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Zusammenfassung

In diesem Beitrag wird einerseits im Rahmen der „Protestereignisanalyse“ ein systema
tisierender Vorschlag entwickelt, um das in der Kommunikationsforschung prominente 
Nachrichtenwert-Konzept an die Protest- und Bewegungsforschung anzubinden. Zum 
zweiten wird das Design einer empirischen Fallstudie umrissen, mit der die Protestdaten 
des PRODAT-Projektes („Dokumentation und Analyse von Protestereignissen in der 
Bundesrepublik Deutschland, 1950-1993“) näher qualifiziert werden sollen. Da die für 
mehr als vier Jahrzehnte gesammelten PRODAT-Massendaten auf einer Inhaltsanalyse 
bundesweit erscheinender Qualitätszeitungen beruhen, ist der Grad der Medienresonanz 
ein entscheidender Faktor bei der Interpretation der vorliegenden Protestmessung. Ob
gleich es nicht möglich ist, alle Einflüsse zu erfassen, die die selektive Berichterstattung 
über Protestereignisse eines längeren Zeitraums bestimmen, erlaubt es die systematische 
Auswertung von Polizeiakten der Jahre 1983 bis 1989 für eine Stadt und eine Reihe 
klassischer Aktionsformen, die Gruppe der nicht-berichteten Protestereignisse mit den 
berichteten im Hinblick auf ihren Nachrichtenwert zu vergleichen. Bei den untersuchten 
Demonstrationen, Kundgebungen, Mahnwachen und Blockaden wird nicht nur die na
tionale, sondern auch die lokale Medienresonanz überprüft.

Summary

This paper proposes a method for systematizing the concept o f news value, which is al
ready prevalent in communications research, so that it can be applied to research on 
protest events and social movements. The paper will also outline plans for an empirical 
case study to help qualify the protest data of the PROD AT Project („Documentation and 
Analysis of Protest Events in Germany, 1950-1993“). Since the vast accumulation of 
data compiled by PROD AT for more than four decades has been culled from the content 
o f nationally distributed „prestige press“, the degree of resonance in the media is an im
portant factor in interpreting how protests are assessed. It is impossible to consider all 
factors which influence selective reporting on protests over a longer period of time; the 
study will focus on the police records for one city and series o f standard protest forms 
during the period from 1983 to 1989, and investigates the news value of those protest 
events reported by the media, as compared with those not reported. The sampled dem
onstrations, rallies, vigils and blockades will be evaluated in terms of their resonance in 
both national and local media.
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1. Introduction

An important goal for most political protest groups is the achievement of good 

media coverage. They want their aims and arguments covered by television and 

important newspapers. By doing this, protest groups are able to reach the broader public, 

to convince citizens o f their goals and to conserve their (in most times limited) financial 

resources, while at the same time furthering their main objective: mobilizing people to 

action.1 Protest events are the main activities for achieving —with a high probability- 

media attention. On the other hand, the mass media are selective in reporting protest 

events. Not every march or vigil has an equal chance of sparking the interest o f the mass 

media. McCarthy, McPhail and Smith illustrate this point for Washington, D.C., where 

only a very small number o f all political demonstrations are mentioned by the media 

(McCarthy/McPhail/Smith 1996). The question is whether the German media acts in the 

same way. This is the focus o f a case study within the PRODAT-Project which, by using 

protest event data and the news value approach, centers upon media selectivity and 

selection bias.2

When speaking o f the mass media, most people—scientists or not—understand the 

basic definitions. I have found through experience, however, that the concepts needed to 

fully understand the logic o f media are not very well elaborated: Does the media 

manipulate or do they reflect reality? Is the citizen informed about central societal 

questions or not? Is protest an issue o f daily reporting? Well thought out and 

theoretically guided answers to these questions are rare (Gerhards 1991). The important 

theoretical assumption o f the PROD AT context is that the media in liberal-democratic 

societies watch the public sphere continuously and report with a high grade of reliability

1 Raschke’s definition o f social movements as collective actors with the 
central feature o f mobilizing can be used in this context, to a high degree, 
political protest groups are organized by the principles o f movements (Raschke 
1988: 77).

2 PROD AT is the acronym for a German project on empirical protest 
event analysis („Dokumentation und Analyse von Protestereignissen in der 
Bundesrepublik Deutschland“), sponsored mainly by the German Science 
Foundation (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft) and sited at the 
Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin. It includes systematic protest event data for the 
Federal Republic o f Germany from 1950 to 1993 (see Rucht/Neidhardt 1995, 
Rucht 1996, Rucht/Hocke/Oremus 1995).
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(Gerhards/Neidhardt 1993). As the number o f events in the public sphere is extremely 

large, the media must necessarily cover the processes they observe in a reductionist 

manner. Their available space for news in both print and electronic media is also limited, 

as are the number o f reporters, who invest attention and time on reporting about political 

and especially contradictionary forms o f political participation. Nevertheless spectacular 

protest events like crowds o f shouting people in front o f the local parliament or marches 

against political decisions fit to the logic o f media, which search for „cheap news“, as 

they have the character o f limited events--they seldom last longer than one or two hours. 

This limitation in time makes this type o f event easy to identify in comparison to complex 

and lasting political or societal processes. Two more in this sense effective characteristics 

o f protest events are, that they are often combined with striking slogans or other 

spectacular actions. The search for newness and excitement by journalists—according to 

one plausible explanation—is thus served by the public protesters. The “economic” 

interests o f both actors, the media and the protest groups, seems to match.

Common sense tells us that this is not the whole story and that the contact between 

these two societal groups o f actors is more complicated. Media actors have their own 

logic and interests. They want to inform the public audience, but also seek high 

circulation rates and “low costs.” Movement activists are also often disappointed by the 

low rates o f resonance they get with their protests. In this sense, the question of media 

selectivity and selection bias concerns an analysis o f the logic behind the selection o f 

information and thus behind the "making o f news" (Tuchman).

In media research, one prominent approach is formed by the concept o f news value 

(Staab 1990, Schulz 1976, Weimann/Brosius 1991). The basic argument o f the news 

value approach is that there is a link between the characteristics o f a single event and 

media selectivity. Schulz argues that the news value model is an attempt to explain the 

pattern o f selection as a collective (!) phenomenon. The explanation is that societies, and 

the values connected with a certain society, cause the patterns beyond individual logic or 

interests (Schulz 1987: 133). The power o f explanation by individual factors (like the 

single responsible journalist) is minimized with this approach. Scanning the literature 

concerning the news value approach one observation is striking—that the more general, 

and in this sense theoretical or reflective, key arguments are not very strong. Another 

observation is that there are many long lists o f important “news factors,” which
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constitute the news value o f every event. There seems to be an empirical revival o f this 

approach in the 90s and this paper will later enter into this debate. I believe that the news 

value approach gives no answer to a number o f questions concerning media selectivity^- 

questions which are important to a systematic perspective. But the old acceptance and 

new prominence of this approach makes it worth considering in the field o f protest event 

analysis.

Research in the 1980s concerning political protest, especially in the European 

context, had in the most cases focused upon “new social movements” 

(Brand/Büsser/Rucht 1986, Rolke 1987, Rochon 1988, Rubart 1985, Kretschmer 1988). 

The empirical base was not solid--in the manner o f quantitative data describing the 

general ups and downs o f movements and protest activities (Rucht/Ohlemacher 1992). 

