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Disaster research scholare and emergency planners
have often contended that the news media play a major
role in ereating and perpetuating varioue myths of
natural disaster respomee. These wmyths  include
widespread panie flight, peychological dependency
and vicious competition for necessities on the part
of vietime and phyeical convergence for the purpose
of looting by non-victime. The evidence which ties
the newe media to these mythe of commnity breakdoun
ig8 largely indirect. Survey data reveal a generalized
belief among members of the public that the above
enumerated behaviore are typical reactione of people
faced with a sudden crisis. These data also indicate
that the newe media are the prineipal source of
information about disasters for most people. Lacking
are detatiled analyses which document the extent to
which the mythe of comminity breakdown actually appear
in news coverage of natural disaster events. The pregent
atudy, which focuses on the reporting of four earthquake
eventes by two Southern Califormia newspapere, attempte
to addrese this issue. The results, though preliminary,
suggeet that some caution i8 warranted in making the
generalization that natural disaater coverage
disproportionately conveys a breakdowm imagery of
comminities facing a major natural catastrophe.

* An earlier draft of this paper was presented at the Sociology
of Disaster Session held by the Internarional Sociological
Association's Research Committee on Disasters at the annual
meeting of the American Sociological Association, August 27-
31, 1984, San Antonio, Texas.
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Students of natural disaster response have long distinguished

between widely held public images of human hehavit?r in ts‘u:;l;
crises and actions which their own studieg and];_m servalé?rz.
have revealed (see Barton, 1969; Quarantelli and I;ET}?' There'
Wenger et al.,, 1975; Wenger, 1980; Nilson et al., r ‘d it
is widespread belief in the United StaFes that th?se Biceational
a violent disruption of everyday routines react In ;19?;; e,
or exploitative manner. Survey data (Wenger et al., : jevast
that public flight and incapacitating psy‘rchomgrc_ald rauTOOtin
assumed to characterize the response of disaster 1.f|::t1ms._1 mong
and other forms of exploitation are believed to prevai ﬁt ncE
a sufficient number of non-victims to require heav:._f surv[et{ e -
of the disaster affected area, perhaps even the n:npumbim::ir
martial law. The “breakdﬂwn" imager?. dESEitE 1ts u I::!_[a[}e,
has little basis in experiencehand is contradicted by a g
social scientific research.

bo%‘;;[; and looting are rare in the aftermath of a nr?jtutr;;
disaster. Shock or dazed reactions are also uncommon an Y
few cases which do eccur are not usually lrfcapamtatm% ora tiagl
term. Criminal activity declines rather‘than increases an nl1 T -
law, the replacement of civilian w1th_m111tanr cantii ?van
a jurisdiction, has never been declared in the afterma oarch
American disaster. Numerous case studies and other 'rESFiQS‘F-
over the years (Prince, 1920; Kutak, 1938; Wolfenstein, onsé
Fritz, 1961; Barton, 1969) have documented human reslp e
to crigis as controlled and rationahl !Sath institutiona ::1 :
emergent response are rapid. The activities of emergent %,; eEt
are particularly noteworthy. Rather than presentmgfa idgms
or burden to authorities, small ad hoc groups made up of res e
of the disaster stricken area and volpntee:s perfai::-{;lm Ao
emergency functions (e.g., rescuing t_he injured, pmvd nf 11‘;:5
aid, clearing away debris). Among victims, goods and s r;mia
are freely shared while a mood of optimism even eup
pr?; allz-lgpular scenarios of community breakdown after n.:fu::sl
disasters are gross distortions of fact, why then dr:_r thes;. ny =
have such tenacity in American culture? One rmgh'-:I egoglram
address this question by determining where people i
information about natural disasters and human respﬂn;;; t?dicate:
Survey data (Wenger et al., 1975; Turner et 2_11., 19 n Lar
that the news media are, by far, the most important sﬁf rthe
of disaster related information. Only a tiny fraction ;unit
American people have had direct experience with a com ; oks?
level disaster. Motion pictures, f1::‘1:mm and non-fiction oh ;
discussion with others and public information campatgnsnd aurrz
not been particularly salient. While these findings te

e ——
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implicate the news media in myth creation and perpetuation,
little systematic research (Levine, 1977, McKay, 1983) exists
which demonstrates the extent to which these disaster myths
actually appear in news media accounts of disaster. It is this
research gap I wish to address.

The present research also affords an opportunity to test varlous
hypotheses regarding potential sources of disaster myths in
the news. Quarantelli (I1975) argues that some inaccuracies
and distortions in coverage can be traced to the news media's
reliance on official sources, mainly the police and local officials,
for information during community crises. Based upon this
observation, we might suggest that myth creation and
perpetuation are functions of news organization definitions
of what constitute "authoritative" sources and the differential
Propensity to present the viewpoint of officials rather than
other potential sources of information. Gans (1979) and others
point out that the same class of events may receive very different
treatment by American journalists depending upon where in
the world those events occur. Disasters which take place in
the United States tend to receive more extensive and sympathetic
coverage than those same events in other nations. Thus, we
might expect the breakdown imagery of human response to
disaster to be more prevalent in coverage of foreign disasters
than domestic ones. This hypothesls implies that the value
orientations of journalists in the form of assessments of
newsworthiness and possible ethnocentric biases affect the
character and quantity of news coverage.

We might also suggest that organizational resources and
audience consgiderations affect the images of human behavioral
response conveyed by the news media, Large metropolitan dailles
which appeal to a sophisticated and cosmopolitan audience
may be less likely to invoke the breakdown myths than small
community oriented newspapers whose coverage of national
and international events is filtered through a decidedly local
perspective. Finally, a close examination of news content permits
the recording and analysis of various format variables. These
include the date of the report and event, where the report appears
in the paper (e.g., page one lead, page one, remote location),
the length of the article, its origin (e.g., wire service, staff
writer, columnist, etc.) and treatment (e.g., as straight news,
human interest, editorial, etc.). These variables are not tied
to any hypotheses but may reveal patterns or regularities which
could provide insight into how disaster news is reported. The
main dimensions to be examined in addition to the overall
prevalence of the myths or breakdown imagery in news coverage
of disaster are the effect of location of the disaster event (foreign
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ve. domestic), the sources of news information, and the

orientation and resources of the medium.

