone (positive, neutral, nega-
tive, mixed).

Findings

Volume
Most of the 16,280 articles analyzed were published in the 
South (33.1%) and Northeast (31.1%); less in the Midwest 
(24.5%) and substantially fewer in the West (11.3%) 
(Table  1). Approximately one tenth (10.5%) were pub-
lished in four widely circulated national newspapers, and 
the remainder in the other newspapers (89.5%). There was 
a steady decline in the number of articles published through 
2008 with a small jump to 10.2% in 2005 (Figure 1). The 
largest proportion of articles published annually varied 
across region (χ2 = 209.4, p < .001) (Table 2). The number 
of national articles peaked in 1999 and 2000 before declin-
ing in subsequent years, despite a noticeable jump in 2005 
(Table 3). No discernable peak in reporting was evident in 
other newspapers; just a steady decline over time.

Affect

The tone of most NH coverage was typically neutral 
(45.5%) or negative (36.0%); very rarely positive (12.6%) 
or mixed (5.0%) (Table  1). General tone, however, var-
ied over time, with the proportion of positive portrayals, 
for example, declining to 11.2% in 2005 before rising to 
16.4% in 2008 (Table 4, Figure 1). By comparison, neu-
tral coverage was most prominent in 2005 during which 
it characterized half of the articles studied. Throughout all 
years the modal tone was consistent with neutral always 
being the most prevalent tone, and negative tone being the 
second most prevalent tone. NH coverage tended to be least 
negative in the Northeast (33.9%) and most positive in the 
West (14.3%) where it also was most likely to be mixed 
(8.4%) and least likely to be neutral (37.0%) (χ2 = 154.8,  
p < .001) (Table  4). The four national newspapers were 
much more likely to publish negative articles than the other 
newspapers (45.1% vs. 35.9%) (χ2 = 120.2, p < .001).

Prominence

One in five of the articles (21.8%) appeared on the same day 
in the same newspaper as at least one other article (Table 1). 
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Substantially more were news stories (86.9%) than opin-
ion pieces—editorials, letters, or columns (13.1%). A little 
more than one third appeared either on the front page of 
the newspaper (13.9%) or section (20.2%).

The proportion of articles appearing on the same day 
as at least one additional NH article was highest (>20%) 
between 1999 and 2003; at 13.6% and 18.2%, it was com-
paratively low during 2007–2008 (χ2 = 114.5, p < .001). 
The proportion of opinion pieces remained steady through-
out the years ranging from a low of 11.7% in 2001 to a 
high of 14.9% in 2007 (χ2 = 83.9, p < .001). Articles were 
especially likely to be on the front page of the newspaper in 
2002 (15.3%), 2004 (15.3%), and 2005 (17.2%); during 
most years approximately 20% appeared on the front page 
of a section (χ2 = 68.2, p < .001).

Articles in the Northeast (25.8%) were most likely to 
appear on the same day as other NH articles; articles in 
the West (16.9%) were least likely to appear on the same 
day (χ2 = 108.7, p < .001) (Table 2). Southern newspapers 
were least likely to place an article on the front page of 
the newspaper (12.5%) or section (18.2%); Midwestern 
newspapers were most likely to place articles on the front 
of the newspaper (16.1%) and section (21.8%) (χ2 = 68.4, 
p < .001). Opinion pieces were less likely to appear in the 
four national newspapers analyzed (10.2% vs. 13.4%) 
(χ2 = 16.8, p < .001) which were also less likely to place 
an article on the front page of the newspaper (11.2% vs. 
14.2%) or section (13.4% vs. 21.0%) (χ2 = 79.4, p < .001) 
(Table 3).

Editorials and letters, at 54.9% and 44.2%, respectively, 
were much more likely to be negative than news stories and 
columns (<35.1%), which were much more likely to be neu-
tral (~50.0% vs. <29.0%) (χ2 = 344.5, p < .001) (Table 4). 
By contrast, columns (19.5%) were more likely to be posi-
tive than other articles (<15.9%). In general, articles were 
equally likely to be neutral no matter where they were 
located (~45.0%); however, the proportion of articles that 

Table 1.  Proportion of Nursing Homes Articles by Article 
Characteristic (n = 16,280)

% (n)