The fluid, often changing characteristics o f protest activities and actors made it difficult 

to gain a precise idea o f what was happening in the field o f political protest.3 All studies 

using data and information coming from the media had to deal with doubts that their 

media sources were biased. Protest event analysis is one attempt to solve these empirical 

difficulties within protest and social movement research. Public events such as protest 

events are a substantial output o f active protest as one special form of oppositional 

dissent. By collecting data concerning these events, the “hard structure” o f a soft and 

fluid form of political participation can be reconstructed. But if, and this is often the case, 

the protest event data are media data (see Tarrow 1989, Kriesi 1993, Koopmans 1995), 

the interpretation needs good amount o f background information about the specific and 

general structures o f media selectivity.

3 There were three traditional solutions to these problems o f data 
collection: The first was the analysis o f relatively stable actors, such as social 
movement organizations who have a relatively stable membership (SMOs)(Leif 
1985; Kriesi 1992). But there are periods o f protest (as illustrated in the 
German protests against the Gulf War), where they play only a subordinate role 
in the organization o f protest events. The second solution was the analysis of 
violent forms o f protest (e.g. Tilly 1970; Ohlemacher 1994). This is possible 
because several social institutions (police agencies, media, and courts) 
concentrate their attention on these forms of protest. The problem here, 
however, is that a large percentage o f protest is non-violent. The third solution 
was to analyze media coverage of protest events (e.g. McAdam 1982; Franzosi 
1987), even though one is aware o f the high selectivity o f media coverage.
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In this paper, I outline the design o f the Freiburg-Study within the PRODAT 

project. As PRODAT wants to describe the history o f mainly Western German protest 

over time (including the different forms and demands), the Freiburg project has two 

aims: First, it tries to get an idea o f the logic o f selection used by local and national print 

media by using a prominent concept o f media research. Second, it gives a rough 

estimation about the hidden events in the PRODAT data base, which contains more than 

8,000 protest events covering more than four decades o f German (protest) history. As 

the question o f the selection rate o f  the mass media is important in evaluating the 

development o f protest activities, the researcher needs a solid angle—one which allows 

the comparison between the number o f  actual protests and reported ones. I f  it is possible 

to reconstruct a foil, which is to a high degree focused, systematic and complete, there is 

a good chance to get a solid answer concerning media selectivity. Following Rosengren, 

the comparison o f media independent data with intra-media data provides the desired 

perspective (Rosengren 1970, Rosengren 1974). For the first time in the history o f 

German protest research we were successful in obtaining access to the event specific 

document files o f the local police. For seven years in the Eighties a total census o f all 

marches, rallies, vigils and blockades within the city limits o f Freiburg im Breisgau was 

compiled. 4 This data represents a very reliable portfolio o f middle risk protest events. 

The data herein were compared with a sample o f protest event data collected from the 

dominant local newspaper, “Badische Zeitung,” and the reports o f two national 

newspapers (“Süddeutsche Zeitung” and “Frankfurter Rundschau”). Through this 

research design it was possible to code the news value o f the reported and the 

unreported protest events and to analyze media resonance. Beside this empirical strength, 

the case study allows one to study the local manifestation of a vital protest and 

movement sector in the 1980s. Chapter 2 outlines the discussion o f the news value 

approach and its relevance to protest event analysis. Chapters 3 and 4 explain the formal 

and methodological aspects o f the design and combine it with questions concerning 

protest event analysis and social movement research. Initial empirical results are 

presented in Chapter 5

4 Freiburg/Breisgau is a community with 180,000 inhabitants in the 
southwest o f Germany
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2. Theoretical Frame

The critique concerning the use o f the mass media as a data source for studying 

movements and protest is well known (e.g. Everett 1992: 964). Nevertheless, the 

scientific community uses the mass media for data gathering (Everett 1992; Koopmans 

1995; Kriesi et al. 1981; Kriesi 1993; Taylor/Jodice 1983, McAdam 1982). The central 

argument for this decision is the lack o f better alternatives. It is this argument itself 

which creates the challenge to find a solution to the dilemma.

The advice that Snyder and Kelly gave some years ago is to look for extra-media 

data-data which can be generated for specific forms o f action (Snyder/Kelly 1977: 121). 

When the first pretest o f this case study started in 1992, it was a mixture o f trial and 

error. We had to find a community with exploitable sources for specific forms of action 

and a local press with constant reporting about local events. Empirical research 

concerning protest and media selectivity at this time was still in its infancy (see McCarthy 

et al. 1996 and 1996a. For the German discussion see Demirovic 1994, Kliment 1994). 

Research designs which utilized the mass media were concentrated on established forms 

o f political action (elections -or electoral campaigns), and only a little (mostly explorative) 

work had been done on protest phenomena and media selectivity (Halloran et al. 1970; 

Molotoch 1979; Amann 1985; Kielbowicz/Scherer 1986). It was thus necessary to find 

two things: (1) a community with enough sources covering protest events, and (2) an 

adequate theoretical point o f view, from which the analysis o f media selectivity could be 

started. Staab sorts the main approaches in media research that try to answer the 

question o f selectivity as follows: the first is called "the gatekeeper approach", the 

second falls under the label o f "news bias“, and the third is the theoretical concept o f 

"news value”.5

The basic argument o f the gatekeeper approach is that the single journalist acts like 

a gatekeeper in sports. He decides which pieces o f  information can pass the gate and thus

5 Staab 1990. We know that the research discussion of news selection in 
the media is much more complicated, and some researchers differentiate 
between more than three approaches. In this context it is not possible to show 
the several lines o f discussion or to argue for the threefold distinction used 
above. One attempt to sort the different factors o f influence, which should be 
mentioned, was made by Kepplinger (1989: 8).
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decides which become news and which do not.(Schulz 1995: 328f.; Staab 1990: 15-17, 

202) The decision o f the single journalist is the significant factor in the process o f 

selection within this approach. The goal o f the second approach is to detect the one

sidedness and political tendencies o f  media coverage as a result o f journalistic selection. 

This approach proves its plausibility through empirical studies, which show that political 

attitudes o f journalists or the orders o f the editor dominate the selection o f news.6 The 

striking criteria in this approach is the attitude o f the collective, which is formed by all 

journalists o f  every single studied news medium. The news value concept, as a third 

approach, differs from the previous two concepts in two major ways: (1) It assumes that 

there are professional standards which are shared by journalists in general, and (2) it 

posits that these standards steer the selection o f events by criteria inherent to the single 

event. In this sense, Schulz maintains that—independent from single divergence- 

professional standards cause a pattern o f selection, especially in the reporting of news. 

His explanation is that society and the values connected with a certain society cause the 

patterns which are observed.7

In my work with protest events I find a natural affinity to the news value approach, 

as I am interested in protest events as a hard indicator o f protest activities and the news 

value approach focuses on the selection o f events (!) by media. I appreciate a concept

6 Staab 1990, pp. 27-40; Kepplinger 1989, p. 4. One example is the study 
of Leon Mann. He compares the press reporting concerning two marches 
against the Vietnam war in the Sixties. His indicator was the number of 
participants reported for each event. His results showed that papers which held 
a "pro-war" position reported a lower number o f  participants, and papers with 
an anti-war position reported a higher number (Mann 1974: 278).