It is important to specify, at the outset, that this analysis
is one of image, not reality. The substantive focus is on the
relative approximation of the news accounts examined to the
breakdown image of disaster held by members of the public
or to accounts of disaster reported by social scientists. It is
not within the scope of this analysis to determine whether or
not the news reports in the sample are faithful descriptions
of reality. Mevertheless, one must remain cognlzant that news
reports are of real events and that the actual OCCULTEnces
described will have some bearing on differences in news images.

Data and Methods

The images outlined, both those of community breakdown
and of controlled and rational activity, characterize the impact
and immediate aftermath phases of rapid-onset disasters.
Earthquakes are typically the most unexpected and destructive
of events in this class and reports of four earthquake disasters
have been selected for analysis.

(1) Alaska, March 27, 1964, 8.4 Richter magnitude, 115 deaths.
(2) Imperial Valley, California, October 15, 1979, 8.6 Richter
magnitude, no deaths or serious injuries.

(3) Algeria, October 10, 1980, 7.3 Richter magnitude, 3,500
confirmed deaths.

(4) Italy, November 23, 1980, 6.8 Richter magnitude, 3,000
deaths.

Our investigation of news images will be limited to print
journalism, more specifically, to two Southern California
newspapers, the Los Angelee Times and the Santa Monica
Evening Outlook. While surveys have demonstrated that
television news is most often cited as the primary source of
disaster information, researcher access to local television news
archives proved to be gseverely restricted. Thus, our choice
of a more readily available newspaper sam ple.

The sample of events selected contains both foreign and
domestic disasters, a local (to Southern California) event as
well as more distant ones, quakes in which casualties and damage
were extensive and one in which casualties were few and damage
localized. Choice of the Los Angeles Times and Santa Monica
Evening Outlook facilitated the comparison between a large
circulation metropolitan newspaper and one orlented to a
community audience.

A total of 146 reports (90 from the Times, 56 in the Outlook)
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were collected and coded according to a scheme in which behavior

images were classified on two dimensions, the Institutional-
Emn?:rngt and the Adaptive-Maladaptive. The dimension
Institutional-Emergent cerresponds to a distinction recognized
by students of collective behavior between action which is clearl
guided by the prevailing norms of a society and action Enta:t::ura:]in.)‘r
to norms which are emergent, l.e., those which are not l::rdgeg
in Instdirljt{t:ms and may even oppose or modify these norms (Turner
and Killian, 1972). All behavior can be classified in this dimension
{e.g., spontanecusly initiated rescue activity, panic, looting
and con vergence are emergent behaviors while police ur'Natiunal
Guard mobyhzatiuns. actions consistent with emergency planning
and organized evacuations are institutional behaviors). The
Adaptive-Maladaptive dimension represents the implic.it or
explit:itt evaluation by the journallst of the behavior reported
Journalists, like other members of the American public shar:;
certain basic values which relate to the threat or 'ar:tual
occurrence of a major disaster. Those values include care for
victims, restoration of essential community services, maintenance
of public order and promotion of public morale {b?nes 1970}
We would expect actions consistent with these T.r.'a]l.hasI to be
evaluated positively, as adaptive. Those which challenged them
would be regarded negatively, as maladaptive. Classification
of the dependent wvariable according to these two dimensions
ylelds four distinctive types of behavicral imagery.

Institutional Emergent
Adaptive Organized normative Activities of
activities which collectivities in line
promote effective with new effective
eMEeIgency response emergency response
Maladaptive Organized or Activities of
normative activities collectivities which

which Fail to promote  block, delay or impede
effective emergency effective emergency
response response

Figure 1: Four Types of Behavioral Imagery.
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SThe Institutional-Adaptive cell describes a behavicoral imagery

which is characterized by clear normative guldelines, usga::i
action which occurs in the context of formal organizatio %
roles and is judged as promoting adequate emergency relfponk
and recovery. Such actions in response to a major eart qu:; e
event might include the acrivatii:_m and successful exéica:l 22
of a corporate emergency plan, medical treatment for the n;u;he
or provision ~ of  shelter for the homeles_s.h e
Institutional-Maladaptive  incorporates actions whucb gr
normative or carried out in an organizational context :11:d :E
to human error, lack of coordination or misallocation are ju gl
to block or impede effective dresponse or an evacuation plan
i osed people to further danger. )
Wh'i"%]; Eé:ierger?f—ﬁdaptive category includes images of h-ehavE:ur
in which new collectivities form and new norms arisemor
previously existing norms are applied in r!avel wavys) c?f ntg
for actions regarded as promoting an effective response & i;:;“.
The spontansous formation of ad }Iwc re:scue groups, Cit ]
assumption of traffic control or firsts aui_ functions, as" w
as actions consistent with the "thﬂr?pﬂutlc cnmmunitv J?;e
examples of Emergent Adaptive behaviors. hicﬁ
Emergent-Maladaptive cell involves a portrayal of action W =
is regarded as detrimental to an adequate F'.ma\wgtenv::n_,.l;I re%?;# e;
Many of the social breakdown images identified by 53 A
et al. (1975) and others (e.g., mass _ps_mlc, looting, wilcl::spr =
psychological shock, viclous Cﬂn:ipetltlﬂn for necess tles _ tﬁed
unwarranted convergence on the disaster scene) can be classi