Volume
Region
  Northeast 31.1 (5,061)
  South 33.1 (5,387)
Midwest 24.5 (3,984)
  West 11.3 (1,847)
Scope
  National 10.5 (1,704)
  State/local 89.5 (14,576)
Year
  1999 12.2 (1,981)
  2000 11.6 (1,890)
  2001 11.5 (1,875)
  2002 11.2 (1,816)
  2003 11.7 (1,902)
  2004 9.4 (1,525)
  2005 10.2 (1,655)
  2006 7.7 (1,254)
  2007 7.5 (1,215)
  2008 7.2 (1,167)
Affect
Tone
  Positive 12.6 (2,047)
  Neutral 45.5 (7,412)
  Negative 36.9 (6,005)
  Mixed 5.0 (816)
Prominence
Number of articles
  1 78.2 (12,739)
  2+ 21.8 (3,541)
Article type
  News Story 86.9 (14,143)
  Editorial 8.1 (1,326)
  Column 1.5 (246)
  Letter 3.5 (565)
Location
  Front page 13.9 (2,261)
  Front section 20.2 (3,285)
  Elsewhere 65.9 (10,734)
Themes/subthemes
Quality 56.9 (9,270)
  Safety 15.4 (2,505)
  Staffing 19.4 (3,159)
  Person-centered 5.0 (821)
  Consumer reports 5.5 (900)
Financing 38.4 (6,251)
  Medicaid 20.7 (3,374)
  Medicare 8.9 (1,446)
  Private insurance 1.8 (287)
  Self/family 1.0 (165)
Legal 22.0 (3,577)
  Malpractice/negligence 8.1 (1,322)
  Claims/Torts/Lawsuits 9.9 (1,617)
  Elder abuse 6.9 (1,119)

% (n)

  Fraud 2.6 (430)
Cost 12.5 (2,043)
Business/property 10.0 (1,622)
Rebalancing 7.2 (1,166)
Natural disasters 3.5 (569)
Other attributes
Central Actor
  Government 40.9 (6,657)
  Nursing home 42.9 (6,976)
  Residents/families 11.0 (1,798)
  Community 5.2 (849)
Issue jurisdiction
  National 15.9 (2,593)
  State 48.0 (7,817)
  Local 36.1 (5,870)

Table 1.  Continued
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were negative in tone was highest among those posted on 
the front page (41.5%), followed by elsewhere within the 
newspaper (37.1%) and front section (32.9%) (χ2 = 102.5, 
p < .001). By contrast, the proportion of positive articles was 
highest among those posted on the front section (15.6%), 
followed by elsewhere (12.7%) and the front page (7.5%).

Themes/Subthemes

The most frequently identified themes include: qual-
ity (56.9%), financing (38.4%), and legal issues (22.0%) 
(Table 1). Of the quality-, financing-, and legal-related sub-
themes identified, staffing (19.4%), Medicaid (20.7%) and 
legal claims, torts, and lawsuits (9.9%) appeared most fre-
quently, respectively.

There was variation in themes across region. Southern 
newspapers were especially likely to report about financing 
and quality (41.1% and 62.1%, respectively) (χ2 = 27.8, p 
< .001; χ2 = 91.5, p < .001); and Southern and Midwestern 
newspapers about legal issues (25.5% and 24.2%, respec-
tively) (χ2 = 117.8, p < .001) (Table 2). Rebalancing arti-
cles were most likely to be published in the West (11.3%) 
(χ2 = 152.0, p < .001); articles about business issues were 
more common in the Northeast (12.4%) and West (11.2%) 
(χ2  =  63.9, p < .001). Content focused on natural disas-
ters was most frequently reported in Southern newspapers 
(5.7%) (χ2  =  117.1, p < .001). The national newspapers 
were more likely to report about legal issues (28.1% vs. 
21.3%) (χ2 = 41.0, p < .001) and natural disasters (5.3% vs. 
3.3%) (χ2 = 18.1, p < .001), equally likely to report about 
quality (~57.0%; χ2  =  .020, p < .888), and less likely to 

report about financing issues (33.4% vs. 39.0%) and busi-
ness/property issues (6.3% vs. 10.4%) than their less well-
circulated counterparts (χ2 = 20.2, p < .001; χ2 = 28.8, p < 
.001) (Table 3).

The relative frequency of each theme varied over time 
(Table 5). For example, the proportion reporting on quality 
peaked in 2000 (63.9%) before declining steadily until 2005 
(48.8%) after which it increased through 2007 (60.8%) 
before declining once again in 2008 (55.0%) (χ2 = 122.5, 
p < .001). By contrast, the proportion reporting on legal 
issues varied through 2004 (from 20.7% to 24.4%) after 
which it declined until 2008 (18.2%) (χ2 = 33.6, p = .002). 
The proportion reporting on natural disasters peaked in 
2005 (12.6%) before decreasing in each subsequent year 
(χ2 = 675.4, p < .001).

There was variation in tone across the different themes 
analyzed (Table 4). On the one hand, articles about busi-
ness issues (12.6%) and rebalancing (23.9%) were least 
likely to be characterized negatively (χ2  =  489.8, p < 
.001; χ2 = 107.3, p < .001). This is in contrast to articles 
about legal issues (67.3%) and natural disasters (50.6%) 
which were most likely to be presented in a negative light 
(χ2 = 1,827.3, p < .001; χ2 = 65.1, p < .001). Relative to 
other themes, articles about quality were comparatively 
likely to be described both positively (17.9%) and nega-
tively (40.9%) (χ2 = 999.1, p < .001). At 67.8%, articles 
about business were most likely to be characterized neu-
trally (χ2 = 489.8, p < .001).