Schulz 1987, p. 133. The news value approach has particularly 
developed in Europe since the 1960s. Trend setting studies were made by 
Östgaard (1965) and Galtung/Ruge (1965). There is also an American 
discussion o f this approach but it seems to lack the importance given it by the 
social sciences in Europe (Staab 1990, pp. 42-54). By scanning the literature it 
becomes obvious that different lines o f interpretation were established, 
depending on the author’s critique o f the classical key assumptions of the 
approach. In this context, Staab’s attempt is to establish a „final model“ within 
the approach, which gives more attention to the possibility that the news values 
are also instrumentalized by single journalists according to their political 
positions or intentions (Staab 1990: 207). Eilders emphasizes the perspective of 
cognitive psychology, that can be identified especially in the news value studies 
o f Galtung/Ruge (Eilders 1996). In the Freiburg project the aim is to stay close 
to the classic causal relation within this concept, which stresses the influence o f 
event characteristics to media resonance.
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which asks for the characteristics o f events and not for the characteristics o f individuals 

or groups o f individuals. My assumption is that every protest group is in competition 

with other (not only political) actors for the rare good of public attention; the special 

condition o f the average protest group is that they have very few conventional resources 

(money, organizational staff, etc.). Therefore, protest groups as rational actors tend to 

invest their resources in activities with high news value. They need publicity in order to 

compensate for their special weaknesses (Neidhardt 1994: 34). Following Lippman's 

definition, that the worthiness o f publishing an event depends on the existence and the 

combination o f different aspects o f an event, the "news value" o f an event is also an 

assessment o f the likelihood that an event will be reported. If  the news value is high 

enough, the events pass the gate o f "primary selection" and will be reported. Also, the 

level o f news value decides the "secondary selection," i.e. the placing o f the story, the 

extent of space allocated, and the layout o f the story (Schmitt-Beck 1990: 646; Staab 

1990: 41; Schulz 1995: 330). From this perspective news is not reality, it is always just a 

fragment o f reality. Which fragments o f reality are reported can be explained as being the 

result o f a group of "news factors." In a causal connection, these news factors are 

combined with events. If events have a high number o f news factors, then they are 

reported, and vice versa.

The news value approach has the ambitious aim o f constituting a theory with a 

high level of universality. There should be an explanation for the reporting or non

reporting o f every type o f event in every type of mass media. In my opinion, this 

theoretical approach generates a number o f problems. I will mention three which were 

important for the Freiburg case study.

First, there is a conceptual deficiency, which has to do with the event as a stimulus 

for the process o f selection. If  the goal is to explain media selection by using a concept o f 

high universality, it becomes difficult to find or generate systematic data concerning the 

events which comprise the input for the selection process. What comprises the basic unit 

o f  reality? In the European debate concerning news value theory (and as far as I can tell 

this exists in the American discussion, as well) there is no attempt to reflect this problem 

of cognition. What standards can possibly be used as an “objective” indicator o f possible 

input? What are the general characteristics o f such different events as elections, riots, 

statements o f the president, or peaceful demonstrations that would allow one to handle 

them as indicators o f the same type?
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The second problem concerns the listing o f news factors within the approach. 

Staab presents 22 news factors (and five less for national news reporting), Schulz lists 

19, and Emmerich mentions 18 factors (Staab 1990: 120; Schulz 1982: 151; Emmerich 

1984: 146). One may argue that the difference between 18 and 22 is not so important. 

But first one must examine the content o f these news factors. And if—as is the case—they 

differ enormously, what are the dimensions in which they are sorted? The comparison o f 

the dimensions in different studies make the confusion apparent. And, surprisingly once 

again, there is no constructive discussion about this astonishing fact within the approach. 

Table 1 shows the three to six dimensions under which news factors are arranged in four 

important studies.8 Only the dimension "dynamic" is used in every study. The meanings 

o f the several factors mentioned have also been found to differ greatly from study to 

study 9

The third problem o f the news value approach is that there is no clear 

argumentation as to whether the news factors as indicators o f  news worthiness depend 

on the event and its characteristics or are derived from the news which is published about 

the event. For example, the news factor "duration," which expresses the time difference 

between the beginning and the end o f an event, is a characteristic o f this event. The 

news factor "personalization" is an indicator that depends on the manufacturing or 

creation o f the news. In general, the listings o f  news factors mix these two types o f 

indicators. My solution to correct these problems is the reformulation o f the question 

that the news value approach seeks to answer.

I f  media selectivity is the topic, the question must be: Which events, with what 

characteristics, pass the filter o f primary selection? First, it makes sense to answer this 

question only for a special group o f comparable events—the sample o f the media input 

can be explained, for example, and the news factors as event characteristics can be 

discussed theoretically. Second, the event characteristics used as indicators should not be 

allowed to be connected with the process o f "making news" itself. The basic idea must be

8 The importance o f Wilking depends on his attempt to test the news 
value approach in regards to local press (Wilking 1990).

9

14).
This aspect was discussed in a former paper o f mine (Hocke 1994: 9-
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Table 1: Dimensions o f  News Factors Used in the Field o f Media Research

Schulz 1976 Schulz 1982 Emmerich 1984 Wilking 1990

time time

nearness

status status

dynamics dynamics dynamics

valence valence

identification identification

relevance relevance

consonance

workability

entertainment

personalization

synopis: ph.
Sources: Schulz 1976, pp. 32-34. Schulz 1982, pp. 151-153, 

Emmerich 1984, p. 46, W ilkung 1990, p. 113.

th a t there is an event as a “stimulus” and media coverage as a “response.”10 I f  this causal 

relation is the theme of a study, the process o f selection itself must be handled as a black 

box. The indicators to  be tested must be found in the direct context o f the event, and not 

within the unseen processes happening in the black box o f journalistic newsmaking.

With this position I follow Rosengren, who argues in a similar direction.11 He is 

still right in his critique that the bias o f the media is often specified by other media

10 At this point I argue against Staab and the integration of a "final model" 
into the news value approach. In my opinion he abandons the central idea o f a 
collective pattem that works as a filter o f  news selection as he stresses the 
importance o f decisions done by individual journalists (Staab 1990: 203, 214).

11 "Most news studies have been report oriented. In such studies it may be 
d iff icu lt to differentiate between bias inherent in reality and bias inherent in 
reporting" (Rosengren 1979: 33).
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sources (Rosengren 1979: 31-33). Only "extra-media data" about the media in question 

offers one a chance to say something about the filter o f selection. Remembering the 

difficulties encountered in the gathering o f "objective" data (in the sense o f more or less 

unbiased, but relatively systematic reconstruction o f reality) Rosengren lists nine 

possibilities which are used in such situations: (1) The analyzed topics are historical 

events which are out o f question. (2) A check up happens with people appearing in the 

news. The team o f scientists uses (3) planted observers or (4) photos, (5) protocols or 

(6) white books. Other alternatives are (7) surveys originally undertaken for other 

purposes, or (8) carried out specially for the purpose. The use o f  (9) official statistics is 

also mentioned. In general, Rosengren prefers published material (Rosengren 1970: 6). 

The problem o f all nine possibilities is that all may be biased. Rosengren’s correct 

argument is that the nine possibilities give the chance to generate highly complete and 

systematic “extra-media data.” Nevertheless, in practice, published documentation o f 

event specific information compiled over time is usually not available in the vast majority 

o f  the cases.

3. The Design of the Freiburg Case Study

3.1 News Factors Related to the Media Resonance o f Protest Events

The main idea behind the Freiburg study was the analysis o f multiple sources 

covering a special group o f protest events within one city. The data collections o f these 

sources had to contain a more or less large number o f characteristics relating to every 

single event. This characteristics also had to be capable o f being transformed into news 

factors. The assumption underlying this approach is that there are protest events in any 

community; two examples are shown in figure 1 (see protest event 1 and protest event 2 

in fig. 1). Protest event 1 is successful in getting media coverage and passes the filter o f 

selection, protest event 2 isn't reported. The big box in the middle symbolizes the process 

o f news gathering (sending reporters to the place o f action, etc.), and the process (which 

often includes multiple stages) o f finishing the individual report about the single event. 

