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Abstract

We conducted an exploratory study to discover if there has been an increase in the use of ten specific sensationalizing descriptors over the past 100 years in headlines taken from the New York Times and the Washington Post. These descriptors have been classified as either strong (e.g., catastrophe, massacre) or weak (e.g., confusion, misfortune). Content analyses revealed a decrease in usage of both strong and weak descriptors in both the New York Times and the Washington Post. Furthermore, the weak descriptors have been used overall significantly more often in the last century than the strong descriptors. Discussion centers on possible explanations for the decline.
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Declining Sensationalizing Descriptor Use in 100 Years of 

New York Times and Washington Post Headlines
If you study the media…you discover something extremely interesting…. Before [1989], the media did not make excessive use of terms such as crisis, catastrophe, plague or disaster…. In addition, prior to 1989, adjectives such as dire, unprecedented, dreaded were not common in television reports or newspaper headlines. But then it all changed. (State of Fear, Crichton, 2004, p. 453)

In the 2004 fictional novel, State of Fear, by Michael Crichton, the claim is made that the media has begun using sensationalizing words to a greater extent than was the case in the past. The fictional character who spoke these words (Professor Norman Hoffman) used them as an argument to persuade his listener that the government instills fear in people as a control mechanism. In other words, when people focus on the threat of environmental catastrophe or the potential for war, they are less likely to find fault with the establishment. Does fact actually imitate fiction? The current study sought to determine whether the media has, in fact, increased its inclusion of sensationalizing descriptors not just since 1989, but over the past 100 years, and whether the actual trend in media sensationalism is reflective of the public’s perception of it.

The notion that the media may instill false or exaggerated perceptions is not a new one. Public dissatisfaction with journalism has a long history, predating even the early eighteenth century response to the quasi-tabloid Penny Press of the 1830s and the harsh criticisms of “yellow journalism” of the nineteenth century. Recent reports even seem to indicate that the public is being mislead about issues such as our national crime rate (e.g., “Pessimism About Crime Is Up, Despite Declining Crime Rate,” Gallup, 2003) and opinions regarding illegal immigration (e.g., “Public Favors Giving Illegal Immigrants a Break,” USA Today, 2007). Without complete information and detail about, for example, crime statistics, members of the public are left to their own devices to interpret what little they are told. Thus, the public reacts in a manner that exaggerates an actual crime problem partly because of a lack of sufficient or appropriate reporting which would put the statistics into a more meaningful context. Similarly, Macdonald (2005) looked at the sentence level characteristics of healthcare reporting to examine its effect on how the public perceives healthcare journalism. It was reported that “Journalism achieves its human interest through using vivid and concrete nouns and verbs” (2005, p. 292) while naming individuals involved in the study to enhance the emotionality of the news report. 

Often, though, by attending to the verb and noun choice, the journalist devotes less focus to the methods, reasoning, limitations, or tentativeness of scientific news. Thus, they may be putting the effectiveness and reliability of the report at risk in order to prompt an attention-getting emotional reaction from the reader. And while some (e.g., Smith, 1984) would argue that the media is not entirely to blame for these false perceptions, citing instead interpersonal gossip or rumor, the topic of media sensationalism as an area requiring empirical research has received increasing notice in recent years. 
Despite the rise in attention to the topic of journalistic integrity, two essential questions remain unanswered. First, what exactly constitutes sensationalism on the part of the media? And second, has there been any significant increase in the actual use of sensationalistic journalism? Neither question lends itself to an easy answer. As Grabe, Zhou and Barnett (2001) so aptly suggest, sensationalism is a topic “more often debated than systematically investigated” (p. 635). And for good reason. The very definition of the word has undergone considerable connotative changes to become the negatively loaded descriptor of choice for what ails journalism today [See Grabe, Zhou & Barnett (2001) for a very detailed examination of the increase in the negative connotations of the word from its earliest dictionary definition in Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary of 1755]. Perhaps it is for this reason that many studies simply assume the concept of sensationalism is universally understood and operational definitions are not needed. The authors of the current study disagree and have chosen to define sensationalistic descriptors in terms of their potential to evoke strong emotion. To this end, we were interested in addressing the second unanswered question regarding significant increases in sensationalistic journalism. 