as Emergentw{aladaptiv&

Analysis

Overall Results : )
A central focus of this study is the assumption made by many

disaster research scholars that the news media project ~an
inaccurate image of human response to disaster. Newﬁs stor;elfé
they argue, emphasize social breakdo‘f-.rn hepawo}:‘s "
ingtitutional efforts to control these behaviors _whﬂe the mor
rational and altruistic elements of human disaster tei%nnwse
are largely ignored. If the news media present a brea n‘:::: nn
imagery of human response to disaster, we would expeﬁt Ce;,;
reported actions to fall into the Emergent-Maladaptive e
since most of the disaster myths are actions of cmergie

collectivities, We might also expect many repgrted actlons
to be classified as Institutional-Adaptive as community emgrgsnig
organizations and other institutional actors respond bot
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the physical destruction caused by the earthquake and the
widespread social disruption. Emergent-Adaptive actions, reflect
the controlled and resourceful activities of small spontaneously
assembled groups, would be few in number if the media project
an image of response on the emergent level as confused,
dependent and exploitative. Finally, reported instances of
Institutional-Maladaptive behavior are more likely to appear
after the first few days of coverage as the emergent period
wanes and organizational response comes under closer scrutiny.

The data, when aggregated over all four events in the sample,
are not consistent with the contention that the news media
present an image of community breakdown and chaos in their
coverage of earthquake disasters (Table 1). The image of human
response to crisis is one in which a myriad of formal
organizations, particularly governmental units, respond rapidly
and effectively to reduce further casualties and damage. Nearly
three quarters of all recorded actions contain such (Institutional-
Adaptive) organizational response. Those actions which receive
the most media attention are mobilization of personal and
material resources (28 per cent), search and rescue activities
(27 per cent) and official declarations and statements (25 per
cent). Enforcement activities, a category which includes guarding,
patrolling, cordons and restrictions, activities which one might
expect to be salient if a social breakdown imagery was being
conveyed, comprise only eight per cent of all mentions. Those
instances in which organizations fail to respond adequately
(Institutional-Maladaptive) by way of poor planning, misalloction
of resources and so on receive scant attention in the sample
as a whole.

The activities of emergent groups which in disaster situations
include such ecollectivitiee as residents, victims, visitors,
concerned persons outside the disaster area, volunteer rescue
workers and non-victims who converge on the disaster site did
not receive the extensive coverage accorded organizational
actors. Approximately one fourth of all coverage was devoted
to these groups. Within the emergent category, a disproportionate
amount of coverage was devoted to adaptive actions (seventeen
per cent) over maladaptive (six per cent). The types of behaviors
reported within the Emergent-Maladaptive category were
conslstent with the disaster mythe as describeed by Wenger
et al. (1975) and Quarantelli and Dynes (1972). Panic or wild
flight was mentioned most often (36 per cent) followed by physical
convergence on the disaster site, mainly reports of looting and
the curious surveying damage (21 per cent), Extreme psychological
reactions or "shock" made up fifteen per cent of the Emergent-
Maladaptive behaviors reported. The reminder included failure
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to cooperate with authorities (nine per cent), information seeklirt!}g
convergence (nine per cent), circulation of rumer ISI;c per cent),
and vicious competition for necessitielsg ;;!;rie iﬂrﬁc::; .a o e
av [}
Disaster schelars (Turner et al., ) ha i ;
for the news media to: (1) express surprise in their reports ?ieht:r;
maladaptive behaviors fail to occut, or (2) to report organization

: a
Table 1: Behavioral Sequences by Event and Newspaper.

Tatal
itutional Emergent
EI: ;]p:'l QMala— Adap- Mala- Number
tive daptive tive daptive
Alaska
L.A. Times .68 .01 .21 g; %g?
SMEOQ .66 .01 .27 i :
Total .67 .01 .23 .04 33
Imperial V.
L.A. Times .75 .00 .16 gg gf
SMEO .81 .14 .05 : s
Total 77 .04 .13 .03
Algeria
L.A. Times .78 .02 .00 ':l)g ;g
SMEO .81 .08 .00 § =
Total .79 .05 .00 .12
Italy
L.A. Times 65 16 .09 éé g‘;
SMEO .62 14 .10 : .
Total .64 15 .09 .09 7
91
Domestic .2 .01 23 (l}*li fss
Foreign .74 10 .05 .
546
All Coverage 73 .04 17 .06

a Sequences in which evaluation of action wasfl categorlzeg
ag "pneutral" or actors were "not ascertainable" constitute

four per cent of the sample.
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actions which imply thar maladaptive behavior would occur
were It not for the social control measures invoked,
Approximately four PEr cent of the reported actions in the
sample contained such references. Of these, slightly over half
(52 per cent) were reports that troops, sheriff's deputies and
other law enforcement perscnnel were guarding property in
the impact area against looting, Twenty-four per cent were
observations that people remained calm during or immediately
after the event ot that there had been no panic. The remainder
of these reports included mention that martial law would be
or had been declared (forteen per cent), official appeals for
calm (five per cent) and feports that businesses in or near the
impact area were not overcharging for needed supplies (five
per cent),

The overall results are not suggestive that the disaster myths
or social breakdown images are predominant in news media
toverage of earthquake disaster. The overall results reveal
an image of disaster response In  which emergency period
organizational efforts to provide relief are swift and effective,
Emergent groups, rather than impeding organizational response
or merely posing burdens, are portrayed as acting purposively
and rationally. This conclusion must remain highly tentative,
however, due to an extremely skewed sample distribution, The
Alaska earthquake received far more extensive coverage than
the other events in the sample, and consequently, the overall
results must be interpreted with considerable caution.