Though protest event 1 is published, not all characteristics o f  it are reported. The first 

and the fourth characteristics (e g. the message o f the speaker at the rally, and the
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number o f participants) is stopped in the filter o f secondary selection. The individual 

journalist, who gives the beat reporter the order to go to a rally, or the journalist who 

decides about layout, headlines, and photo needs, takes on the role o f gatekeeper. Many 

differences in reporting are caused by the decisions o f these gatekeepers, however, if  a 

large number o f events are tested, and the theory o f news value is the primary approach, 

these gatekeepers have to be excluded from the design.

Figure 1: Modeling Newsworthiness and Media Selection Bias

gatekeeper

selective
perception

PE » protest event PH

Within the German branch o f protest research, some statements are found 

that name the important news factors for studying the selection bias o f protest and/or 

protest events (Schmitt-Beck 1990: 649; Luhmann 1991: 151; Neidhardt 1993: 770). 

After a critical sorting o f this literature, and with the background regarding the 

discussion within the field o f media research, the news factors o f Table 2 were chosen for 

the Freiburg case study. They refer to three aspects o f  a protest event: the concrete 

action, the message o f the action, and the location where the protest event happens. For 

these three aspects a list o f nine news factors was created. Two o f these nine (the news 

factors "nearness" and "locality") are stable. As every protest event in the sample took 

place within the Freiburg city limits, there is no difference in the status o f the single 

event's region.
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Table 2: News Factors o f Protest Events in the Freiburg Study

SUBDIMENSION 
OF THE PROTEST 
EVENT

CHARACTER INDICATOR NAME OF THE
NEWS FACTOR

action temporal start of the 
event

temporal setting in relation to the copy 
deadline:
very good / acceptable / unacceptable

news factor 1: 
"temporal setting“

actor

- number of 
participants

number of participants: 
high / middle / low

news factor 2:
"size"

- individuals prominent persons:
strong presence / presence ( no
presence

news factor 3: 
“prominence“

- collective actors established institutions as collective 
actors:
strong presence / presence / no 
presence

news factor 4:
"established
institutions"

grade of conflict

- level of conflict

news factor 5: 
„conflict“

> level of risk level of risk:
intervening / noncooperative / 
cooperative

> duration duration of the primary form of action: 
high /middle /low

- run of conflict escalation:
strong interaction between protest 
groups and others / light interaction / 
no interaction

message grade of 
concreteness

grade of concreteness of the demands: 
high /low / not existing

news factor 6: 
„concretization of 
the demands“

(locality) (status of the region) <stable>

(nearness) (distance between 
place of publication 
and place of action)

<stable>

action + message newness of the 
articulated 
contradiction and 
the form of action

grade of innovation: 
strong / light / not existing

news factor 7 : 
„surprise“

PH
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Also, the distance between the publication site and the location o f the action of 

every event is the same. Five o f the remaining seven news factors ("temporal setting," 

"size," "prominence," "established institutions," and "conflict") belong to the concrete 

action o f the protest event. One belongs to the message o f the event, and one factor 

combines elements o f both. News Factor 5 ("conflict") is more complicated than the 

other factors as the grade of conflict it expresses is the product o f two components: (1) 

the intended form o f action with its special level o f risk (component la) and duration 

(component lb), and (2) the run o f the protest event, which is one o f conflict in every 

case (component 2). The indicator used for the second component is whether there was 

escalation and interaction between the protest groups and others (police or spectators). 

Binding these characteristics o f the single event together to form one news factor has a 

special theoretical sense which depends on the definition o f an event. The PRODAT 

protest event definition has four distinguishing elements: (a) a distinct form of action, 

which has to be more than rhetoric, (b) a societal or political demand, (c) the locality 

must be part o f the public sphere, and (d) the action has to be made by a collective 

nongovernmental actor.12 Not every aspect o f a protest event influences the news value; 

this only occurs if there is theoretical backing behind its selection and if it is acceptable in 

a model o f empirical testing. The theoretical "load" at this point is that protest events are 

forms o f contradiction within the democratic process, and in this sense they are forms o f 

conflict. The form of contradiction chosen by the individual protest group is collective 

action at a certain rate o f strength, and the argument, which is given to democratic 

discourse, is the message o f the single protest event. Strength or the „grade o f conflict“ 

means a combination o f the chosen level o f risk, the duration o f the protest event and the 

run o f the event itself. The second point here is that the news factor „conflict“ shouldn't 

be stressed in comparison to factors like “temporal setting” or “prominence of 

participants”. The suggestion in this study is to count this factor as equivalent to the 

others. In the case o f the components o f the single protest event related to the collective 

actor (and the people who constitute him), our study chooses a different approach: 

Because the size o f an event, the prominent actors, and the involved institutions are 

generally named in the news value approach and its news factor listings, each of these 

characteristics is used in this model as a separate news factor. Remembering the state o f

12 The PRODAT protest event is defined as "a collective, public, activist 
incident by a non-governmental actor who expresses criticism or dissent and 
articulates a societal or political demand" (Rucht/Hocke/Ohlemacher 1992: 4).
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the art, this approach must be accepted as preliminary and open to discussion. In the 

following subsection o f this chapter the formal design and the sources o f the different 

data types are described.

3.2 Extra- and Intra-Media Data for Freiburg

After testing access to different sources and different cities, the city o f Freiburg 

was chosen as the model for testing the media selectivity o f protest reporting over a 

seven year period. Two types o f data could be generated: one set o f extra-media data 

and one structured set o f intra-media data.

(a) The extra-media data were collected from documents o f the Freiburg local 

police department. German law concerning the right o f public collective gathering 

requires a special bureaucratic procedure. If  someone wants to organize a political 

march, a rally, or a vigil on public ground, the so-called "Ordnungsamt'' has to issue a 

special license or registration.13 The surprise was that they had good documentation not 

only for those protest events where the organizers had asked for registration, but also for 

those events which were not announced and therefore "nonpermitted" events.14 Since 

1983, the police used a special logbook to register every march, rally, vigil, blockade, 

and similar events which utilized~in their perspective—the right o f collective gathering. 

By examining this logbook and the Ordnungsamt’s archives, it was possible to find 

within the complex archives’ structure a special telex, which is an event-specific report

13 The "Ordnungsamt" is part o f the nonuniformed police. Simultaneously 
in Baden-Württemberg, the state (Bundesland) Freiburg belongs to, this 
authority is part o f the local administration with the major as head o f the staff. It 
is responsible for the registration o f inhabitants and weapons, controls the levels 
o f hygiene in restaurants, and gives foreigners permission to stay in the country. 
One o f their other central tasks is to manage the registration and public security 
o f political events. In this context, they have to find compromises between the 
interests o f traffic, private interests (i.e. economic interests) and the civil right of 
public gathering. The juristic task is to secure this right, and not to allow or 
forbid it because o f dependency on the political elite's interests (Beckord 1993 ; 
Dietel/Gintzel/Kniesel 1991).

