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RESEARCH-IN-BRIEF

How Visible is Communication Studies? Press Coverage of the
Discipline in Three German-Language Quality Newspapers

Wie sichtbar ist die Kommunikationswissenschaft?
Die Presseberichterstattung iiber die Disziplin in drei
deutschsprachigen Qualititszeitungen

Cornelia Brantner & Brigitte Huber

Abstract: Stimulated by public debates on the media presence of communication studies, the
current study is the first to examine the media coverage of the discipline. In a quantitative
content analysis, the coverage of three German-language quality newspapers in both 1999
and 2009 was analyzed in order to compare news reporting on the discipline’s findings and
on experts’ statements. Overall, communication studies was rarely covered in the science
section, but was instead reported on by media journalists and chronicle, feature, political
and cultural journalists. In their coverage, the journalists show high interest in research and
statements on media politics, system and structures, on journalists themselves and on po-
litical communication. The findings indicate that communication studies are increasingly
used as an additional element in news reporting, particularly in the form of expert state-
ments. Moreover, there is evidence that the initiative of scholars and their willingness to act
as experts are the more decisive factors for media coverage than the journalism culture.

Keywords: science coverage, content analysis, communication studies, communication sci-
ence, experts

Zusammenfassung: Ausgangspunkt der vorliegenden Studie ist die Debatte iiber die Me-
dienoffentlichkeit der Kommunikationswissenschaft. Bislang liegen noch keine empirischen
Daten zur Berichterstattung tber das Fach vor. Hier schliefSt der Beitrag an und liefert
erstmals entsprechende Daten einer Inhaltsanalyse deutschsprachiger Qualitatszeitungen
der Jahre 1999 und 2009. Die Resultate zeigen, dass iiber Kommunikationswissenschaft
kaum im Wissenschaftsressort berichtet wird. Der hochste Anteil von Artikeln fand sich im
Medienressort; aber auch Chronik-, Feuilleton, Politik- und Kulturjournalistinnen berich-
ten dariiber. Die Berichterstattung konzentriert sich auf Studien und Expertlnnenstate-
ments aus den Bereichen Medienpolitik, Mediensystem und -strukturen, Kommunikator-
forschung (v. a. Journalistlnnen) und politische Kommunikation. Es zeigt sich dartiber
hinaus, dass kommunikationswissenschaftliches Wissen zunehmend als Zusatzelement in
der Berichterstattung Verwendung findet und zwar vorwiegend in Form von ExpertInnen-
statements. Des Weiteren scheint die Bereitschaft von Kommunikationswissen-schaftlerIn-
nen als Expertlnnen zu fungieren und die Initiative Einzelner in stirkerem MafSe bestim-
mend fiir die Berichterstattung zu sein als die journalistische Kultur.

Schlagworter: Wissenschaftsberichterstattung, Inhaltsanalyse, Kommunikationswissenschaft,
Experten
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Over the last decades, the practical im-
portance and the societal relevance of
communication studies have been re-
curring subjects in public debate. In
1996, in the weekly Die Zeit, Silber-
mann imputed “quirky pomposity”
and “reality blind uselessness” to Ger-
man communication studies, a re-
proach that did not remain uncontest-
ed. Russ-Mohl (1997) countered that
the discipline was not actually ineffi-
cient, but its central problem was rath-
er “that these performances obviously
are not even noticed adequately by
peers, let alone media practices or the
general public”. He blamed this prob-
lem on the underdeveloped communi-
cation ability of the discipline as well
as on the journalists’ lack of interest in
communication research. Saxer (1997)
spoke of a “precarious mass media
public” of the social sciences in general
and joined in the “lament of social sci-
entists over their scarce media pres-
ence” (Wefsler, 1997, p. 117). However,
in the “media society”, a lack of media
attention is deemed problematic be-
cause the low media presence of a dis-
cipline could indicate its low societal
relevance  (Peters et al., 2008;
Rademacher, 2011).

As the question on the visibility of
our discipline in the public sphere re-
mains unresolved, the objectives of this
article were to provide empirical evi-
dence for the media presence of re-
search and scholars in German-lan-
guage quality newspapers and to
discuss the journalistic coverage of the
discipline against the background of
medialization (Peters, 2012; Peters et
al., 2008; Weingart, 2012). On a mac-
ro level, the “medialization of science”
refers to the interrelations between sci-
ence and media (Weingart, 2010, p.
17) and to two simultaneous process-
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es: (1) media attention for scientific is-
sues increases, and (2) as science faces
the growing pressure of legitimation, it
adapts to media criteria by means of
public communication (Peters, 2012).
Hence, communicating to the public
becomes more and more important for
scientists and scientific institutions (Pe-
ters et al., 2008; Schifer, 2011).