Foreign and Domestic Event Coverage,

Much more revealing than the overall results is the contrast
between foreign and American earthquake disaster coverage,
A review of Table 1 reveals that maladaptive actions on the
part of both emergent collectivities and organizations were
substantially more likely to be reported in coverage of foreign
disasters than domestic ones. Further, Emergent-Adaptive actions
constituted 23 per cent of all references in American disasters,
but only five per cent in the two foreign events., The frequency
of references to InstitutionaI~Adaptjve actions was similar
for both foreign and domestic earthquake coverage,

While coverage of adaptive organizational response was similar
for domestic and foreign coverage, both in overall frequency
and type of actions portrayed, the actors differed substantially.
In American earthquake disasters, the largest proportion of
news coverage (25 per cent) is devoted to the activities of local
civilian authorities, especially community emergency
organizations (e.g., police, fire, civil defense) and local
government. Actions by the federal government were the next




i-:j;st frequently mentioned (twenty per cent), followed ;}fass'iit;
officils (ffteen per cent). Newsnorthy SE00 S ricken countries
are the national governments O : e ey
(32 per cent) and the governments of other nations J
i United States, which provide aid for emergency
?:Fi?e?ag:d ﬂ;zcuvetsr, In foreign disasters, local or p;ovin::;:;
and regional author‘.tiejs {Equivaltjr&;t ;?gmlo;:l cz?u c.fs At
in the U.8.) made up ]
ngsrr: r&i?:?io:’:r;d in L.A. Times and Evening Outlook reports.nta .
The news media report approximately th:‘a-. same pc;ce estgic
of Institutional-Adaptive actions in foreign andf OTeater
earthquake disasters, hutd t‘:lerem aaﬁgs tgzsebeef?ortast gﬁ o
ort incidents :
?;DFSP:;; ::re:mig (ten per cent) Fhan in domestic evaetr;lts E];i
per cent). Institutional Maladaptwe_act{cns include herelief
of preparedness or hazard mitigation, ‘pro_blem? u;r:- el
administration and organizational . exploitation \ma n Yf s
marketeering in needed supplies). E1ghtv—:21ght per cen:: o S
actions in foreign events were problems 1:1c.r1t1'1 rehef ad!*n mst:E on
(e.g., lack of coordination among agencies resulting in u:(_mn: >
and delays, misallocation of resources and ac-:l.lisani:r ol
favoritism or graft in setting response prlontiei‘. o
organizational actors held responsible for this reported unfg thg
were members of the national government in coverage{ o a2
disaster in Italy. Former colonial authorities in Algeria wtier
criticized for poor planning and recmjstru::tion after El.in ea;SEd
quake disaster there which, according to rep-nttst gcreestic
the hazard during the 1980 efvent‘ Inicﬂ:rti;aag]e ffﬂtuhr?a t: ‘r;m :rn;d =
; reports of organiza
?;;;l;:haiep:::ar;dﬁess measurges which led to greater property
necessary.
ms;:iht;s; “;ige dr’:E::Eﬂdramat{c ! difference between coveriiiz
of domestic and foreign disasters is in referer_n: to pnmu;.re :ctThis
by emergent groups or Emergent Adaptive behavior .f e
difference is particularly pmncuqced when coverage Tu Pl
two foreign events is contrasted with Alaska CD"FE:{IEE}; . ﬁ::aeagd
three per cent of all references in coverage of asfaiicﬂms
Friday" quake were tO actions and urieqtations o ; n::.ul
survivors and other concerned persons which prumotg m% meg
safety, tellef of suffering and COR MoF the forelgn disasters
references to such actions in - o
five per cent of all behavioral sequences. ese
3?1:?2;;? ut-'iig;lrn cavel:-age of the Alaska quake disaster, lncft;.tdig
gpontanecus evacuations (24 per cent), sean:l:u and Irescu;a ieﬂ:;; *
(56 per cent), and positive values and onentatmn; ntr; 3w
per cent) were performed mainly by residents of the &
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area (rather than volunteers or concerned persons from outside

the disaster zone). Coverage of the Algeria and Italy gquake

disasters Included victim initiatied evacuations and rescue efforts

but failed to contain a single reference to high victim morale
or positive orientations.

The number of Emergent-Adaptive actions in coverage of
the Imperial Valley, California, earthquake was much lower
than for coverage of the Alaska event although the distribution
of these behaviors was similar for both Amerlcan disasters.

It must be emphasized, in accounting for the difference, that

these two events were very different disasters. The Alaska
event was the most destructive earthquake to hit North America
since 1906. Although casualties were relatively low for such
an intense tremor, the extensive damage to roads, bridges,
utilities and other facilities left many towns iscolated for several
days. Thus, victim initiated relief and recovery efforts were
no doubt highly visible. There Is also an image of Alaska as

America's last "frontier” region and Alaskans as hardy, self-
reliant Individualists, These images probably also contributed
to the high frequency of Emergent-Adaptive actions. The Imperial
Valley tremor was of moderate intensity (6.8 Richter magnitude),
the damage was localized and there were no deaths or serious
injuries, The situation was apparently within the capacity of
local community emergency organizations and there was little
news media attention paid to the activities of emergent groups
or outside agencies. The Alaska and Imperial Valley events
also generated very different respones by news organizations.
The news "net" (Tuchman, 1978) for the Alaska earthquake
was much more extensive with published reports and wire photos
from staff writers, wire service personnel, published letters,
exclusives and so on, The Imperial Valley earthquake, by contrast,
was covered entirely by staff writers for the L.A. Times and
one wire service for the Evening Outlook. The intensity, extent
of damage and human toll in foreign earthquake disasters appears
to have little to do with coverage of the adaptive actions of
emergent groups. Despite high death tolls and extensive regional
damage in both Algerila and Italy, these actions received the
least attention of any action-actor type, only five per cent
of all mentions.