The overall tone of articles characterized by the three 
most prevalent themes varied over time (Figure 2). For exam-
ple, the proportion of quality articles with negative tone 
peaked in 2003 (44.6%) and once again, in 2007 (43.4%) 
but dropped almost 10% in 2008 (33.5%) (χ2 = 95.2, p < 
.001). By contrast, the proportion of quality articles with 
positive tone increased after 2005 until it reached its peak 
in 2008 (25.2%). While the proportion of financing articles 
with positive tone remained small throughout (< 11.5%), 
the proportion with negative tone decreased to 23.8% in 
2005, before reaching 36.0% in 2007 (χ2 = 75.6, p < .001). 
Similarly, the proportion of legal articles with positive 
tone remained low throughout (<2.8%) while the propor-
tion with negative tone varied somewhat, having peaked 
at 73.9% and 75.5% in 2004 and 2007, respectively, and 
reached a low of 59.5% in 2002 (χ2 = 64.2, p < .001).

Other Attributes

The central actors identified were typically government 
officials or institutions (40.9%), or the NH industry 
(42.9%) (Table 1). Less frequently, the central actors were 
NH resident(s)/family (11.0%) and the broader commu-
nity (5.2%). There was some variation in central actor 
across regions and market scope, however. Midwestern 
(46.5%) and Western (46.9%) newspapers were some-
what more likely than newspapers in other regions 
(<40.0%) to focus on governmental actors; newspapers in 

Figure 1.  Annual volume and tone of nursing home coverage. 
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the Northeastern (43.7%) and Southern (48.8%) regions 
were somewhat more likely than newspapers in other 
regions (<38.0%) to focus on actors deriving from the 
NH industry (χ2 = 237.8, p < .001) (Table 2). Additionally, 
Northeastern (12.8%) and Western (12.4%) newspapers 
were somewhat more likely to focus on residents/fami-
lies than other newspapers (<10.0%). The four national 
papers were more likely to focus on government, resi-
dent/family, and community actors than the other news-
papers studied but less likely to focus on industry actors 
(χ2 = 15.3, p = .002) (Table 3).

Nearly half (48.0%) of the articles analyzed focused on 
state issues; just above one third (36.1%) on local issues; 
and less than one fifth (15.9%) on national issues (Table 1). 
There was some variation in focal jurisdiction across region 
and market scope, however. For example, local coverage was 
most prevalent in the Northeast (41.8%) and least preva-
lent in the West (28.3%) (χ2 = 217.6, p < .001) (Table 2). 
The four national papers were equally likely to focus on 
local (30.9%), state (34.6%), and national (34.5%) issues; 
by contrast, about half of the articles (49.6%) deriving 
from other newspapers focus on state issues as compared 

Table 2.  Proportion of Nursing Home Articles by Article Characteristic by Region (n = 16,280)