14 The second astonishing surprise was that the police officers gave me the 
permission to use their archives after a series o f negotiations. One central 
agreement was to use no personal data.
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written by the responsible rank and file policemen—dealing with the respective protest 

event within the city limits.15 This telex, with the characteristics o f a follow-up report, 

gave the best historical documentation that could be found for single protest events 

within Freiburg over time. None o f the other institutions that were contacted had 

collected event-specific data sources with a lower rate o f missing information regarding 

the level o f single protest events.16 The time span for data collection was limited by the 

establishment o f  said police logbook in 1983, and by the originally planned end o f data 

collection for PROD AT (1989). As the police archives are not computerized and the 

police’ definition o f a protest event is orientated towards the juridical frame used by the 

Ordnungsamt, the transformation of information into the special type o f protest event 

data needed had to be done by the researchers themselves.17 Since the police don’t work 

with explicit rules or codebooks for this kind o f documentation, a two-step process o f 

data gathering was necessary. The first step was to gather all event specific information 

from the logbook, the telex and the document files. These pieces o f information were 

selected and interpreted according to the PROD AT protest event definition (see footnote 

13) and comparable rules for differentiating aspects (such as how to handle estimations, 

mention o f the number o f participants, the differentiation between events in one protest 

context, etc.), before the single event was coded.18 As the goal was to gather event

15 This telex is distributed to different police agencies. The Ordnungsamt is 
one these agencies and integrates this document within their event specific files.

16 Alternative access to event specific local or regional data was tested at 
different institutions. Relative promising sources were found in the regional 
bureau o f the "Deutsche Gewerkschaftsbund" (DGB), the umbrella organization 
of the German trade unions, for strikes and in the „Archiv soziale Bewegungen 
in Baden“. The archives were founded in 1985 and publish a special 
documentation four times a year with protest documentation covering the wider 
area o f Freiburg (Archiv Soziale Bewegungen).

17 For a high degree o f the cases, only the logbook enabled me to find the 
document files in the archives o f the department. But the crucial point was to 
identify the relevant coding unit afterwards.

18 Beside the protest events, the notes in the logbook included public 
events within electoral campaigns and also religious gatherings and celebrations, 
which had to be excluded. The number o f these events was around five percent.

> Therefore, it was necessary to identify the political demand, connected with the 
public appearance and the form o f action the organizers o f the event chose. The 
accompanying telex often showed that two entries o f the logbook belonged to 
one primary form o f action. In this case, they were coded as one protest event 
within the police data. In other cases, the description given by rank and file 
police officers on the telex, allowed one to identify—according to the PROD AT
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data—documented as completely as possible-two more key decisions for the data 

gathering must be mentioned:

(1) During the collection o f the police event data, by following the entries in the 

logbook and searching the relevant document files in the police archives, it became 

obvious that the police documentation was systematic for only four particular forms o f 

action—defined as “march,” “rally,” “vigil,” and “blockade.”19

(2) In Freiburg, the squatter movement had very large and often violent conflicts 

with private house-owners, the state and the police. Because o f this, the logic 

surrounding documentation covering this movement differed from the event specific 

documentation for all other segments o f protest. As resources for our research were 

scarce, and the police document files about this special type o f conflict were voluminous 

and not ready for examination, all types o f protest events tied directly to messages of 

solidarity with squatters and the direct demands o f the squatters, had to be excluded 

from the quantitative analysis (see fig. 2).

To summarize, the extra-media data form a controlled and systematic set o f event 

specific information coming. The total coverage includes four types o f action (march, 

rally, vigil, blockade) for seven years. It is the first analysis o f event specific police 

sources in the German context utilized in this manner.20

(b) The intra-media data were collected by using three sources on two levels. The 

first level was local, it was reconstructed by collecting data from the local issues o f the

rules—a second protest event organized by a different group with a different 
primary form o f action. So the number o f cases and the limits o f the action units 
differ in some cases between the statistics within this study and the statistics 
done by the local police department themselves. - For the rules used see the 
Freiburg codebook (Hocke 1995), examples o f the relevance of these forms o f 
identification are given in Rucht/Hocke/Oremus (1995).

All the other primary forms o f action such as riots or occupations were 
excluded.

20 The difference between McCarthy et al. (1996) is that they have no data 
about the unpermitted events. Meanwhile, a study with similar French police 
data was published by Oliver Fillieule (see
Fillieule 1996).
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Figure 2: Coding Procedure o f the Freiburg Case Study

“Badische Zeitung” in Freiburg.21 Each edition o f this newspaper contains three to five 

separate pages o f local reporting.22 As the keyword system o f the local paper’s archives 

was not comparable with the interests o f  protest event analysis, and electronic files for a 

computer aided search were not available, the gathering o f articles about protest events 

had to be done by coders. The sample (representing 46 percent o f the days o f the year) 

used for the national papers, “Süddeutsche Zeitung” and ‘Frankfurter Rundschau,” 

within PRODAT was the same as that used for the local newspaper (see 

Rucht/Ohlemacher 1992: 97). The data for the Freiburg protest events with national 

media resonance were identified within the PRODAT “key project” (see 

Rucht/Neidhardt 1995). One difference with the extra-media data was that the entire

21 As the resources for local data gathering were small and the biggest 
amount was invested in intense extra-media data gathering, we chose the option 
o f using only one local media source. The criteria were that the chosen medium 
reports constantly and with a certain amount o f quality and space, has no shifts 
in ownership and no competition with other print media in the local market. In 
July 1976, the Badische Zeitung accounted for 96 percent o f the local papers 
sold in Freiburg~a rate which is approximately the same in the Eighties 
(Kronenberg 1986 /  Chapter 4). All other criteria were also fulfilled.

22 Specials tests showed that every Freiburg protest event on the front 
page, the other pages o f the national reports or o f the regional section o f the 
Badische Zeitung were also mentioned in the local section.
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spectrum of forms o f actions, ranging from the collecting o f signatures or leaflets to 

strikes or assassinations, were coded (see fig. 3).

After coding the extra- and intra-media data, the data were combined into one data 

base. The central data set for all the events was the extra-media coding, as done by the 

police sources. All other information from local or national media sources were linked to 

this set.

Figure 3: The Data Base o f the Freiburg Protest Event Analysis (1983-1989)

Freiburg DATA

OUTPUT INPUT

For the coding of the news values for single events, only information from the 

extra-media data were used. Every piece o f information (e.g. event specific number o f 

participants, etc.) was coded separately. By viewing this overall design, it is possible to 

see the “input” o f protest activities as compared to the “output” presented to the broader 

public. The output has obviously passed through the filters o f  media selection. The type 

o f input is formed by the protest sector o f Freiburg, the context o f the protest events 

and its media resonance is outlined below.
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4. Freiburg and its “social movement sector”

Freiburg im Breisgau can be classified as one o f the smaller large towns o f the 

Federal Republic. It has an active protest sector dating back to the Fifties. There had 

been protests against neofascist tendencies in 1952 (Adolph/Kamp 1992: 482). The local 

student movement started with the campaign "students for the countryside"23 in the early 

Sixties. Some years later, students protested against the Vietnam war and the stuffy 

structure o f German universities. The first action taken by squatters took place in the 

early Seventies.24 As Roth mentions, the central conflict which now structures the local 

left-libertarian social movement family is ecological—especially the opposition against the 

nuclear power plant in Wyhl (Roth 1994: 419). The Wyhl conflict, with a successful anti

nuclear movement, established civil disobedience in the action repertoire o f German 

movements and changed the political culture in the area, as well as nationwide (Rucht 

1994: 447; Koopmans 1995: 122).

One central finding, o f Roth et al. was that all o f the relevant trends evident in new 

social movements (ecology, the new women's, and the new peace movement) are and 

were present in Freiburg. These tendencies are more or less connected in special 

networks.25 Even in the Nineties, the movement sectors are classified as homogeneous 

and integrated (Roth 1994: 418). Since the late Eighties, a great continuity o f local and 

regional mobilizing has been recorded. The campaigns against the Total Census in 1987 

("Volkszählung"), the Conference o f the International Monetary Fund in Berlin in 1988,

23 " Studenten au f s Land!"