While coverage of emergent actions in American disasters
emphasized the controlled and rational actions of emergent
groups over the impulsive and irrational, the reverse is true
for coverage of foreign disasters. Eighty-five per cent of all
emergent actions reported in the two American quake disasters
were adaptive, fifteen were maladaptive. In coverage of the
foreign events, 19 per cent of emergent actions were adaptive
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and 71 per cent were maladaptive. The character of reported
Emergent-Maladaptive actions also varies along the foreign-
domestic dimension, Those who act in an irrational, impulsive
or exploitative manner in foreign events are overwhelmingly
residents, victims or survivers (88 per cent). The most frequently
reported action of this group is panic or wild flight (47 per cent)
followed by extreme psychological reactions (24 per cent) and
physical convergence on the disaster site (eighteen per cent).
The remainder of Emergent-Maladaptive actions in forelgn
events was divided between failure to cooperate with authorities
(six per cent) and vicious competition for necessities (six per
cent). Thus, the overall image of emergent groups in the forelgn
earthquake disasters is one of impulsive flight and psychological
dependency. These people, largely victims rather than exploiters,
are portrayed as taking practically no active role in relief and
recovery. On the contrary, they appear in news reports to present
only a burden to the organizations which offer emergency aid.
The image of emergent groups in American disasters is one
of resourcefulness and self-reliance. In the few instances in
which maladaptive behavior does occur, it takes the form of
panic (25 per cent), physical convergence (25 per cent),
information seeking convergence (nineteen per cent), rumor
(thirteen per cent), failure to cooperate with authorities (thirteen
per cent) and extreme psychological reactions (six per cent).
While a majotity (56 per cent) of those portrayed as acting
in an inappropriate manner are victims or local residents in
American disasters, the remainder (44 per cent) are reported
to be outsiders (e.g., visitors to the area, the fam ilies and friends
af those in the disaster impact area and those who converge
on the site motivated by curiosity or criminal intent).

When we shift the unit of analysis from the reported action
to the individual report or article, a rather remarkable difference
between foreign and domestic disaster coverage is revealed.
In coverage of the Algerian and Italian earthquake disasters,
64.2 per cent of all articles contained at least one reference
to maladpative action. In coverage of the two American disastes,
just 12,7 per cent of all reports contained such references.
Clearly, the social breakdown imagery is quite prevalent in
news coverage of foreign disasters. In domestic earthquake
disasters, however, these images are gubstantially muted or,
ag in the case of Alaska, a very different set of images prevail-
-resourcefulness, efficiency and solidarity in disaster response
at both the institutional and emergent levels of action.

Metropolitan and Community Crlentations
The rationale for exploring the community or metropolitan
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orientation of a newspaper is to determine whether a large

metropolitan daily differs from a small community oriented
paper in the’; propensity to convey the disaster myths or social
breakdm:un imagery. To base this distinction solely on an
nrh‘entatlon, however, belies an important structural factor
which is alse operating i.e. the size and resources of th
grginizationi We would expect a metropolitan oriented newspap&?
aod afve a large reportorial and editorial staff, research facilities
nd foreign bureaus, resources which a smaller news operation
woulnIi not have. It also seems plausible to suggest that journalists
working for_a metropolitan newspaper are better trained and
more experlenceq observers than their counterparts on t;e
staffs of community papers. In short, the greater organizational
resources and the metropolitan orientation are expected t
account for fe:wer references to breakdown behaviors. :
The L.A, Times offered more extensive coverage of the Alaska
and Imperial Valley quake disasters both in terms of the numb
of articles apd length of reports (see Table 2). In coverage Etl:
the two foreign disasters, the L.A. Times offered only two grrnu
reports 1:3 each case but these reports were more lengthy th;ﬁ
those which appeared in the Evening Outlook. In its coverage

Table 2: Number of Reports and Actions Recorded in the

Los Angeles Times and Sant :
By Event. anta Monica Evening Outlook

L.A. Times Santa Monica E.O,
Reports Actions Reports Actions
Recorded Recorded

Alaska (3-27-64,
8.4 Richter Mag.) 64 202 39 131
Imperial Valley, CA
(10-15-79,
6.8 Richter Mag.) 10 56 5 21
Algeria (10-10-80,
7.3 Richter Mag.) 8 45 6 36
Italy (11-23-80,
6.8 Richter Mag.) 8 57 6 21
Total an 160 56 209




zléﬁall earthquake events, the Evening Qutlook was ere?daci?;
upon the major wire services, Unitedtl’ress Internationa
Associated Press for three-fourths of its repUrFst Only eleve:;
per cent of the Evening Outlook reports were Written by st:?d
writers. The Los Angeles Times coverage, by contrast, depen 3
to a far greater extent on staff writers whose repﬂ;ts maﬁ
up forty per cent of all articles while Associated Press ant
United Press International reports made up fott',r—four_ per ::F:»n
of coverage in the Times. The L.A. Times has its own wire sei;rlcef
which produced six per cent of all coverage and over half o
i e of the two foreign disasters.
Hslfier'ﬁmu and Evening Outlook coverage of_ the Alaska
earthquake disaster was, on the whole, quite _s1milar. Table
1 reveals that the breakdown on the Institutmll'ual—Emergen;
and Adaptive-Maladaptive dimensions are much alike, althoug
the Evening Outlook was somewhat more likely to reg;:-r;
Emergent-Adaptive actions than the Times. A more detmhet
examination of the Emergent-Adaptive category indicates tha
the Outlook reported sending and receiving m:assagest _offgs
of food, clothing and shelter and the appr‘r:uprlate utilization
of emergency services by victims and survivors to a grceiter
extent than did the L.A. Times. The L.A. Times placed es;
emphasis upon these actions by emergent groups and feature
positive victim values and actions taken by concerned persons
from outside the disaster impact area including voluntEE:rE [_e.g.i
rescue workers, amateur radlo operators, etc.). Insnt_uttlon?
and Emergent-Maladaptive actions reported in Alaska are d1ff1]u;:u;
to compare due to the small number of references to thes
8. :
beréi‘:::age by the two newspapers ::-I" the Imperial \ralti*,r,
California, earthquake was dissimilar in important respects.
While Institutional-Adaptive and Emergent-Maladaptive ai?tmnls
received similar attention, behaviors categorized as Instlitutmnat—
Maladaptive and Emergent-Adaptive were quite dmlt:re;i:ani
The Outlook reported a number of actions involving urgamzabt 0:1;
negligence in connection with severe damagf-: sustained by teg
Imperial County Services building. Local offu:lalg were qiuo _
as saying that seismic safety had not been a hl1g‘n prior tl';r 12
the buildings construction, not had_earthquake insurance ee
acquired despite a history of damaging earthqyake_s in thn;,- a;;a:,
These reports which were critical of organizational parl_ E
and preparedness constituted fourteen per cgnt r_;rf the .ac]::l !mn
recorded in the Outlook. Neither these orgfmlz.atmnal pro Ie;ns
nor others were mentioned in the L.A. T1Imcs,_ The ac‘;wit Ei
of emergent groups received scant attention in the futhor;:
(five per cent) while the L.A. Times reported a range of these
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actions including search, rescue and restoration activities,
spontaneous evacuation and dangerous structures and positive
victim orientations (sixteen per cent of all references).