1. Literature Review and Research
Questions

There is a lack of research on the me-
dia’s coverage of social sciences, in
general, and communication studies, in
particular. According to Schifer’s
(2012, p. 655) meta-analysis of studies
on science coverage, 93% of the ana-
lyzed disciplines are natural sciences,
and only 6% of the studies observe so-
cial science coverage. Thus, there are
only a few, mainly older, studies that
explicitly look at the press coverage of
social sciences (e.g., Evans, 1995; Fen-
ton et al., 1998; Homberg, 1981; Jar-
ren & Wefsler, 1996; Wefler, 1997,
Weiss & Singer, 1988), but hardly any
research exists that takes communica-
tion studies into account (except
Bohme-Diirr, 1992; Hohlfeld, 2003;
Kriiger & Miiller-Sachse, 1998; but the
coverage of our discipline is not their
main focus). Moreover, some of the
works on media journalism consider
media research reporting as a subarea
of media journalism (e.g., Beuthner,
2005; Malik, 2004) but do not provide
empirical data on the coverage of com-
munication studies.

Hence, our study is rather explora-
tory, and we formulate broad research
questions based on the following liter-
ature review. In addition, we address
the question whether the media cover-
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age of the discipline shows signs of me-
dialization. Therefore, we apply two of
the three indicators proposed by
Schifer (2009): extensiveness and in-
creasing controversy. Extensiveness re-
fers to the overall increase of science
coverage, whereas controversy signifies
the increasing evaluation of science
and refers to its growing critical evalu-
ation.! Furthermore, we investigate if
the coverage of the discipline can be
traced back and linked to intensified

agenda-building  efforts  (Schafer,
2011), particularly improving PR
work.

Overall, empirical studies investigat-
ing science coverage in general demon-
strate that social sciences are less fre-
quently reported than natural sciences
(e.g., Bohme-Diirr, 1992; Gopfert &
Schanne, 1998; Kaltenbrunner et al.,
2006). Yet in the longitudinal perspec-
tive, their coverage has increased
(Gopfert & Schanne, 1998), particu-
larly if social science findings reported
as ancillary items are taken into ac-
count (Weiss & Singer, 1988) or in re-
spect to experts functioning as pundits
(Albaek et al., 2003). Accordingly, in
our analysis, we distinguish between
the coverage of studies and the citation
of pundits’ statements (e.g., Fenton et
al., 1998; Jarren & Wefler, 1996). We
are particularly interested in the ques-
tion whether our findings match those
by Albaek et al. (2003), who found so-
cial scientists in Danish newspapers to
be covered increasingly and to serve
predominantly as expert commenta-

1 Our conceptualization does not allow for an
adequate gauging of the third dimension
that Schifer (2009) proposes (pluralization).
It refers to the increasing actor and content
diversity, and can only be observed within a
design focusing on the coverage of specific
issues.

tors on several issues, whereas only
few references are made to their explic-
it research results.

RQ1: How do newspapers co-
ver communication studies in terms of
“coverage modes”? (a) Has the
amount and nature of the coverage of
communication studies changed from
1999 to 20092 (b) Is there a difference
between the three investigated quality
newspaperss

RQ2: What differences can be
detected between the coverage of com-
munication research and the expert
statements in the coverage, and are
there differences between the years?

Research has shown that social scienc-
es mainly appear outside the science
sections (e.g., Goepfert & Schanne,
1998; Kaltenbrunner et al., 2006), and
many journalists reporting science
news in these sections are assumed to
“not recognize that they do science
journalism” (Wormer, 2009). Moreo-
ver, “media research journalism” is
deemed a subarea of media journalism
(e.g., Beuthner, 2005; Malik, 2004).
Accordingly, we expect communica-
tion studies mainly to be covered out-
side the science sections and, in par-
ticular, in media sections.

RQ3: Which sections are domi-
nant in covering the discipline, and can
it be confirmed that communication
studies is rarely reported on in science
sections?