Northeast South Midwest West χ2-statistic

% (n) % (n) % (n) % (n) (df) p-value

Year
  1999 15.0 (759) 9.8 (526) 11.5 (459) 12.8 (237) 209.37 (36) <.001
  2000 10.5 (531) 13.7 (738) 9.2 (367) 13.8 (254)
  2001 10.6 (537) 12.3 (661) 11.4 (454) 12.1 (223)
  2002 9.7 (493) 11.2 (606) 13.0 (518) 10.8 (199)
  2003 10.1 (511) 13.0 (702) 12.2 (487) 10.9 (202)
  2004 9.9 (503) 9.1 (492) 9.2 (368) 8.7 (161)
  2005 10.4 (528) 9.7 (524) 11.2 (445) 8.6 (158)
  2006 8.3 (422) 7.8 (418) 7.3 (290) 6.7 (124)
  2007 7.5 (382) 6.6 (357) 8.4 (334) 7.7 (142)
  2008 7.8 (395) 6.7 (363) 7.8 (395) 8.0 (147)
Number of articles
  1 74.2 (3,753) 77.7 (4,185) 82.0 (3,266) 83.1 (1,534) 108.71 (4) <.001
  2+ 25.8 (1,308) 22.3 (1,202) 18.0 (718) 16.9 (313)
Article type
  News Story 86.5 (4,379) 87.6 (4,718) 85.7 (3,414) 88.4 (1,632) 121.7 (12) <.001
  Editorial 8.9 (449) 7.7 (414) 8.6 (341) 6.6 (122)
  Column 0.9 (46) 2.3 (122) 1.0 (39) 2.1 (39)
  Letter 3.7 (187) 2.5 (133) 4.8 (190) 2.9 (54)
Location
  Front page 13.0 (656) 12.5 (672) 16.1 (640) 15.9 (293) 68.4 (8) <.001
  Front section 20.7 (1,047) 18.2 (979) 21.8 (868) 21.2 (391)
  Elsewhere 66.4 (3,358) 69.4 (3,736) 62.1 (2,476) 63.0 (1,163)
Major themes
  Quality 55.0 (2,784) 62.1 (3,347) 54.1 (2,154) 53.3 (985) 91.5 (4) <.001
  Financing 36.3 (1,838) 41.1 (2,214) 37.6 (1,496) 38.1 (703) 27.8 (4) <.001
  Legal 17.7 (897) 25.5 (1,374) 24.2 (965) 18.5 (341) 117.8 (4) <.001
  Cost 12.3 (624) 13.3 (714) 10.7 (428) 15.0 (277) 24.7 (4) <.001
  Business/property 12.4 (630) 8.3 (447) 8.5 (339) 11.2 (206) 63.9 (4) <.001
  Rebalancing 6.3 (318) 4.7 (254) 9.6 (384) 11.3 (209) 152.0 (4) <.001
  Natural disasters 2.6 (133) 5.7 (306) 2.0 (80) 2.7 (50) 117.1 (4) <.001
Central actor
  Government 39.0 (1,972) 36.5 (1,965) 46.5 (1,853) 46.9 (867) 237.8 (12) <.001
  Nursing home 43.7 (2,211) 48.8 (2,629) 37.7 (1,500) 34.4 (636)
  Residents/families 12.8 (646) 9.8 (528) 9.9 (395) 12.4 (229)
  Community 4.6 (232) 4.9 (265) 5.9 (236) 6.2 (115)
Issue jurisdiction
  National 15.0 (761) 18.2 (983) 11.9 (476) 20.1 (372) 217.6 (8) <.001
  State 43.2 (2,185) 48.7 (2,625) 51.6 (2,055) 51.2 (952)
  Local 41.8 (2,115) 33.0 (1,779) 36.5 (1,453) 28.3 (532)
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to 13.8% on national issues and 36.7% on local issues 
(χ2 = 497.8, p < .001) (Table 3).

The focus on particular central actors and issue jurisdic-
tions varied somewhat over time (Figure 3). For example, 
the proportion of articles focusing on governmental versus 
industry actors alternated with the former exceeding the 
latter in 2002 (44.6%) and 2005 (46.6%) and the latter 
exceeding the former in 1999 (44.7%) and 2000 (43.9%) 
and, once again, in 2006 (45.5%) and 2007 (48.6%) 
(χ2  =  148.5, p < .001). Similarly, the proportion of state 
articles increased markedly (39.3%–54.9%) between 1999 

and 2001, after which it remained at about 50.0%, and the 
proportion of national articles declined markedly (21.7%–
11.6%) between 1999 and 2001, after which it remained 
at about 15.0%.

There was variation in tone across central actor and 
issue jurisdiction (Table 4). Community articles were much 
more likely to be positive than articles focusing on other 
central actors (45.3% vs. <14.2%) (χ2 = 1,557.0, p < .001). 
By contrast, both industry articles (42.8%) and resident/
family articles (44.5%) were more likely to be negative than 
government (31.5%) and, especially, community (14.0%) 

Table 3.  Proportion of Nursing Home Articles by Article Characteristic by Scope (n = 16,280)

State National χ2-statistic

% (n) % (n) (df) p-value

Year
  1999 11.4 (1,657) 19.0 (324) 184.1 (9) <.001
  2000 11.1 (1,618) 16.0 (272)
  2001 11.9 (1,731) 8.5 (144)
  2002 11.6 (1,696) 7.0 (120)
  2003 12.0 (1,746) 9.2 (156)
  2004 9.6 (1,403) 7.2 (122)
  2005 9.9 (1,443) 12.4 (212)
  2006 7.7 (1,125) 7.6 (129)
  2007 7.5 (1,088) 7.5 (127)
  2008 7.3 (1,069) 5.8 (98)
Number of articles
  1 78.1 (11,377) 79.9 (1,362) 3.16 (1) .076
  2+ 21.9 (3,199) 20.1 (342)
Article type
  News Story 86.5 (12,612) 89.8 (1,531) 16.75 (3) <.001
  Editorial 8.3 (1,212) 6.7 (114)
  Column 1.5 (224) 1.3 (22)
  Letter 3.6 (528) 2.2 (37)
Location
  Front page 14.2 (2,070) 11.2 (191) 79.35 (2) <.001
  Front section 21.0 (3,057) 13.4 (228)
  Elsewhere 64.8 (9,449) 75.4 (1,285)
Major themes
  Quality 56.9 (7,297) 57.1 (973) .020 (1) .888
  Financing 39.0 (5,682) 33.4 (569) 20.2 (1) <.001
  Legal 21.3 (3,099) 28.1 (478) 41.0 (1) <.001
  Cost 12.8 (1,873) 10.0 (170) 11.5 (1) <.001
  Business/property 10.4 (1,515) 6.3 (107) 28.8 (1) <.001
  Rebalancing 7.3 (1,068) 5.8 (98) 5.7 (1) .017
  Natural disasters 3.3 (479) 5.3 (90) 18.0 (1) <.001
Central actor
  Government 40.7 (5,937 42.3 (720) 15.3 (3) .002
  Nursing home 43.3 (6,308) 39.2 (668)
  Residents/families 10.8 (1,572) 13.3 (226)
  Community 5.2 (759) 5.3 (90)
Issue jurisdiction
  National 13.8 (2,005) 34.5 (588) 497.8 (2) <.001
  State 49.6 (7,227) 34.6 (590)
  Local 36.7 (5,344) 30.9 (526)
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reports. The proportion of local articles with positive tone 
(18.9%) was more than twice those focusing on national 
issues (8.0%) and state issues (9.4%) (χ2 = 406.5, p < .001). 