The difference In coverage by the L.A. Times and Evening
Outlook of the Imperial Valley earthquake invites speculation
about the role of organizational factors in the news gathering
process. The L.A, Times offered ten reports in the disaster
produced by ten different staff writers. The Evening Outlook's
coverage consisted of five reports, all from United Press
International. In each of these articles, the origin indicated
was El Centro, leading one to speculate that all were written
by a single reporter who did not venture ocutside this one stricken
community. A comparison of the two newspapers in terms of
organizational and emergent references is also Instructive.
Ninety-five per cent of all Outlook coverage and 75 per cent
of L.A. Times coverage featured organizational actions. Emergent
behavior made up twenty per cent of L.A. Times coverage
featured organizational actions. Emergent behavior made up
twenty per cent of L.A. Times coverage and only five per cent
of Cutleok references. These observations suggest that news
media attention to the activities of emergent groups is dependent
upon a large allocation of staff reporters to the disaster scene.
That is, when only one reporter is assigned to cover a disaster,
there is a tendency to remain clogse to officials who are regarded
as "reliable" and "authoritative." Only when several reporters
are assigned can there be a sufficient division of labor to permit
coverage of emergent groups among whom there are neither
clearly identifiable spokespersons and leaders nor well defined
disaster functions,

Both newspapers relied heavily on wire services in their
coverage of the quake disasters in Italy and Algeria. All of
the reports which appeared in the Outlook originated with United
Prese International. The L.A. Times which has its own wire
service, relied on that agency for 41 per cent of its foreign
coverage, on the Associated Press for 31 per cent and on Times
staff writers for most of the remainder. Coverage of the
substantive categories was quite similar for the two news media
with the exception of the Emergent-Maladaptive category.
Table 1 reveals that in both the Algeria and Italy disasters,
the L.A. Times reported twice as many emergent actions deemed
maladaptive as the Evening Qutlook. Panic flight was the most
frequently reported behavior in both the Times (46 per cent
of Emergent Maladaptive references) and the Outlook (50 per
cent). Psychological shock was reported in the Times to have
occurred in both foreign disasters (31 per cent of references
in foreign disaster coverage) while this behavior was not
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mentioned in the Evening Outicok. Although the Times reported
more maladaptive actions among emergent groups t_han the
Outlook, the latter contained the only report in which such
behavior was the main topic. This report, written }:n'_-,r a UPI
journalist, contained the headline "Starving Algerians Loot
Stores Amid Death Scene.” At the outset of the report, louttng
and disorder were made to appear rampant requiring a declaration
of martial law in the disaster zone and orders for troops to
shoot looters on sight. In the middle of this article,_lcu;:ting
was described as "sporadic" and the report did not mdmat_e
that arrests for looting were made (S.M.E.O., 10-14-80). It is
difficult to assess the possible effects of variables like nurnl;ner
of reporters assigned or the priorities in coverage for foreign
events. Since wire services were responsible for a great majority
of reports, it is difficult to determine how many reporters were
actually on the scene or how those who were present established
their priorities. )

There is no evidence that the social breakdown imagt::r}' is
more prevalent in disaster coverage by c:u::rnr:‘um‘l'q\r oriented
newspapers than in those with a metropolitan or_lentation, In
coverage of foreign earthquake disasters, the L.A. Times actually
reported more breakdown behaviors by emergent groups than
did the Evening Outlook. In coverage of 1§1ﬂmest1c events,
especially local ones which are easily accessible, the greater
resources of the metropolitan medium (e.g., more reporterf
available for assignment, greater division of labor, more "angles,
etc.) may contribute to reports which contain more references
to the activities and orientations of emergent groups.

