ABSTRACT

Newspapers have not been ex-
tensively evaluated as an injury sur-
veillance source. We compared clip-
pings with medical examiner records
for 45 residential fire deaths and 58
drownings of children to assess ex-
tent, completeness, and accuracy of
newspaper coverage. Newspapers
covered 96% of the fire fatalities and
78% of the drownings and contained
more information than medical ex-
aminer records on several factors, in-
cluding fire cause and smoke detector
presence, pool fences, wamning signs,
and supervision of children. (4m J
Public Health. 1992;82:745-746)
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Introduction
Public health surveillance is essential

for injury control. Useful data include time,
plm, person, m]uly type’ musation, cir-
cumstances, medical care, and health out-
comes.! Death certificates and medical ex-
aminer records are routinely used for
mortality surveillance but may not provide
sufficient information about prevention.
Newspapers are an available, inexpensive
source of potential information.2-3

 This study evaluated the extent,
completeness, and accuracy of coverage
provided by North Carolina newspapers
of childhood fatalities from fires and
drownings over a 13-month period.

Methods

By state law, all fatal injuries must be
investigated by a local medical examiner
and the reports filed with the North Caro-
lina Office of the Chief Medical Examiner
(NCOCME). Each file contains the death
certificate, a narrative report describing the
event, and, sometimes, reports of autopsy,
police, and toxicology investigations.

All fatalities from residential fires and
drownings among persons less than 19
years of age were identified through the
NCOCME for the period January 1, 1988,
through January 31, 1989.

Newspaper clippings reporting injury
events during the study period were ob-
tained from a commerecial clipping service
collecting all 72 daily and 186 nondaily
newspapers published in North Carolina.
‘When reports were not available from the
clipping service, clippings were obtained
from the University of North Carolina’s
newspaper library, medical examiner
files, and local newspapers.

All fatal fires during the 13-month pe-
riod were evaluated by interviewing local
fire chiefs. The variables considered are
listed in Table 1.

Newspaper clippings and medical ex-
aminer reports were matched and com-
pared for the frequency of recording of the
index variables. If a variable was reported
as unknown or under investigation, it was
listed as “‘not mentioned.” The unit of
analysis was the decedent, even if there
was more than one death per fire or drown-

ing event. When more than one clipping
was found, the combined information was
used. The accuracy of newspaper reports
was measured by comparing newspaper
coverage and (1) the fire chief interview
and the NCOCME report (for fires) and (2)
the NCOCME report (for drownings).

Results

Extent of Newspaper Coverage

The NCOCME reported 45 residen-
tial fire fatalities of children under age 19
during the 13 months. Twenty-two chil-
dren died in fires that claimed more than
one life. The clipping service retrieved re-
ports on 39 of the 45 children. An addi-
tional four reports were found in the uni-
versity library collection, for a total of
95.6% (43/45) coverage.

The NCOCME identified 58 drown-
ings of individuals less than 19 years of age.
Seven children died in drowning incidents
that claimed more than one life. The clip-
ping service produced 42 reports of the 58
incidents. An additional 3 reports were
found in the library, for a total coverage of
77.6%. No deaths were identified by the
newspapers for whichan NCOCME report
was not available.

Completeness of Newspaper Reports

Table 1 shows that, for 43 fires and 45
drownings, some information was not well
covered by either source, but the newspa-
pers were decidedly more complete with
respect to a number of the variables stud-
ied. Most notably, clippings were more
likely to include information about the
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cause of the fire or presence of a smoke
detector than was the NCOCME report.
However, medical examiner reports were
much more likely to include the cause of
death, alcohol use by the decedent, and
race. Race was never reported directly in
the newspaper but could be inferred from
photographs in 15% of cases.

Findings were similar for drownings.
The NCOCME report was more complete
on race of the decedent, alcohol involve-
ment, purported swimming ability, and re-
suscitation attempts. However, newspa-
pers included more information about
child supervision and characteristics of
the body of water (public ownership,
warning signs, and fencing).

Accuracy of Newspaper Reports

Newspapers and the fire chief inter-
view agreed completely on age, sex, and
race of the decedents and type of construc-
tion materials, but agreement was only
90.6% (39/43) for cause of the fire. The four
disagreements resulted from the newspa-
per reporting a specific cause while the fire
chief stated that the cause was unknown.
Newspapers and medical examiner reports
agreed completely on age, sex, and race of
the decedent and type of water body.

Di .

This study suggests that newspapers
may be a useful adjunct to other injury sur-
veillance efforts. Newspapers were more
complete than NCOCME reports in sup-
plying information about the cause and cir-
cumstances of fires and presence of pro-
tective factors for both fires and
drownings. On the other hand, newspapers
were not good sources of information
about race or the possible involvement of
alcohol. Otherwise, newspapers were ac-
curate in reporting demographic informa-
tion and causes and circumstances of fires.

Two issues are of particular interest.
First, our results demonstrate that for
childhood fire deaths and drownings,
newspapers reported 96% and 78% of the
cases, respectively. However, we located
these articles knowing from the NCOCME
that a death had occurred. To be optimally
useful for surveillance, newspapers should
be able toidentify cases independently. Re-
lying only on the clipping service would
have resulted in reports of 91% of the fire
deaths and 72% of the drownings.

Second, this analysis revealed that
that is more likely to appear in the newspa-
per than in official records. This finding sup-
ports the value of newspapers and signals an
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TABLE 1—Completeness of Coverage in Medical Examiner Reports and Newspapers:
Child Fatalities in Residential Fires (n = 43) and Drownings {n = 45}, North
Carolina
Medical Examiner Newspaper (times
{times reported, %) recorded, %)
Fires
Age 100.0 100.0
Sex 100.0 100.0
Race 100.0 163
Time of drowning 100.0 100.0
Cause of death 100.0 535
Supervision of children 69.8 884
Home construction material 442 58.1
How the fire was discovered 376 674
Cause of fire 30.2 62.6
Alcohol involvement 232 0
Time to intervention 14.0 279
How fire department was contacted 116 442
Presence of smoke alarm 46 186
Presence of fire extinguisher 0 23
Drownings
Age 100.0 100.0
Sex 100.0 100.0
Race 100.0 89
Location of drowning 100.0 100.0
Time of drowning 100.0 100.0
Type of water body 100.0 100.0
Alcohol presence 844 0
Time submerged 714 711
CPR attempt 66.6 333
Supervision of children (<age 16, n = 29} 65.5 793
Length of rescue attempt 33.1 277
Ability to swim (age > 3, n = 34) 25.0 13.9
Private/public property 4.4 244
Warmning sign presence 22 222
Water area fenced in 0 182
Note. Percentages are based only on the cases for which both a newspaper clipping and the medical
examiner record were available. CPR = cardiopulmonary resuscitation.

area in which the medical examiner system
might improve documentation. In fact,
items to indicate the use of life preservers,
swimming ability, and the presence of
smoke detectors recently have been added
to the NOOCME reporting form.

Besides surveillance, the reporting of
injury events has potential value in raising
public awareness about injury risks and
protective measures. Newspapers should
be encouraged to cover injury events fully
and provide detailed information about
protective measures. Injury surveillance
efforts should consider newspapers as a
potential source of valuable supplementary
information, while still focusing on improv-
ing other systems of record keeping.

This study did not attempt to assess
the specific methods or costs of the clip-
ping service per se, factors that may vary
by setting. Further research could docu-
ment whether these findings generalize to
other less dramatic or newsworthy injury
problems and whether there are system-
atic differences in reporting policies or
practices by publisher or locale. [
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