By contrast, local articles (39.0%) were less likely to be 
neutral than either national articles (51.1%) or state arti-
cles (48.6%) articles.

Table 4.  Proportion of Nursing Home Articles by Article Characteristic by Tone (n = 16,280)

Positive Neutral Negative Mixed χ2-statistic

% (n) % (n) % (n) % (n) (df) p-value

Region
  Northeast 11.6 (589) 48.5 (2,455) 33.9 (1,718) 5.9 (299) 154.8 (12) <.001
  South 13.0 (701) 45.5 (2,450) 38.2 (2,059) 4.6 (184)
  Midwest 12.4 (493) 45.5 (1,823) 37.2 (1,484) 3.3 (177)
  West 14.3 (264) 37.0 (683) 40.3 (744) 8.4 (156)
Scope
  State 12.9 (1,883) 46.5 (6,782) 35.9 (5,237) 4.6 (674) 120.2 (3) <.001
  National 9.6 (164) 37.0 (630) 45.1 (768) 8.3 (142)
Year
  1999 12.8 (254) 44.0 (872) 38.2 (757) 4.9 (98) 92.2 (27) <.001
  2000 12.0 (227) 44.6 (842) 39.2 (741) 4.2 (80)
  2001 11.3 (211) 45.5 (854) 38.0 (713) 5.2 (97)
  2002 12.0 (218) 47.9 (870) 34.1 (620) 5.9 (108)
  2003 10.9 (208) 45.0 (856) 39.2 (746) 4.8 (92)
  2004 12.5 (190) 44.1 (672) 38.0 (580) 5.4 (83)
  2005 11.2 (185) 50.3 (833) 33.5 (555) 5.0 (82)
  2006 14.1 (177) 45.0 (565) 35.7 (448) 5.2 (62)
  2007 15.3 (186) 40.2 (488) 39.2 (476) 5.3 (65)
  2008 16.4 (191) 48.1 (561) 31.6 (369) 3.9 (46)
Number of articles
  1 12.9 (1,640) 45.3 (5,774) 36.5 (4,650) 5.3 (675) 16.6 (3) .001
  2+ 11.5 (407) 46.3 (1,638) 38.3 (1,355) 4.0 (141)
Article type
  News Story 12.5 (1,773) 47.7 (6,743) 35.1 (4,968) 4.7 (659) 344.5 (9) <.001
  Editorial 10.3 (137) 27.2 (361) 54.9 (728) 7.5 (100)
  Column 19.5 (48) 53.3 (131) 24.0 (59) 3.3 (8)
  Letter 15.8 (89) 31.3 (177) 44.2 (250) 8.7 (49)
Location
  Front page 7.5 (169) 45.2 (1022) 41.5 (938) 5.8 (132) 102.5 (6) <.001
  Front section 15.6 (511) 46.5 (1,526) 32.9 (1,080) 5.1 (168)
  Elsewhere 12.7 (1,367) 45.3 (4,864) 37.1 (3,987) 4.8 (516)
Major themes
  Quality 17.9 (1,658) 36.1 (3,346) 40.9 (3,793) 5.1 (473) 999.1 (3) <.001
  Financing 7.2 (452) 54.9 (3,429) 33.1 (2,066) 4.9 (304) 465.2 (3) <.001
  Legal 1.6 (56) 27.9 (999) 67.3 (2,407) 3.2 (115) 1,827.3 (3) <.001
  Cost 8.8 (178) 51.4 (1,051) 34.7 (708) 5.1 (105) 48.2 (3) <.001
  Business/property 13.3 (216) 67.8 (1,100) 12.6 (205) 6.2 (101) 489.8 (3) <.001
  Rebalancing 17.3 (202) 50.9 (594) 23.9 (279) 7.8 (91) 107.3 (3) <.001
  Natural disasters 4.6 (26) 41.3 (235) 50.6 (288) 3.5 (20) 65.1 (3) <.001
Central actor
  Government 6.3 (421) 56.4 (3,755) 31.5 (2,097) 5.8 (384) 1,557.0 (9) <.001
  Nursing home 14.2 (991) 39.1 (2,726) 42.8 (2,989) 3.9 (270)
  Residents/families 13.9 (250) 34.6 (623) 44.5 (800) 7.0 (125)
  Community 45.3 (385) 36.3 (308) 14.0 (119) 4.4 (37)
Issue jurisdiction
  National 8.0 (208) 51.1 (1,326) 34.2 (887) 6.6 (172) 406.5 (6) <.001
  State 9.4 (732) 48.6 (3,796) 37.0 (2,895) 5.0 (394)
  Local 18.9 (1,107) 39.0 (2,290) 37.9 (2,223) 4.3 (250)
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Discussion
This study analyzed the content of 16,280 newspaper arti-
cles to assess how NHs were depicted in 51 U.S. newspa-
pers from 1999 to 2008. It builds on and extends prior 
research based on 1,704 articles published in four widely 
circulated national newspapers during the same time 
period (Miller et al., 2012). The inclusion of 14,576 addi-
tional articles from 47 newspapers strengthens both inter-
nal validity and external validity. It strengthens internal 
validity by reducing the influence of random variation and 
outliers on study findings while increasing the likelihood of 
identifying statistically meaningful associations where they 
exist. It strengthens external validity through the inclusion 
of newspapers from around the country, which, in addition 
to the four national newspapers, includes one newspaper 
from the capital or largest city of nearly every state. The 
cross-national distribution of newspapers also enabled us 
to examine regional variation in newspaper coverage, in 
addition to variation in coverage between the nation’s most 
circulated newspapers and other, less well-circulated dai-
lies. Thus, to our knowledge, the current study represents 
both the largest NH media study to date and the first to 
examine regional and market differences in the nature and 
content of that coverage.