Official and Non-Official Sources _
This dimension has been selected to explore the relationship
between news sources and behavioral imagery. Sources are
those individuals or agencies which provide jaumeilists with
information on the situation being investigated. Official sources
include representatives of all levels of government, the major
private relief agencies, public utility companies and university
or institute affiliated earth sclentists. These news sources are
organizational acters with emergency pEr{oc! functtonls sfnd
scientific experts who are called upon to provide authoritative
information on the disaster agent, in this case, the magnitude,
epicenter and other geological aspects of the earthquake. Non-
official sources include organizational actors without emergency
functions (e.g., business people in the disaster impact area,
churches, labor unions, etc.), unaffiliated eyewitnesses, victims,
residents of the disaster area and journalists reportin; the event.
Quarantelli (1975) has suggested that the perspective of official
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sources is disproportionately represented in news media coverage

of local crisis events. The "command-post” point of view, as
he refers to it, reflects the activities and assessments of local
social control agencies, particularly the police and city officials.
While Quarantelli's work examines local media coverage of
local events, he nevertheless highlights two points relevant
to the present study which examines earthquake events of regional
impact and are the occasions for local and extra-local
mobilization. First, the one-sided official view of disaster
response means that other perspectives are largely ignored,
and second, that official accounts of events will not only feature
organizational activities and assessments but will portray these
actions as efficient and effective,

Among the officials who are typically approached for disaster
response Information are representatives of seocial control
agencies (e.g., the police, sheriff, highway patrol and National
Guard). The emergency functions of these agencies include
the restriction or control of certain types of emergent behavior,
especially activities connected with physical convergence on
the disaster site (e.g., looting, observation of damage,
unauthorized entry, etc.). Featuring the activities of social
control agencies usually means that the behaviors these agencies
are charged with controlling will be mentioned in news coverage,
whether or not they actually occur. Since other officials often
echo the concerns of social control agencies, we might expect
a higher proportion of emergent actions to be maladaptive if
these actions are reported from the perspective of officials.

Journalists relied on official sources for 76.4 per cent of
all actions reported in L.A. Times and Evening Outlook coverage
of the four earthquake disasters in the sample. The category
of action in which officials provided the largest proportion
(87.4 per cent) of information was the Institutional Adaptive.
Here institutional actors and spokespersons for organizations
served as news sources for activities conveyed to the news
audlence as important contributions to resolution of the crisis.
For institutional response which was evaluated negatively, just
42.9 per cent of the sources of this information were officials.
Reported Institutional-Maladaptive actions usually had their
origin in sources outside the established emergency response
system; in clergymen, political opposition leaders, victims and
journalists covering the event. Officials were named as sources
for just 36 per cent of the Emergent-Adaptive actions reflecting
the fact that most of these activities are reported as eyewitness
accounts or testimony from victims and residents.

Much of the social breakdown imagery, as we indicated earlier,
falls into the Emergent-Maladaptive category. Panic flight,
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disaster shock, looting and other types of physica! convergence
are behaviors about which we would expect journalists to ingquire
and officials to feel compelled to report as being controlled
or guarded against. In short, we would expect most reports
of Emergent-Maladaptive behaviors to have officials as their
sources. This was indeed the case as 64.3 per cent of thEESF.‘
activities had their origin in official sources. Consistent with
Quarantelli's hypothesis that cCoverage of crisis reflects a
command-post or social control perspective, law enforcement
agencies and local officials were the most frequently cited
sources for soclal breakdown behaviors (50 per cent of all sources
identified). Eyewitnesses, participants and journghsrs were
named as sources in 21 per cent of the reported instances of
Emergent-Maladaptive actions. The results were similar in
foreign and domestic coverage. ) )

Sources of news information clearly play a major role in sh._aping
the character of disaster news coverage. The hea?}r rehan_a:e
of journalists on officlals for emergency period information
can be traced to long standing news gathering procedures. Elecfed
officials and administrators are prized news sources during
non-crisis periods as well as during community or nl?git:rmatllr
emergencies. Many journalists, particularly those covering bi_zats
which include city hall or other agencies have established
relationships with public officials upon whom they rely for a
steady stream of information deemed to be of interest to news
audiences. So it should not be surprising that these establlslted
news sources receive disproportionate coverage in a community
crisis. Most journalists are not experts on the events they cover
and face rather stringent deadlines, especially on a t_:reaking
story like a natural disaster. So journallsts are most likely to
approach various officials who have been rehaliule sources 1113r
the past for information which is "factual” and "authoritative
and which allows them to meet pressing deadlines. There appears
to have evolved a symbiotic relationship between the press
and public officials in which journalists obtain privileged access
to newsworthy information, and officials can shape t‘he tenor
of events in which they participate to project an lmage of
competance and control.

Format Variables

Several characteristics of news media coverage of earthquake
disaster were recorded, not to examine existing hypotheses
but to reveal varlous patterns or regularities which might
contribute to an understanding of news images of emergency
response. These included the date of the report and event, where
the article appeared relative to other news (e.g., page one lead,

363
page one, other locations), the length of the report and whether
activities appeared as "hard news" or as "human interest" items.

Recording the dates of the earthquake event and report
revealed more about the obsclescence of news than sccietal
response imagery. Disasters, even major ones which claim
thousands of lives and cause extensive damage, are newsworthy
for only a few days. News of the Alaska quake disaster, labeled
the most significant earthquake in North America since 1906,
all but disappeared from the pages of our newspapers after
the fifth day. It is also clear that foreign disasters must be
conslderably more serious than those which occur in the United
States to be considered newsworthy. The two foreign events
in our sample which involved thousands of deaths generated
approximately the same number of reports as the Imperial Valley
tremor in which no one was killed or seriously injured.

The distribution of reported actions by emergent groups and
organizations over the days of coverage adds an additional
dimension to our earlier discussion of foreign and domestic
disaster reporting. For American disasters, the brief but intense
coverage tended to make the emergency period appear very
short. Coverage of the Alaska disaster included 103 reports
(64 in the L.A. Times and 39 in the Evening Outlook) which
appeared over periods of five days in the L.A. Times and four
days in the Evening Outlook. This pattern contributed to an
image of rapid response, especially by institutional actors, and
an efficient one as well. Reports of the two foreign earthquake
disasters appeared over a longer period of time in both newspapers
(five to seven days) but numbered only one or two articles each
day. This pattern tended to portray a more prolonged emergency
period. Also contributing to this image of foreign disasters
is the appearance of maladaptive actions at both the emergent
and institutional levels throughout the period of coverage. To
the extent that maladaptive actions appeared in accounts of
the American disasters, they were reported in the first day
or two contributing to an image of early resolution.