Furthermore, the triggers for coverage
— in particular, the agenda-building ef-
forts by scientists and science institu-
tions — are of interest.

RQO4: What triggers is the co-
verage based on, and are the scientific
triggers increasing over times

251



https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2013-2-247
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Research-in-brief

Findings show that editorial comments
on science are relatively rare, with
most of them being positive (e.g.,
Elmer et al. 2008; Fenton et al., 1998;
Gopfert & Schanne, 1998). Media-
lization within the dimension “con-
troversy”, however, is expected to yield
an increase in the amount of eva-
luations as well as of critical evalua-
tions.

RQOS: How do the media eva-
luate scientific knowledge of the dis-
cipline and/or the discipline as a
whole? Can we observe increasing con-

troversy in the coverage from 1999 to
2009¢

As there are hardly any comparable
empirical results on our discipline and
on the covered research topics and ar-
eas, we broadly ask the following:

RQ6: What are (a) the media ty-
pes the covered studies and statements
deal with and (b) the research fields
and topics that garner media atten-
tion?

2. Methods

In a quantitative content analysis, we
analyzed all articles dealing with com-
munication studies’ findings and/or ex-
perts (from universities and other non-
commercial  research institutions)
published in 1999 or 2009 in the Siid-
deutsche Zeitung (Germany), Neue
Ziircher Zeitung (NZZ, Switzerland),
and Der Standard (Austria). The main
focus of interest was set on the struc-
ture and intensity of the newspapers’
reporting rather than on the cross-
country comparison. The leading na-
tional newspapers were chosen be-
cause they signify both excellent and
responsible quality journalism (Blum,

252

2011) and are expected to provide the
most intense coverage of communica-
tion studies. Obviously, the examina-
tion of only one newspaper per coun-
try might endanger creating a biased
view insofar as a single proxy might
not be representative for the whole
spectrum of a country’s quality media.
Therefore, we strongly suggest testing
our findings in the scope of larger-scale
studies. Yet the present study does not
focus on a comparison of countries but
serves as an exploratory study, being
the first to question how German-
language newspapers cover the disci-
pline.

The sample comprises two dates of
measurement as it was of interest
whether the media coverage has
changed since Silbermann (1996) and
Russ-Mohl (1997) made their diagno-
ses. We selected 1999 instead of 1996
for practical reasons, as it was the first
year in which all three media were
stored in the selected databases. As
only two periods were analyzed, infer-
ences about longitudinal trends are
made with caution.

The methodological conception of
the study as a quantitative content
analysis only enabled us to observe
manifest content. Hence, the latent
scientific knowledge transfer and thus
the implicit diffusion (WefSler, 1997)
of communication studies content
were not measurable in this study and
thus remain subject to future re-
search.

Sample

The data encompass a full inquiry of
the newspapers in 1999 and 2009. For
article collection, we used the data
banks Wiso and Factiva, using the

SCM, 2. Jg., 2/2013
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same 44 keywords? for all observed
media. The coding process was con-
ducted for every article in which com-
munication studies appeared explicitly,
regardless of whether it was the main
topic or an ancillary item.

Variables Examined

Coverage modes: To assess the differ-
ent modes of media coverage of the
discipline, we coded the articles into
seven categories derived from the
science’s share, genre, main topic, and
knowledge type, for example, “com-
munication science journalism” (for
the categories, see Table 1).

Science share: If more than half of the
article dealt with communication stu-
dies, it was coded as the “main topic.”
The coding scheme further distin-
guished between “big” (more than a
third of the article’s share) and “small”
ancillary items (less than a third). As
minor references also contribute to the

2 kommunikationswiss, medienwissens, publi-
zistik, journalistik, kommunikationsforsch,
medienforsch, medienpsych, kommunika-
tionspsych, medienprofe, kommunikations-
profe, medienexpert, kommunikationsexpert,
medienokonom, mediendoz, kommunika-
tionsoziolog, mediensoziolog, medienge-
schicht, medienanalys, medienpidagog, kom-
munikationstheor, medientheor, wissen-
schaftskommunik,  wissenschaftsjournalis,
wissenschaftsberichterst, Journalistenschul,
Journalistenausbild,  Journalismusausbild,
Medienausbild, professor AND kommunika-
tion, professor AND medien, professor AND
journalis, journalis AND wissenschaft, me-
dien AND wissenschaft, journalis AND
forsch, medien AND forsch, kommunikation
AND forsch, kommunikation AND wissen-
schaft, soziolog AND medien, soziolog AND
kommunikation, studie AND medien, studie
AND kommunikation, studie AND journalis,
untersuch AND medien, untersuch AND
kommunikation, untersuch AND journalis
(the fulltext search was carried out with
truncation).

visibility of the discipline, they were
coded as well (e.g., articles mentioning
communication studies incidentally or
fleetingly but containing at least ac-
tors’ names or institutions).