Yes, Virginia, there are fear-mongers:  Empirical examinations of sensationalism

Media sensationalism has been a topic of research with respect to areas as diverse as crime, AIDS, and hormone replacement research (e.g., Drushel, 1991; Smith, 1984; Macdonald 2005). Let us highlight just one of these topics. As mentioned above, a 2005 Gallup study revealed that Americans’ perceptions of the violent crime rate were not reflective of the actual violent crime rate at that time. Instead, although violent crime had been declining steadily in the years preceding 2005, the average citizen seemed to perceive the opposite. One simple explanation for this disparity places the blame on the media. Crime reporting is highly represented in the U.S. media and by some accounts over-represented (Dowler, 2004). Interestingly, while news reporters in both the US and Canada use the same techniques to attract their consumers (e.g., evaluating a story’s newsworthiness before reporting it), the United States has more sensationalized crime stories in the television media than does Canada. Why might there be this difference?  Dowler suggests that sensational stories are more likely to be American rather than Canadian because there are more story options for the American television media to choose from, and producers have to choose the most sensational stories in order to attract the most viewers. In essence, he suggests that there is so much that is newsworthy in the United States that broadcasters must influence the consumer in a way that also draws attention to the media source.

The United States and Canada are not alone in their use of sensationalism in news reportage and headlines as a technique to attract consumers. Vettehen et al. (2005) revealed an increase in the use of sensational production techniques (but not necessarily an increase in sensational story subjects) between the years of 1995 and 2001 on Dutch news programs as well. But these authors suggest that sensationalism may have a positive function. It attracts consumers by allowing us to quickly sift through information that does not directly benefit us so we may instead focus on information we find more relevant. Focused information processing may therefore be seen as a positive functional attribute of sensationalism.    

Moreover, Davis and McLeod (2003) propose that humans may have evolved to value sensational news. They questioned the assumption that sensational news reflects a lack of moral standards and suggested instead that it is human evolutionary adaptive functioning that draws us into sensational news. Topics such as “altruism, reputation, cheater detection, violence, reproductive strategies, and the treatment of offspring” (Davis and McLeod, 2003, p. 214), are those that humans have depended on for their success. These same topics are those that Davis and McLeod found to frequent the past 300 years of news. Humans are drawn to sensational topics such as homicide and suicide because of a concern with the social hierarchy of weaker versus stronger. Therefore, humans are captivated by sensational news because of its ability to inform them about the reproductive fitness of others.

Read Me! or Else:  The function of a headline  


At this point it must be noted that the current study is an examination of print media only. Moreover, it is an examination of only one very small component of print media—newspaper headlines. A much larger examination of all media forms and production techniques would be required to make a definitive statement about an increase in the use of sensationalism by the media. Nevertheless, the function of a good headline is to capture the reader’s attention. It must do this using only words. It cannot rely on volume, pitch, inflection, brightness, movement, or any of the other visual and auditory perceptual devices available to the modern journalist who delivers a report via television, radio, internet, etc. For this reason, a headline must accomplish more with less.
.
In some ways, the subheadings (and title) of a research manuscript and the headlines of a newspaper serve similar purposes. Both, hopefully, inform and influence. That is, a good manuscript title—like a good headline—gives the potential reader enough information to minimally assess the content of the written product while also swaying the reader’s decision to read on. But while the APA style manuscript title is allotted 10-12 words in which to achieve its objectives, the newspaper headline must ensnare its consumer with far fewer words. 