Findings highlight the potential for first-order agenda 
setting effects in media coverage of the NH sector. That 
both the general public and policymakers may have 
thought more about the NH sector during some years 
than others is suggested by changes in the overall volume 
of coverage which declined steadily over time, other than 
a small noticeable increase in 2005. This result reinforces 
prior research identifying significant changes in the volume 
of media coverage in other areas and time periods (Barry, 
Jarlenski, Grob, Schlesinger, & Gollust, 2011; Baumgartner 
& Jones, 1993; Dunaway et al., 2010; Jarlenski & Barry, 
2013; Pew Research Center, 2011; Smith, 1981; Taylor-
Clark, Mebane, SteelFisher, & Blendon, 2007). That the 
level of coverage was greater earlier in the study period 

could reflect the overall decline in newspaper circulation 
due to the rise of alternative media sources (Pew Research 
Center, 2015). It could also reflect the presence of larger 
numbers of newsworthy events, including changes in pub-
lic policy—for example, NH reimbursement reform in the 
Balanced Budget Act of 1997 and its effects on the NH 
industry (Miller, 2008; Harrington, Hauser, Olney, & 
Rosenau, 2011); and the release of numerous government 
reports on NH quality, oversight, and regulation (e.g., 
Health Care Financing Administration, 2000; Institute of 
Medicine [IOM], 2001).

Results also suggest the potential for second-order 
agenda setting in media coverage of the NH sector. That 
the general public and policymakers view NHs relatively 
poorly (KFF, 2001, 2005, 2007; Miller et  al., 2010) and 
that those views may derive, in part, from how the NH 
sector is portrayed in the media (KFF, 2001, 2005) is con-
sistent with the finding that the tone of media coverage has 
primarily been negative, rarely positive, and otherwise neu-
tral. This result supports anecdotal claims about the tone of 
NH coverage (Hawes, 1987; Smith, 1981; Vladeck, 1980), 
in addition to the lone systematic study to examine tone 
(Miller et al., 2012).

The potential for second-order agenda setting is further 
reflected in longitudinal variation in media framing of the 
NH sector. That both the general public and policymak-
ers may have thought differently about NHs over time is 
suggested by the rise and fall of the major themes empha-
sized in that coverage. Thematically, change in the fram-
ing of newspaper coverage of the NH sector is reflected in 
decline in the proportion of quality articles through 2005 
after which it began to rise though not to previous levels. 
When reporting about quality was at its lowest points 
(2003–2006) reporting on legal concerns (2004), costs 
(2006), rebalancing (2006), and natural disasters (2005, 
2006)  were comparatively high. This suggests that the 
amount of reporting about quality depended, in part, on the 
extent to which newspapers reported on other dimensions. 
Together these findings reinforce prior research identifying 

Table 5.  Proportion of Newspaper Articles by Major Theme by Year (n = 16,280)