Sections, genres, and main topics:
The articles were categorized by the
newspapers’ section in which they ap-
peared and by their journalistic genre.
The main topics of the articles (beside
communication studies) were coded
into 15 categories (e.g., media, politi-
cal, and economic issues).

If an article contained knowledge
elements (communication studies re-
search or experts’ statements), the
following variables were coded addi-
tionally. For each article, only one sci-
entific knowledge element was coded
in detail.

Knowledge type: It was assigned to
which category (“research” or “expert
statement”) the element belongs.

Triggers: It was coded if the trigger
for the coverage of communication
studies was scientific (e.g., launch/pub-
lication of results, press releases), part-
ly scientific (e.g., discussions with par-
ticipating scholars), or nonscientific.

Evaluations: Any positive, ambiva-
lent, or negative evaluation of the
study or the expert was coded, as well
as who (e.g., journalist, guest editor)
evaluated what (credibility, quality,
comprehensiveness, and independ-
ence); multicoding was possible. Fur-
thermore, it was analyzed if communi-
cation studies as a whole was the
subject of judgments.

Media type: Each knowledge type
was coded in terms of the media sub-
ject it was concerned with, categoriz-
ing if the article dealt with print, print
and TV, broadcasting (TV and/or ra-
dio), online, print and online media,
media or journalism in general, and
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other media (e.g., video games) or had
no direct relation to media or journal-
ism.

Research fields and topics: In ac-
cordance with Lasswell’s formula and
the systematization of the process of
public communication by Bentele et al.
(2003), the knowledge elements were
categorized within the following five
research fields: (1) media analysis, (2)
communicator, (3) media content, (4)
audience and media use, and (5) media
effect research.? In addition to that, the
subtopics gaining media attention
within the research fields were coded
(see Table 4).

Two coders coded the same 9% of
the sample to establish intercoder reli-
ability. Reliability was checked by
means of the percentage of agreement,
yielding sufficient scores ranging from
100% to 76% (for evaluation).

3. Results
Amount and Coverage Modes (RQ1)

In sum, 587 articles dealing with com-
munication studies were coded. Thus,
on average, every third day, an article
covering the discipline was published
in each newspaper. Our results show a
variety of ways journalists report on
the discipline. Overall, seven different
modes of coverage were identified (see
Table 1).

The first category, “communication
science journalism”, contains all arti-
cles dealing with communication stud-
ies or researchers as the main item
(19.8%). If it was not the main topic
but instead the article reported a me-

3 It has to be noted that although expert state-
ments did not refer to research results ex-
plicitly, the field of research referred to was

coded.
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dia issue and thereby incorporated
communication studies as a subissue
or just referred to it, the article was as-
signed to the second category, that is,
“media journalism including...”. This
applies to more than one in every four
articles (27.9%). The third category,
the articles on other topics (mainly so-
cietal or political), included studies
(2%) and experts (3.9%) of the disci-
pline or referred to it (5.8%). The
fourth category, “guest editorials” of
communication scientists, represents
10.2% of the reports. It was mainly
the NZZ that gave communication
scholars a platform for direct knowl-
edge transfer. In particular, this may be
attributed to the fact that in the NZZ,
scholars (e.g., Russ-Mohl) write guest
editorials on a regular basis. A further
3.4% of the articles stem from other
guest editors citing experts from the
discipline (category five). The sixth cat-
egory, “training and study”, consists of
articles giving information about the
study of communication or associated
disciplines as well as on professional
training within the course of studies
(10.4%) or similar references (8.3%).
Finally, the seventh category includes
short notices on scholars, primarily an-
nouncements and personnel updates
(8.2%).