Despite their short news life, major earthquake disasters
may be prominently featured as lead articles or remain on page
one over a period of days. The Alaska disaster was accorded
lead story status with bold headlines in the L.A. Times for four
consecutive days. On March 29, 1964, the Times added four
additional pages to its first section (labeled pages 1A-1D) which
contained story continuations from page one, maps of the impact
region and annotated photagraphs. The Evening Outlook accorded
the Alaska disaster headline and lead story status just one day
(March 28, 1964) but non-lead stories continued to appear on
page one for two additional days. Overall, the L.A. Times offered
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four lead articles on the Alaska disaster, 37 page one reports
and 23 in other locations. The Evening Qutlook contained one
lead article, twelve page one reports and 26 items in other
parts of the paper. Early reports in both papers, those which
appeared during the first and second days after impact, were
lengthy and comprehensive detailing a broad spectrum of
activities and assessments. Later reports tended to be shorter,
more summary in character and intreduce human interest
elements absent in the first reports.

Examination of the various types of reports including hard
news, feature articles, editorials, illustrations and annotated
photographs proved to be important in the analysis of behavioral
imagery. Feature reports merit special attention because they
offer a departure from official assessments, mobilizations and
other "hard news" which forme a great majority of all coverage.
It is in the feature or "human interest” reports that a more
detailed examination of emergent groups and actions is offered,
usually from the viewpoint of survivors, local residents and
other non-official sources. For example, in coverage of the
Alaska earthquake, only eighteen per cent of all reports were
classified as feature articles but these contained 47 per cent
of all Emergent-Adaptive actions. Feature reports also contained
43 per cent of all references to Emergent-Maladaptive hehav{or
in Alaska coverage but the number of such cases was quite
small (in the entire Emergent-Maladaptive category there were
just fourteen recorded actions). These findings suggest a
relationship between reporting in the feature or human interest
mode and the visibility of emergent behavior. Perhaps, as we
suggested earller, emergent groups and their activitiesd are
lower on the reportorial agenda then the highly visible
organizational actions and actors which make up the st_andard
subject matter of "hard" news. It seems at least plausible to
argue that emergent group activities are popular topics for
human interest items and appear only after the more pressing
issues and activities are sufficiently covered.

Summary and Conclusions

The result of this study suggest that some caution is warranted
in making the generalization that natural disaster coverage
disproportionately portrays a breakdown imagery of commun‘ities
facing a major natural catastrophe. In all disasters examined,
the restorative actions of organizations were the most prevalent
images conveyed in news coverage in newspapers. These actions,
which comprise 73 per cent of all those reported In the sample,
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contribute to an image of local, regional and national
mobilization, mainly through specialized emergency organizations
and other agencies which set aside routine activities to bring
the crisis under control.

We discovered that the social breakdown imagery is
significantly more likely to appear in coverage of foreign disasters
than those which occur in the United States. While institutional
efforts to alleviate suffering and recover from the disasters
are equally visible in foreign and domestic event coverage,
failures in those efforts are more often reported in newspaper
coverage of foreign disasters, News images of emergent behavior
varied markedly on the foreign-domestic dimension. In American
disasters, the activities of victims, residents of the disaster
area and other non-institutional actors were portrayed as
contrelled and rational, contributing to community recovery.
In foreign disasters, emergent behavior appeared irrational,
dependent or exploitative often requiring the intervention of
social control agencies.

These results suggest a possible ethnocentric bias in coverage
of foreign disaster response, a phenomenon noted by Gans (1979)
as one of the "enduring wvalues" in American journalism. This
line of explanation, however, requires much more thorough
analysis than provided in this study. The data also suggest an
alternative explanation which accounts for differences in
newspaper coverage of foreign and domestic events in terms
of routine news processing. Perhaps this difference in coverage
simply demonstrates a propensity for journalists covering
American disasters to inject more human interest elements
based upon direct observation and interviews with a variety
of sources, while limited staffing forces reporters in foreign
bureaus to stick to hard news items and reports from official
SOUTCESs.

The resources of the newspaper medium rather than its
orientation to a metropolitan or community news audience
appear to result in relevant differences in coverage of local
disaster events. Having a larger news staff to assign leads to
a more varied imagery of behavioral response. That is, the larger
the number of journalists assigned and the greater their division
of labor, the broader the focus in terms of actions, actors and
vlewpoints especially the actions of emergent groups and
viewpeints of non-official sources.

Perhaps the most important determinants of disaster news
Imagery are the sources who provide newspaper journalists
with information as the event unfolds. We found that newspaper
journalists rely heavily on officials for information on a wide
range of response actions, both those of their own organizations
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and the activities of emergent groups. The well established
relationship between journalists and officials offers an avenue
of explanation for the prevailing image of rapid and effective
response at the institutional level. Disaster response by emergent
groups, when reported from the perspective of officials, often
appears to pose only a burden to organizational actors. As the
number of news sources expands to include a varlety of non-
official sources, the resulting images of emergent activities
are more consistent with, and complementary to, those of
community organizations.

The results of this study can only be described as preliminary.
A larger and more varied sample of events must be analyzed
before the conclusions drawn can be regarded as wvalid.
Nevertheless, these results suggest that the newspaper news
media, in their coverage of domestic crises, may be more
coneistent with soclal sclentific findings than previously believed.
The scocial breakdown images, identified by many scholars as
myths, appear mainly in coverage of foreign disaster response.
Disasters which occur outside the United States are, of course,
much more numerous than domestic ones. Perhaps the prevailing
public views of disaster response stem from a continual barrage
of foreign disaster news and these images of chaos are simply
generalized to all natural catastrophes, domestic as well as
foreign.
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