Quality, % (n) Financing, % (n) Legal, % (n) Cost, % (n) Business/property, % (n) Rebalancing, % (n)
Natural  
disasters, % (n)

1999 56.0 (1,128) 39.7 (787) 20.7 (411) 11.5 (227) 11.6 (230) 8.6 (170) 1.6 (32)
2000 63.9 (1,208) 39.9 (754) 24.4 (462) 12.2 (230) 9.5 (179) 6.5 (122) 0.7 (13)
2001 61.7 (1,157) 41.8 (784) 23.4 (438) 9.9 (185) 9.6 (180) 5.8 (109) 0.2 (4)
2002 57.3 (1,041) 41.6 (755) 23.1 (420) 13.5 (246) 8.5 (154) 4.2 (76) 1.0 (19)
2003 54.2 (1031) 38.3 (729) 22.2 (423) 12.0 (228) 10.8 (206) 6.0 (115) 3.8 (72)
2004 55.6 (848) 32.5 (495) 24.4 (372) 13.7 (209) 9.0 (138) 8.3 (126) 2.6 (39)
2005 48.8 (808) 40.2 (665) 20.4 (337) 11.8 (196) 8.8 (145) 7.4 (123) 12.6 (208)
2006 53.3 (668) 33.4 (419) 20.2 (253) 15.2 (191) 9.6 (121) 10.1 (127) 8.4 (105)
2007 60.8 (739) 33.6 (408) 20.5 (249) 13.1 (159) 9.6 (117) 8.8 (107) 3.9 (47)
2008 55.0 (642) 39.0 (455) 18.2 (212) 14.7 (172) 13.0 (152) 7.8 (91) 2.6 (30)
χ2 (df) 122.5 (9) 70.5 (9) 33.6 (9) 33.1 (9) 29.4 (9) 65.5 (9) 657.4 (9)
p-value <.001 <.001 .002 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001
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shifts in the way the media has framed a variety of issues 
over time (Barry et al., 2011; Baumgartner & Jones, 1993; 
Jarlenski & Barry, 2013; Miller et al., 2012; Taylor-Clark 
et al., 2007).

Longitudinal variation in the emphasis of media cover-
age is important because shifts from one topic to another 
can lead to changes in overall tone (Baumgartner & Jones, 
1993). Although media coverage of the NH sector was 
largely negative or neutral throughout, the extent to which 
this was the case varied over time. Negative coverage, for 
example, peaked in 2003 and 2007. Our findings suggest 
that this growth in negative coverage was due both to 
increased negative coverage about quality and also shifts 
in the media’s attention from quality to other aspects of the 
NH issue—i.e., negligence/fraud (malpractice) and natural 

disasters (Hurricane Katrina), coverage of which was over-
whelmingly negative.

The rate of litigation against NHs increased markedly 
beginning in the mid- to late-1990s (Stevenson & Studder, 
2003). The level of reporting on this topic increased as well, 
with the number of articles about legal concerns increas-
ing from about one fifth of the articles studied in 1999 to 
one quarter in 2000–2004 where it peaked at 24.4% in 
2004 before declining in remaining years. The increase in 
reporting on legal issues together with the increase in litiga-
tion indicates that newspaper editors find civil and criminal 
activity in institutional long-term care settings particularly 
newsworthy (Smith, 1981; Vladeck, 1980). That articles 
about legal concerns were substantially more likely to be 
negative in tone suggests that the increase in coverage in 
this area may have reinforced Americans already negative 
assessment of the NH industry.

The Gulf Coast hurricanes may have impacted 
Americans’ views about the NH industry as well. Consistent 
with our findings, Barnes et al. (2008) identified extensive 
press coverage in the weeks following the hurricane. Thus, 
although representing but a handful of stories through 
2004, we found that the proportion of NH articles per-
taining to natural disasters shot up to 12.6% in 2005 after 
which it has decreased steadily to 2.6% in 2008. In con-
trast to the broader population of hurricane-related articles 
where tone varied according to whom responsibility for the 
disaster was assigned (Barnes et al., 2008), coverage relat-
ing to NHs was virtually all negative due largely to several 
high profile incidents and their aftermath.

In addition to longitudinal variation, potentially impor-
tant differences in media framing of the NH sector were 
identified across newspapers, whether according to region 
or market scope. These findings are consistent with prior 
research identifying cross-sectional variation in cover-
age, including with respect to themes (Barnes et al., 2008; 
Payne, Appel, & Kim-Appel, 2008) and prominence (Barnes 
et al., 2008; Durrant, Wakefield, McLeod, Clegg-Smith, & 
Chapman, 2003; Taylor-Clark et al., 2007). Although the 
largest proportion of NH coverage reported in each news-
paper addressed quality, reports about negligence, fraud, 
and other legal issues, for example, were more common in 
Southern and Midwestern newspapers and reports about 
business/property issues in Northeastern and Western news-
papers. For their part, the four widely circulated national 
newspapers were somewhat more likely than the other 
study papers to publish articles about quality, legal issues, 
and natural disasters. Assessment of prominence varied as 
well. Whereas Midwestern newspapers were more likely to 
publish NH articles on the front page of the newspaper or 
section, the four national newspapers were less likely than 
the other less well-circulated newspapers to publish NH 
articles so prominently.