Differences between years and among
media (RQia and RQ1b)

The “extensiveness” of the reporting,
that is, whether the discipline’s repre-
sentation increased in the analyzed
newspapers from 1999 to 2009, was
examined. Altogether, the amount of
coverage rose by 12.7% between the
two analyzed years, from 276 to 311
articles. Although the overall visibility

SCM, 2. Jg., 2/2013
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Table 1: Coverage Modes per Year and per Media

Year Media
Total 1999 2009 |Standard SDZ  NZZ
Coverage mode % % Y% % Yo %o
1. Communication science journalism 19.8 21.7  18.0 19.6 14.1 25.0
2. Media journalism including
research results 5.3 5.8 4.8 1.7 6.8 6.9
scientific experts 16.0 13.0 18.6 14.0 24.0 10.6
references 6.6 6.5 6.8 4.5 7.8 7.4
3. Other topics including
communication research 2.0 0.7 3.2 1.1 241 2.8
scientific experts 3.9 2.9 4.8 5.6 4.7 1.9
references 5.8 7.2 4.5 6.1 52 6.0
4. Guest editorials
communication scientists as experts 6.8 8.7 5.1 6.7 2.6 10.6
communication scientists incl. re- 3.4 2.5 4.2 2.2 0.0 7.4
search
5. Other guest commentators citing 3.4 54 1.6 1.1 3.1 5.6
communication scholars
6. Training and Study
main topic or ancillary item 104 134 7.7 17.3 9.9 51
references 8.3 7.2 9.3 7.3 10.9 6.9
7. Event announcements, prices, and 8.2 4.7 11.3 12.8 8.9 3.7
personnel updates (short notices)
% of total (column) 99.9% 99.7* 99.9* 100.0  100.1*  99.9*
Total articles containing at least 587 276 311 1792 1922 216?
references (N)
% of total (row) 100.0 47.0 53.0 30.5 32.7 36.8
Knowledge elements (N) 356 168 188 96 105 155

Note. For media/coverage mode: x2(24)=91.103, p<.05; for media/year: x*(12)=35.017, p<.05; *rounding
error; 2Der Standard published 76 articles on communication studies in the year 1999 and 103 in the
year 2009, the Siiddeutsche Zeitung 83 in the year 1999 and 109 in the year 2009, and the NZZ 117 in

the year 1999 and 99 in the year 2009.

of the discipline increased, our results
do not reveal a consistent picture on
the changing amount of coverage.
While the number of articles in the
NZZ decreased slightly, the number
of articles in the other two newspapers
increased. Overall, the NZZ published
the most articles and outruns Der
Standard and Siiddeutsche Zeitung in

4 See note 6.

terms of “communication science jour-
nalism” in the narrower sense.

Knowledge Types: Research and Experts
(RQ2)

Up to this point, we considered all 587
articles dealing with the discipline in a
variety of ways. In this section, we fo-
cus on those articles containing knowl-
edge of the discipline. In sum, 356 arti-
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cles with knowledge elements were
identified (boldfaced data in Table 1).
These elements were further coded
into “research” or “expert statement”
(see Table 2).

Journalists cover both research
(46.9%) and expert statements
(48.9%) with about the same frequen-
cy. The latter category comprises all
statements where scholars functioned
as pundits commenting on issues and
topics without referring explicitly to
current research. If an article reported
research results, these tended to appear
as the main item (75.4%). The reverse
picture emerges when looking at the
expert statements, with 59.8% of them
being used as ancillary item in the cov-
erage.

The increase in the overall covered
knowledge elements may be attributed
to the increase in the coverage of pun-
dit statements in 2009 (from 77 to 97),
whereas the coverage of research re-
mained almost at the same level (81
and 86). Thus, our results confirm to
the findings of Albaek et al. (2003, p.
944f), who stated that social science

scholars are increasingly covered by
media. We also found, similar to the
study of Albaek et al. (2003, p. 945),
that communication scholars are main-
ly commenting on several issues with-
out referring to research results. Taken
together, the current study found 239°
articles in which they had a say, but
only 27% of their statements involved
research findings.

Sections (RQ3)

As expected, very few (4.2%) of the
articles were found in science sections.
Most articles were published in the
media sections (42.4%) or with a share
of 53.3% in other sections, particu-
larly in chronicle (9.8%), political
(8.4%), feature (9.8%), or culture

5 Insum, 65 (39%) of the 167 reports on rese-
arch findings included comments from scien-
tific researchers, but as findings were the
main focus of these items, they were classi-
fied as “research” articles. Taken together,
we found 239 articles covering expert state-
ments (174 of which were without referen-
ces to research findings plus the 65 on rese-
arch findings that included scholars’ state-
ments).