24 There was a famous discussion between the prominent student leader 
Rudi Dutschke and the social scientist Rolf Dahrendorf in January 1968, and a 
campaign against increasing fees for the public transport system in the same 
year (Haumann 1992: 460).

25 Roth 1994, p. 418. - They had their own media (one local radio station, 
which was first illegal, later established, and a well circulated alternative 
magazine), three centers for alternative projects and different attempts to 
organize—esp. left-libertarian interests in the form of parties. The Greens were 
also successful (in the left-libertarian "Linke Liste/ Friedensliste"). There also 
existed a working network o f communist groups and parties (the so called "K- 
Gruppen") (Langguth 1983: passim, 242).
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and the Gulf War were also seen as the maturation o f a new rights movement.26 A left- 

libertarian and sometimes militant movement (The "Autonomen") was also established in 

Freiburg; nevertheless, the quota o f militant confrontation is lower than Frankfurt/Main, 

as Roth reports (Roth 1994: 424). From the historical perspective, the protest sector in 

Freiburg follows the common notion about the ups and downs o f campaigns and 

movements (ibid.). The protest against acid rain in 1983 (lasting until 1985) is one 

example. Events with national mobilization were highly unusual. This is an effect o f 

Freiburg’s geographic position within Germany. Near to French and Swiss borders, 

without important or statewide administration or authority, and possessing an ingrained 

independent and liberal local identity, the traditional intercity connections and the 

personal networks run between Freiburg, the Swiss town o f Basel, and the French towns 

o f Colmar, Mulhouse and Strasbourg. This “international” orientation was strengthened 

by the conflicts that arose from the attempts to bring ecologically risky technologies to 

the area between these five towns (nuclear power plant projects such as Kaiseraugst in 

Switzerland and Fessenheim in France or action o f the chemical industries in Basel and 

France). The case o f Freiburg is thus extraordinary—comparing the rates o f protest and 

movement activities in correlation to the size o f the town. On the other hand, it is an 

idealtype in the sense that protest and movement issues that were dominant in the 

German protest culture o f the 80s, are now reflected in the issues surrounding local 

protest mobilization.

Protest events are “concrete forms o f political activity” (Kriesi et al. 1981: 7), 

reflecting the calculated public output o f oppositional dissent. The Freiburg study of 

media selection and media bias thus allows more than the testing of the news value 

approach. This is in large part because o f the unusual access to the police data set (used 

as an extra-media data set), which are to a high degree systematic in the sense o f time, 

broadness o f mentioned issues, and comprehensiveness. On a second level, it allows one 

to observe some specific forms o f protest action. These are instructive in the sense that 

they describe the local microcosm o f protest activities in Freiburg during an important 

phase o f German history-before the reunification in 1989. Beyond this, it is possible to 

describe “images” constructed by the local and national print media for a limited number 

o f events. One question in this context is: Whether the assumption o f high quality

The protest events in 1988 and 1989 show the regeneration o f this old 
German form o f movement early before the German reunification in late 1989
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reporting by national papers fits for single protest events for a more or less randomly 

chosen town? On a fourth level, the case study allows one to obtain an idea o f the under

reporting o f protest by utilizing the nationwide study, PROD AT, which was based only 

on reporting by the above mentioned national newspapers.

5. Empirical Results

The data base utilized for this research consisted o f 845 individual protest events 

for the seven year period of research (1983 until 1989), if  all sources are taken together. 

Each protest event found in one source (the police files, the „Badische Zeitung,“ or two 

national newspapers) was coded on a separate codesheet. For the next step, all protest 

events starting on days covered by the media sample and the police data were compared, 

cleaned, and if there media resonance was identified, connected. Since not all the 

collected protest events, as documented by the police, could be used for the test of media 

selectivity (due to the exclusion o f events linked to  squatters and the unsystematic 

documentation o f some forms o f action like die-ins), the subsample o f all marches, 

rallies, vigils and blockades for the test decreased. In fact, only 83.4 percent o f all protest 

events coded within the extra-media data fulfilled the temporal criteria qualifying them 

for the test o f  selectivity. Table 3 presents an overview o f the number o f events coded by

Table 3: The Sample of Protest Events in the Freiburg Case Study

(1983-89)

total
coverage of 
protest 
events 
collected by 
the police

total
coverage of 
all marches, 
rallies, 
vigils, and 
blockades

all marches, 
rallies, 
vigils, and 
blockades 
within the 
sample (inch 
squatters)

all marches, 
rallies, 
vigils, and 
blockades 
within the 
sample 
(without 
squatters)

515 417 235 196
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the police source before the data cleaning, and compares it with the number of 

events belonging to the sample for measuring possible media resonance. 196 protest 

events with the specified types o f  action were sampled. The total coverage o f this group 

o f events was 417 (see columns 2 and 4).

The first astonishing finding was the extremely low number o f marches, rallies, 

vigils, and blockades mentioned by the two newspapers o f the national press (see Table 

4). Only nine Freiburg protest events with these types o f actions were reported. This is 

only 4.6 percent o f the all events coded within the sampled police data. Five of these 

events were reported only in the „Frankfurter Rundschau,“ two were mentioned in both 

national papers, and the two remaining events were mentioned only in the „Süddeutsche 

Zeitung.“ The reporting o f protest events by the „Badische Zeitung“ is not nearly as 

incomplete, nevertheless, 62.2 percent o f  the events found in the extra-media source 

received no resonance in the Badische Zeitung.

Table 4: Number o f Marches, Rallies, Vigils, and Blockades within
the Freiburg City Limits and their Media Resonance, 1983-1989 
(PROD AT-Sample)

Year Police Data Local News 
Coverage

National News 
Coverage

1983 33 12 2
1984 12 4 0
1985 29 13 2
1986 21 8 1
1987 15 6 0
1988 33 14 2
1989 53 17 2

sum 196 74 9

Source: Freiburg Case Study, PRODAT

A second astonishing result was that every protest event reported by the national 

press also received media resonance by the local newspaper. Since none o f the so called 

„quality newspapers“ reported any o f the local events exclusively, and the local paper 

missed over 60 percent o f  said events, the question arises o f whether the quality o f 

national reporting has any influence on „primary selection“ in comparison to the „lower 

quality“ orientated local press. On the one hand, local newspapers barely cover all the
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contradictionary and therefore spectacular happenings in their districts. On the other 

hand, the fact that every national newspaper reported march, rally, vigil, and blockade 

was also mentioned by the local press suggests that the standards o f selection for both, 

the local and national press, follow similar patterns. Since the space available for 

reporting local events in the local press is much larger, the higher rate o f reporting by the 

,3adische Zeitung“ is easy to explain.

Since the central theoretical argument o f this paper is that media selectivity is 

steered by the news value o f single events, an interesting question is whether the protest 

events reported in the national newspapers are characterized by extraordinary news 

value. Because the news value o f every tested event can be expressed by the sum of the 

seven coded news factors (temporal setting, size, prominence, established institutions, 

conflict, concretization o f demands, and surprise), the comparison between the strength 

o f those events with national resonance and those with only local media resonance can be 

instructive. As every news value is coded within the categories „strongly present,“ 

„weakly present,“ and „ nonexistent,“ the strength o f their existence can be estimated by 

simple ad d itio n .7

Table 5: Difference in the News Value of Protest Events -  Local,
National and Without Media Resonance

type of 
data

average
news
value

percentage of 
cases with 
news value 
higher than 6

percentage 
of cases 
with news 
value 0

std.dev. no. of
cases

median maximum

PE with 
national 
media
resonance

5,69 55,6 22,2 3,4 9 7,55 8,67

PE with 
only local 
media
resonance

3,11 12,3 43,1 2,9 65 3,67 8,33

PE
without
media
resonance

1,9 7,4 53,3 2,4 122 0 7,8

(total) <2,49> <11,9> <39,5> <196> <1,33> <8,27>

Source: Freiburg Case Study

As was expected, the average news value o f the nine events with national media 

resonance is the highest (with a news value o f 5.69, see Table 5). The average value of

H  „Weakly present“ is coded with the value 1, „strongly present“ with 2. 
As there are seven news factor, the maximum value is 14
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events with only local media resonance is placed about two and a half points lower. 