Also consistent with prior research, we identified poten-
tially important differences across newspapers in relation 
to tone (Gollust, Barry, Niederdeppe, Baum, & Fowler, 

Figure 2.  Proportion of nursing home articles per year by major theme 
and tone of coverage.
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2014; Miller et al., 2013; Durrant et al., 2003) and volume 
(Barnes et al., 2008; Dunaway et al., 2010; Durrant et al., 
2003; Gollust et  al., 2014; Matthes, 2009; Payne et  al., 
2008; Taylor-Clark et al., 2007; Ulsperger, 2002). Although 
most articles were negative or neutral no matter which 
region was examined, there were comparatively lower pro-
portions of positive, neutral, negative, and mixed articles in 
the Midwest, West, Northeast, and Midwest, respectively. 
Furthermore, the four widely circulated national papers 
were much more likely to publish negative reports than 
the other newspapers studied which, in turn, were more 
likely to publish neutral reports. The volume of coverage 
varied especially dramatically, with reports published in the 
Northeast and South constituting nearly two thirds of the 
articles analyzed and just a little over 10% deriving from 
the West.

Why did volume vary so substantially across the regions 
examined? One possibility is variation in the occurrence 
of newsworthy events, including scandals, lawsuits, bank-
ruptcies, routine quality reporting, and fiscal setbacks. 
Another is varying editorial assessments about audience 
interest and receptiveness compared to other issue areas, 
perhaps due, in part, to variation in the number of NHs 
operators and residents, frail and disabled elders, and fam-
ily caregivers within each of the particular catchment areas 
served. Still another possibility is varying degrees to which 

NH resident advocates and industry representatives use 
mass media strategies to further their policy-making goals. 
It may be that activists in some regions or states may be 
more effective at nurturing relationships with journalists 
and providing them with credible and timely information 
and feedback than activists in other states. That media 
advocacy may help explain cross-sectional differences in 
the amount and nature of coverage is supported by prior 
research indicating that resident advocates and NH indus-
try representatives have been more influential in heighten-
ing awareness and promoting policy changes advantageous 
to their respective points-of-view in some states than others 
(Miller, 2008; Miller & Rudder, 2012).

Limitations

This is the most comprehensive study to date examining 
the way in which NHs have been portrayed in the media 
nationally. There are several limitations worth noting, how-
ever. First, the findings may not be generalizable to other 
newspapers or media, though we include the most widely 
circulated and/or influential dailies in the 51 jurisdictions 
studied. Second, the findings may not be generalizable 
beyond the study period. However, there is little reason 
to suspect that the underlying dynamics of NH reporting 
identified do not apply to other years, including, for exam-
ple, the largely negative tone of the coverage (Lloyd et al., 
2014), the secular decline in newspaper coverage due to 
the rise of alternative media outlets (Pew Research Center, 
2015), and the rise and fall of various themes/topics in light 
of prevailing triggering events (McCombs, 2014).

Third, a handful of general search terms were used to 
identify the articles analyzed. Because not all possible terms 
were exhausted, some potentially relevant articles may 
have been missed. Fourth, coders may have interpreted the 
information abstracted differently despite efforts to pro-
mote consistency. Fifth, although a comprehensive array of 
article characteristics were identified and abstracted, other 
potentially useful dimensions were not abstracted but may 
be worth examining (e.g., author/source, quotations/photo-
graphs, episodic/thematic framing).

Conclusion
Overall, results reveal changes in how 51 newspapers 
framed NH coverage, with respect to not only tone but 
also what dimensions of this complex issue have been 
emphasized over time. Future research should also aim to 
understand what cultural stereotypes and values underlie 
the ways in which newspaper articles speak about and por-
tray NH-related issues, across jurisdictions and over time, 
say, by applying in-depth qualitative coding techniques to 
a subsample of articles addressing particular issue areas of 
interest. Future research should examine the relationship 
between public opinion, state and federal policy agendas, 

Figure  3.  Proportion of nursing home articles per year: central actor 
and issue jurisdiction.
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and the ways NH-related issues are portrayed in the media, 
again, across jurisdictions and over time, controlling for 
other socioeconomic, programmatic and political char-
acteristics using appropriate quantitative or statistical 
techniques.

Supplementary Material
Please visit the article online at http://gerontologist. 
oxfordjournals.org/ to view supplementary material.
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