Table 2: Knowledge Types per Media and Science Share

Media

Science share

Yo
of Standard SDZ

Main Big Small
item  ancillary ancillary

NzZZ

Knowledge type total % of articles within media % within knowledge type
Research (N=167) 46.9 40.6 35.2 58.7 75.4 9.0 15.6
Expert statements 48.9 57.3 571 38.1 40.2 14.4 45.4
(N=174)

Other forms* (N=15) 4.2 2.1 7.6 3.2 26.7 6.7 66.7
% column 100.0  100.0 99.9** 100.0

% of total N=356 (row) 100.0 56.2 11.5 32.3
Total N (row) 356 96 105 155

Note. For knowledge types/media: %3(4)=19,307, p<.os; for knowledge types/science share:
%2(4)=52.911, p<.05; *other forms of knowledge types e.g. contain references to a discipline’s theory
without covering research or recent expert statements; *rounding error.
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(5.3%) sections.® Thus, the current
study confirms what several studies al-
ready found (e.g., Kaltenbrunner et al.,
2006; Wefler, 1997), that is, social
sciences are deemed “outside the realm
of accepted science journalism” (Elmer
et al., 2008, p. 881).

Triggers (RQ4)

Table 3 illustrates that the most com-
mon triggers for reporting on the dis-
cipline were nonscientific in nature
(58.4%). 34.2% of the coverage relied
on scientific triggers, but scientific
journals as sources were mentioned in
only five cases. Although scientific
journals are important sources for
science journalists (Elmer et al.,
2008), journalists writing about the
discipline largely ignore the disci-
pline’s journals.

6 The decline of the overall coverage in the
NZZ might be at least partly attributed to
the fact that it diminished its media section
in 2007 (Straub & Schonhagen, 2007). In-
deed, in 2009 we found fewer articles (33) in
the media section than in 1999 (39), but it’s
noteworthy that the decline was even higher
in the domestic-politics section (-9).

The concept of the medialization of
science suggests that scientists and
science institutions have increased
their agenda-building efforts (Peters et
al., 2008; Schifer, 2011). Still, our
findings indicate that these efforts were
not reflected in the media. Contrary to
the expectation, the share of scientific
triggers slightly decreased. However, it
must be pointed out that we were not
able to determine scientific triggers if
they were not indicated within the arti-
cle itself. Additional input-output ana-
lyses and interviews with journalists
and scholars are thus needed to satis-
factorily examine this aspect.

Evaluations (RQ5)

An evaluation of a study or an expert
was identified in 97 (27%) of the total
356 articles. Around 54% of these
comments were positive, only 15%
were negative, the rest (31%) were am-
bivalent. In comparison to the findings
of Fenton et al. (1998, p. 31), the pre-
sent study found a slightly higher share
of evaluations (27% vs. 20%) on the
one hand, but less critical comments
(15% vs. 40%) on the other.

Table 3: Triggers for Reporting Communication Studies

Science share Year

Total  Ancillary  Main 1999 2009
Triggers (%) issue (%) issue (%) (%) (%)
Non scientific triggers 58.4 80.8 41.0 51.8 644
Scientific triggers: 34.2 8.9 54.0 37.5 314
Launch/publication of results 27.5 1.9 47.5
Press conference, press release from scientists 2.8 3.2 2.5
Scientific news agency report 0.8 0.6 1.0
Scientific conferences 3.1 3.2 3.0
Partly scientific triggers: Other conferences 7.3 10.3 5.0 10.7 4.3
(e.g. discussions with participants from the
discipline)
Total (N) 356 156 200 168 188

Note. For ancillary or main issue/triggers: x(5)=93.474, p<.os; for year/triggers: %*(2)=8.438, p<.05
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In the present study, most of the
evaluations dealt with the quality of
scientific knowledge (7=75). The credi-
bility of scientific knowledge was the
second most frequently evaluated
(n=55), whereas both the comprehen-
siveness (7=9) and the independence
(n=6) of scientific knowledge were sel-
dom the subject of commentary.

Most articles with evaluations were
found in the NZZ (56%); Siiddeutsche
Zeitung and Der Standard contained
30% and 14% of the evaluations, re-
spectively. Almost half of the 15 nega-
tive evaluations were made in the Siid-
deutsche Zeitung. Two-thirds of all
evaluations stem from journalists and
were mainly made within opinion-ori-
ented genres.