Events without media resonance have the value o f 1.9. Considering that the maximum 

value possible is 14, only a very small number o f  cases reached 50 percent o f the 

theoretical possible news value. There are also a remarkable number o f events without 

any newsfactor (news value = 0)28 Qn other hand, with events with national media 

resonance, half have a news value over 6, while the percentage for events with only local 

resonance is 12.3 percent. The interpretation o f these rough measurements—especially 

with national events—is that the absolute news value o f events with media resonance is 

higher, but the news value is not at all extraordinary.

Since the Freiburg study reflects a protest and movement sector that, under the 

circumstances in Germany in the 80s, can be qualified as well developed and 

differentiated, the distribution o f issues and forms o f actions can be described as typical 

o f those which press reporting and news selection has to deal with.

The forms o f action are dominated by marches and rallies. These two are well 

established in German culture as legitimate ways o f articulating political dissent. 

Together, they constitute 83.1 percent o f all analyzed „primary forms o f action“ (see 

Table 6). 29 Blockades, with 3.6 percent o f all primary forms, are still a small segment 

within the repertoire o f protest groups and social movements (seven cases within seven 

years in contrast to 163 marches and rallies). One reason for this may be the level risk 

involved in blocking important traffic lines like bridges or crossings. German police and 

politicians generally are not willing to tolerate these form of „civil disobedience.“ So, 

often times blockades are met with direct force. The risk o f personal injury or juridical 

consequences is not to be underestimated. The probability o f these types o f actions

28 As two cases out o f nine with national media resonance have the lowest 
possible news value (22.2 percent) and 28 o f the only locally reported protest 
events (43.1 percent). Especially this last percentage is not so far away from the 
53.3 percent o f the events without media resonance—a rate which can be 
explained within the theoretical assumptions.

29 PRODAT differentiates between one „primary“ and a number of 
possible, but not necessarily existing „secondary forms o f action.“ The primary 
form o f action is the dominating form, chosen by the collective actors to 
transport their claim to the public (see Rucht/Hocke/Ohlemacher 1992: 4). A 
secondary form is, for example, the distributing o f leaflets during a march; the 
march would be the primary form.
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occurring is thus low, as activists are rational actors who calculate the risk o f being 

beaten or punished . Vigils, in contrast, are an absolutely peaceful form of action which 

do not intervene in public life in the same way as marches do. They do not disturb traffic 

or occupy public space in the inner city or in front o f criticized institutions. The relatively 

low number o f vigils shows that protest groups want a certain rate o f intervention which 

disturbs public life in one or another way.

Table 6: Forms of Action Tested for Media Resonance

form of action cases percent

marches
rallies
blockades
vigils

sum

122
41
7

26

196

62,2
20,9
3,6
13,3

100

vigils
blockades 1 g0/0

marches
62%

The dominating issues o f the seven years studied were the demands of peace 

protests, ecological protests and the complex issues o f internal and external„solidarity“ 

(see Table 7). The rate o f the peace protests tested under the Freiburg sample is the 

dominating one (19.9 percent). I f  the protests against nuclear energy (4.1 percent) and 

for better environmental conditions (8.7 percent) are combined, (heir total rate o f 12.9 

percent shows, that ecological issues are another important field o f protest. The group o f 

solidarity issues (17.9 percent) is very diverse. The biggest single issue (almost as big as 

the protest against nuclear energy) was the solidarity o f the people o f Freiburg with 

Nicaragua and its struggle for independence in the Eighties (4.1 percent). A special case 

in this category involves a number o f  political groups which were engaged in programs
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Table 7: Issues o f the Freiburg Protest Events and Selected Single
Claims, 1983-1989 (without squatters)

issue* sample total coverage
pro alternative military politis (peace) 39(19,9%) 86 (20,3%)

- against atomic bombs and pro
pacifistic aims 25 (12,8%) 62 (14,6%)

- against Soviet Troops in Afghanistan 5 (2,6%) 5 (1,2%)

solidarity 35 (17,9%) 64(15,1%)
- with Sandinistia movement 8 (4 ,1 % ) 11 (2,6%)
- against apartheid 4  (2 ,0% ) 13 (3,1%)
- for human rights in general 6 (3 ,1 % ) 10 (2,4%)

more ecology 17(8,7%) 34 (8,8%)
- against acid rain 4 (2%) 10 (2,4%)

pro students’ and pupils’ interests 15 (7,7%) 47(11,1%)
against racism and neofacism 13(6,6%) 19(4,5%)
pro women 9 (4,6%) 19(4,5%)
pro workers 9 (4,6%) 17(4,0%)

against civil nuclear power 8 (4,1%) 22 (5,2%)
- against nuclear energy in genera! 7 (3,6%) 14(3,3%)

other left-libertarian campaigns*** 8(4,1%) 17(4,0%)
counter mobilization 7 (3,6%) 17 (4,0%)
others 36 (18,4%) 62 (14,6%)

196(100%) 424(100%)**

Source: Freiburg Case Study

The number of cases and their responding percentage is a subgroup of the percentage of 
the total issue.

* * The 91 events connected with squatters are excluded in this Description. Their rate is
17.7 percent, if they are included (n= 515).
*** For example, „for the ‘free radio network’ Dreyeckland“

o f  local development. The local government o f Freiburg also founded a citizen 

partnership with the Nicaraguan community o f Wiwili, a small town near the border o f 

Honduras (Schneider 1989). Not only in this specific block o f solidarity issues, but in 

general, the surprising fact was the wide range o f claims articulated by protesting groups. 

They protested against acid rain, the lack o f progress in collective bargaining concerning 

wages, sports car races within the city limits, for the demands o f the peace movement on 

September 1st („anti war day“) and against the right-wing parties that were elected to the 

local parliament. Critics against foreign external politics (like those o f the Soviet Union) 

stood side by side with those struggling for human rights in Germany and those 

struggling against the apartheid system in South Africa. The structure o f claims thus has 

to be characterized as strongly diversified.
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The number o f marches, rallies, vigils, and blockades per year is compared with the 

temporal series o f events under the same forms o f action in the PRODAT key project 

(see Table 8). I f  we compare the minimum o f the Freiburg protest events within this 

period, it is obvious, that in 1984 and 1987 the lowest level o f  activity was documented

Table 8: Marches, Rai ies, Vigil Lines and Blockades (1983-1989)

year nationwide Freiburg
1983 201 33
1984 151 12
1985 145 29
1986 186 21
1987 137 15
1988 143 33
1989 261
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by the police. In general, this fits with the graph presented by the national protest event 

data produced by PRODAT for the same forms of action. The phases o f increase and
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decrease are relatively similar. The general pattern, which is outlined by the two graphs, 

shows a development, which starts at a relatively high level in 1983, has a sharp 

reduction shortly afterwards, and seems to recover in the middle o f the Eighties, before it 

drops again. After this second decrease, an enormous increase o f protest activity is to 

identified for the last two years o f the sample—an increase to a level which is the highest 

in the whole period.