However, it could be argued that a
lack of critical assessment and addi-
tional information hinders audiences
from drawing their own conclusions

(Elmer et al., 2008; Wefler, 1997).
Overall, our study provides no evi-
dence regarding the “increasing con-
troversy” dimension of medialization.
On the contrary, 54% of the evalua-
tions were found in 1999. Thus, nei-
ther the total amount of evaluations
nor the ambivalent and critical evalua-
tions have increased.

In responding to negative reactions
from journalists to a study investigat-
ing the current state and quality of
Swiss media, Wyss (2011) claimed that
for public debates in democracies, a
type of media journalism is needed
that does not react with
bashing”. However, we found only 31
articles containing evaluations of the
discipline, and only in three articles,
all found in the Siiddeutsche Zeitung,
the field itself was “bashed” by jour-
nalists.

“science

Figure 1: Covered Media Types of the Reported Studies and Statements
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Figure 2: Process Systematic of Public communication: Covered Resea
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Media Types (RQ6a)

Figure 1 shows that research and state-
ments on the media or journalism in
general were the subjects of 35.2% of
the knowledge elements. The observed
newspapers also had a high interest in
findings and statements on print media
(21.4%, thereof 16.1% on print media
alone, 2.1% on print media and TV,
and 3.2% on print and online media).
The newspapers were interested in sci-
entific knowledge on broadcasting to
almost the same degree (20.2%).
Knowledge on media and journal-
ism in general was less often reported
in 2009 (27.9%) than that in 1999
(43.7%). Not surprisingly, research
and statements on print media (11.4%
to 20.2%) on the relationship, influ-
ence, and disparity between traditional
and online media (1.9% to 4.4%) and
on online media (11.4% to 16.9%) at-
tained increased attention in 2009.

Among the three newspapers, self-
monitoring and potential self-reflection
reached almost the same level, as stud-
ies and statements on print media had
a similar share in the papers.

Research Fields and Topics (RQ6b)

In the interest of clarity, Figure 2 con-
tains only those 322 knowledge ele-
ments that could be classified under the
five research fields mentioned before.”

Findings and statements concerning
media analysis were reported the most
frequently (32.6%), followed by com-
municator analysis (27.0%) and media
content (19.3%). Newspapers showed
less interest in the research fields audi-
ence and media use (12.4%) and me-
dia effects (8.7%).

7 19 cases could not be assigned to any cate-
gory; most of them were not about public
communication.
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Table 4: Covered Topics Within the Research Fields (N=322)

% of
total
Research fields (N=322) Topics, % within research field
Media analysis 32.6 Media politics and regulation 33
Media systems and media structures 29
Media economy 16
History of media 9
Media culture 6
Media law 4
Others 3
Communicator research ~ 27.0 Journalists 60
Politicians, PR people 19
Several communicators 21
Media content 19.3 Political coverage in general 6
Political coverage of a specific subject 8
Election coverage 8
Foreign news coverage 6
Social media from politicians 3
Ethnic minorities, xenophobia, rightwing radicalism 15
War, conflicts, violence, crime 10
Risk, health, science coverage 8
News coverage (in general or other specific topics) 10
Media content in general 11
Social media content 3
Economy 3
Entertainment 3
Others 3
Advertising 2
Audience and media 12.4 Media literacy, media use by social variables, 3§
use research socialization 27.5
Functions and motives, uses and gratifications 20
Extent of media use 17.5
Evaluations (e.g. trust, credibility, quality)
Media effect research 8.7 Effects of political reporting 32

Effects of the internet on mental abilities 18

(e.g on concentration)
Effects of gaming (e.g. killer-games) 18
Effects on behavior 18

Effects of media coverage on knowledge and attitudes 7

Effects of advertising 7

Differences between the coverage of
research and of experts can be noticed.
While pundits received the greatest
media attention when talking about
topics in the field of media analysis
(44.8%), research reports relied on the
findings of media content research to a
high extent (30.2%). Unsurprisingly,
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findings from audience research were
covered more frequently (16.4%) than
expert statements in this field (8.6%).
To sum up, the analysis of the re-
search fields and topics (see Table 4)
reveals that journalists show interest
especially in the scientific knowledge
on media politics, systems and struc-
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tures, journalists, and political commu-
nication.