Qualifying the extra-media data, two more observations (one about the sample and 

one about the completeness o f the police data) are worth mentioning: (1) The difference 

between the rates o f the four selected forms of action tested in the sample are 

comparable with the distribution within the total coverage o f the police data. Only the 

number o f marches in the sample is underestimated (see fig. 4).

Figure 4: Different Forms o f Action and their Number o f Cases 
(Sample and Total Coverage / Police Data 1983-1989)
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(2) As there was not a chance to test the primary selection (which was done by the 

police) by direct means, a crucial and instructive aspect was the number of events 

mentioned only by media sources. If  the number would be high, the reliability of the used 

police sources would be in doubt. After excluding all the protest events related to 

squatters, there remained only 13 protest events. In five cases the chosen form of action,
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identified by the PROD AT event definition, explained the difference. Concerning the 

reasons for the missing six cases, there can only be speculation (such as mistakes o f the 

coder, unprecise entry in the police logbook, etc.). In total, the comparison o f six media 

exclusive cases within seven years, or 1,183 evaluated days, and 196 identified cases 

from the police data shows a slight lack o f reliability, which is unpleasant, but not 

worrying.

These basic pieces o f information illustrate only the framework, in which the 

question o f selection bias is tested within the PROD AT case study. The possibilities for 

analysis besides the overall interpretation o f media selectivity in the case o f a special class 

o f  protest events can be sorted into three dimensions: time, issue, and form o f action. 

Never before has local protest event data with a similar rate o f comprehensiveness been 

gathered for a Western German area. The seven years within the sample present the 

opportunity to study temporal shifts o f selection bias for this period of the recent past.

As the media reports for all events are available, shifts within the description bias will 

also be analyzed. Since the protest events within these years can be separated into 

different groups o f protest issues, the media selection according to different issues (e.g. 

the issues o f peace in comparison to issues concerning women) can be studied; this will 

only be possible in an explorative sense, as the number o f cases is relatively small. The 

third dimension of analysis belongs to the four analyzed types o f events and the media 

resonance they found within local and national press. Are the claims of protest groups, 

which organize blockades, better reported than claims articulated by groups choosing the 

less intervening and demonstratively peaceful protest form o f the vigil? Is the message of 

a rally, communicated by speeches, reported in a manner similar to the slogans shouted 

by the members o f a militant march? Questions like these can also be analyzed and 

interpreted within the limits o f a local case study.

6, Discussion

The aim of this paper was to describe the framework o f my dissertation, which 

focuses on the selection bias produced by media resonance involving protest events and 

is a PRODAT subproject. In this sense the paper explains the chosen theoretical 

approach, the structure o f the local case and gives initial empirical results. Reading the 

relevant literature it became obvious that the connection between media research and
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protest event analysis is absolute necessary. The strongest argument for this „project“ is 

that protest event analysis which is used to work with media data, needs to know more 

about the selectivity o f the mass media—especially o f the print media. Interdisciplinary 

research should make the goal o f learning more about the quality o f commonly used 

empirical sources a priority.

The empirical analysis within my dissertation focuses on two aspects: (a) the 

„primary selection“ done by mass media—meaning which marches, rallies, vigils, and 

blockades are reported and which not; (b) the „secondary selection“—meaning which 

characteristics o f the reported protest events (e.g. goals) receive media resonance and 

which not. The central unit, which is relevant within the news value approach, is the 

single event, which also structures the field o f protest event analysis. That the news value 

approach is a prominent concept within communication studies made it easy to choose 

this concept. Though communication studies are not my traditional field (I started my 

academic work as a social movement researcher), I was fascinated by one of the central 

assumptions o f  the causal orientated tradition o f the news value approach. Within this 

assumption, the hard indicators for the „news value“ o f events, which steers mass media 

selection, are „news factors“, derived from the characteristics o f  events. The handicap o f 

this approach is that some plausible intervening factors are not integrated within this 

approach. One example are intermedia agenda setting effects; another example are 

gatekeeper effects, which are the results o f  editorial politics and the competition between 

electronic and print media.

Interpreting the two questions o f selection (primary and secondary) and thinking in 

logical terms, the knowledge about the input o f any selection process is one direct and 

plausible way to find answers about selectivity and bias. It makes sense, especially for 

social movement researchers and media sociologists to follow Rosengren’s often cited 

advice, to look for high quality extra-media data and connect them with news factors. In 

my opinion, the most serious problem o f the existing lists o f news factors, coming from 

communication studies, is their „consensus orientation“, which doesn’t fit to event 

charcteristics. It is especially difficult in cases o f societal conflict to evaluate the grade o f 

(for example) the news factor „relevance“ or „personal influence“ in connection with a 

single event (see Staab 1990: 109). This shows that the news value concept needs more 

general and theoretical discussion concerning their central premises and units o f analysis.



32

One first step in this direction is to develop event specific lists o f news factors and test 

them for their power o f explanation. Through this „detour“ there is a chance to 

strengthen the theoretical concept and discuss the advantages o f  the different branches 

within the news value approach.

Within the argumentation o f the dissertation the news value concept is also used in 

the context o f secondary selection. At this point I can only offer a few comments 

regarding this second mechanism o f selection. One dimension o f analysis is whether the 

news value influences the space o f reporting about single protest events. A second 

dimension are detailed and event specific interpretations whether the claims and 

messages o f protest groups found resonance? Does this type o f collective actor or action 

have any influence? Have grassroots organizations the same chances o f their messages 

being reported as established groups (i.e. trade unions)?

In one way it sounds very simple to ask for extra-media data in the context o f 

following traces o f selection. Knowing the difficulties o f reconstructing „reality“ (see 

Schulz 1989), it depends on the access to sources and sociological fantasy to realize an 

intra-/extra-media design . Under certain circumstances, police data are a high quality 

source which allows one to reconstruct patterns o f the results o f mass media selection in 

the form o f an input/output comparison. The low rates o f protest event reporting, which 

is exclusively documented in the analysis o f media data, and the documentation produced 

by other actors (local archives, trade unions, etc.), makes it convincing to do this 

research with extra-media police data in the case o f the German city o f Freiburg. This 

was one o f the first surprising results within PROD AT.

A second and more empirical finding is the enormous selection bias caused by the 

strong filter o f the local newspaper and the much stronger filter o f the two national 

papers. Only a very small group o f all marches, rallies, vigils, and blockades within the 

Freiburg city limits found media resonance: The filtering stopped 95.4 percent o f the 

protest events before reaching one or both o f the national newspapers („Süddeutsche 

Zeitung“, „Frankfurter Rundschau“). The paper with high local attention (,3adische 

Zeitung“) also filters 62.3 percent o f the four selected forms o f action before reaching 

the broader public sphere by media resonance. This clear result matches to the study o f 

McCarthy et al., which used a bigger number o f media sources for their local case study,
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but found comparable rates o f primary selection: 13 percent in 1982 and seven percent in 

1991 (McCarthy et al. 1996). A difference between McCarthy et al. and the extra-media 

data within the Freiburg case study was based on follow-up reports and includes also 

marches, rallies, vigils, and blockades where the organizing actor didn’t ask for 

permission at the official police agencies. In Washington, D.C. this may not be so 

important, as the U.S. capital is protected by a well developed system o f internal 

security, which requires permits. Knowing this, every collective actor calculates the costs 

o f his protest, and as he wants to come to the public sphere without conflicts with police 

troops, the probability that he will ask for permission will be higher. As a phenomenon, 

the number o f political public gatherings without permission is a regular part o f the 

protest, which happens year by year. Whether this factor influences the dynamics o f press 

reporting will be discussed at a later point o f  time.

***
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