4. Conclusion

This study has been the first to assess
the coverage of communication studies
in print media. It revealed relevant
findings for both the discipline and our
understanding of how the discipline is
acknowledged by the media. Even
though it is impossible to determine
the right amount of coverage on com-
munication studies, the analysis of the
investigated newspapers revealed an
article to be published every third day.
Among these, the most frequent cover-
age was found in the NZZ, although
its amount of reporting on the disci-
pline decreased slightly from 1999 to
2009. In the Siiddeutsche Zeitung and
Der Standard, the number of articles
increased over time. To summarize, the
media coverage of communication
studies has been extended, but only
slightly. Our data did not support the
assumption that a medialization of —
science would result in increasing con-
troversy in the coverage. However, as
already mentioned, the operationaliza-
tion of controversy was limited to the
measurement of the evaluation of stud-
ies and experts.

While there was no salient change
between the investigated years regard-
ing “communication science journal-
ism” in the narrower sense, the news-
papers used scientific knowledge as
small ancillary items more frequently
in 2009, and expert statements were
especially used as additional elements
in the coverage of other topics. This
can be judged as an “indication for the
penetration of social sciences into non-
scientific contexts of coverage” (Jarren
& Wefler, 1996, p. 11) because scien-

tific knowledge is separated from its
scientific context and re-contextualized
by journalists. This finding is support-
ed by the examination of the sections:
communication studies is rarely men-
tioned in science sections but is gener-
ally covered by media journalists, fol-
lowed by chronicle, feature, political,
and culture journalists. In 2009, the
journalists showed greater interest in
scientific studies as well as in commen-
tary on print media and the impact of
online journalism on it. Hence, jour-
nalists demonstrate stronger self-moni-
toring and potential self-reflection. In
doing so, they rely on scientific exper-
tise. It may be argued that media re-
search as a journalistic topic has a (at
least slightly) growing influence on the
media system “from the inside”.8
However, as our study analyzed only
two periods, an extension of the inves-
tigation period and longitudinal com-
parisons are needed to confirm this as-
sumption.

The use of scientific knowledge as
an ancillary element implies that it is
not necessarily relied on for its new in-
sights but instead is instrumentalized
by journalists (Kepplinger et al., 1991).
Indeed, surveys among journalists have
shown that it is a common journalistic
practice to determine the direction the
expert statements should go and which
position fits into a fixed journalistic
story frame before conducting inter-
views with scientists (Albaek, 2011;
Peters, 2008).

Some scholars (e.g., Meckel, 2011;
Wyss, 2011) demand that their col-

8  Beuthner (20035, p. 88) deems a specific per-
formance of “media research journalism”
(one of four types of media journalism) to
bring more contextuality and data into the
medial self-observation and thus to promote
the theory-praxis-integration.

261



https://doi.org/10.5771/2192-4007-2013-2-247
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Research-in-brief

leagues improve their efforts, particu-
larly their PR work, to enable a suc-
cessful knowledge transfer that then
underlines and enhances the societal
relevance of the discipline. This study
revealed that reporting on the occasion
of scientific triggers has not increased.
However, we contend that the initia-
tive of scholars and their willingness to
act as experts are the more decisive
factors for media coverage than the
journalism culture. Actually, only seven
scholars account for 20% of the over-
all presence of scholars in the exam-
ined media. On the other hand, as
Weischenberg stated (Dernbach, 2012,
p. 240), it might diminish the reputa-
tion of the discipline if experts “pub-
licly express their opinion on almost
all issues”. Moreover, it becomes obvi-
ous that our discipline is in a paradox
situation, as it is involved in the pro-
cesses of medialization itself but is at
the same time bound to remain a scien-
tific meta-observer of these very same
processes.

The conceptualization of the current
study did only allow for the examina-
tion of explicit knowledge transfer
(Wefller, 1997). After all, many jour-
nalists have studied the discipline or
related fields; thus, they may use
knowledge stemming from their own
university education without explicitly
referring to sources. Moreover, the re-
search subject of the social sciences
and the commonsense knowledge of
people overlap (Cassidy, 2008), as so-
cial science matters are “quite an eve-
ryday thing” (Saxer, 1997). Everyone is
part of society and practices social be-
havior in everyday life, and in this
regard (in contrast to natural science
issues), lay theories also have a claim
to legitimacy, as everybody may be
termed an expert.
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