Dor (2002) questioned what he termed the “communicative function of newspaper headlines” (p. 695). He proposes that the primary purpose of a headline is to optimize the relevance of a story either to entice the consumer to read the story or to allow the consumer to feel as though they could interpret the text without actually deliberatively processing all of it. Borrowing from Sperber and Wilson’s (1986) theory of relevance, Dor suggests that a reader’s goal is to minimize cognitive effort while maximizing cognitive gain. To do so, a reader must be able to deduce from the headline enough information either to place the story within an existing information schema or to be convinced that it is worth the effort to construct a new schema within which to conceptualize the information. Similarly, Fuertes-Olivera, Velasco-Sacristá, Arribas-Baňo and Samaniego-Fernández (2001) argue that advertising headlines serve the dual purpose of “informing” and “manipulating” (p. 1305). The value of the informative function of a headline cannot be minimized. After all, many of us glean great amounts of information simply by scanning the headlines (either print or electronic) because time is of a premium and we cannot spare more than is necessary. The value of the manipulative function of a headline, however, cannot be underestimated. Despite the constraints on my time, I must admit to having read at least some of a story in which I would not otherwise be interested simply because of an enticing title.

“If it bleeds, it leads” is thus a motto sometimes attributed to the media by critics (Barton, 1998, p. 156).  Barton examined The New York Times for evidence of sensationalism as a way to entice readers to delve further into its articles. In the early years of the paper, sensationalism was said to reflect the emotional dialogue of the 1850s. In these times, graphic descriptions of injury, death and destruction abounded. When the paper changed hands in the late 1800’s, the goal was to publish a higher standard newspaper, which relied less on fantastic stories of human suffering. To the extent that this goal has been met, it is important to note that there may be a crucial difference between what Lindermann (1990) distinguishes as tabloid headlines and those found in quality newspapers. 

Barton’s (1998) qualitative analysis of New York Times reporting, in fact, highlights a subtle shift from emotion-inducing, adjective-laden journalism to the more modern, sanitized and euphemistic news reporting. He suggests that this alteration in acceptable reporting practices may have served as the springboard for the creation of the less reputable subgenres you can find in the check-out aisles of modern day grocery stores. Interestingly, Barton argues that even these modern sub-genres are more respectable than the shocking penny press once was. Thus, despite what many perceive as an increase in lurid, emotion-inducing journalism, some evidence indicates that sensationalism has declined. 

The current examination of headlines has taken this into consideration by restricting content analysis to newspapers that strive for journalistic integrity (i.e., The New York Times and The Washington Post). To date, no empirical examination of sensationalistic trends in reporting in either news source has been conducted.
Hypotheses

Although the reasons behind a possible increase in the use of certain emotionally-loaded descriptors are many and varied, the media’s use of them has long been under scrutiny. While manipulation of media topics may be a result of governmental sleight-of-hand (as suggested in Crichton’s State of Fear by Professor Norman Hofmann), it is more likely that sensationalistic stories simply attract a reader’s attention (Bell, 1991; Davis & McLeod, 2003; Lindermann, 1990) and thus allow the media to cast a wider net and to capture a larger audience. Regardless of the shifting denotations and connotations (or lack thereof) of the construct, the more important question is still whether or not the media has increased its use of this tool. For that reason, the objective of the current study was to track the use of sensational descriptors (i.e., words that evoke a strong emotion) in The New York Times and The Washington Post headlines for the period of 1900-2009. In keeping with the empirical examinations of sensationalism mentioned above, it was hypothesized that the use of strong sensationalizing descriptors (e.g., catastrophe) has increased over the past century, while the use of weak sensationalizing descriptors (e.g., misfortune) has decreased. 

Method

Participants


Fifty-five Le Moyne College Psychology students participated in an initial word strength ordering survey. All received credit in class for their participation. Participation in the research was voluntary and participants were free to withdraw from participation at any time. All participants read and signed a consent form that complied with Institutional Review Board guidelines.

Procedure


Part I. Participants completed an initial word strength ordering survey that contained a list of 35 words which could be perceived as sensationalistic. The authors developed this list by informally asking colleagues to list what they considered to be emotionally loaded descriptors one might see in a sensationalistic headline. Descriptors mentioned in State of Fear were also included. Interestingly, our colleagues chose many of the words listed by Crichton in his novel. Participants then individually classified these words as strong, moderate or weak descriptors and ultimately were asked to rank order their top five strongest and weakest descriptors. The most frequently occurring strongest (devastation, slaughter, annihilation, massacre, and catastrophe) and weakest (unfavorable, ill-fortune, confusion, disorganization, and misfortune) descriptors then were included in the ensuing content analysis.

Part II. Using Proquest, the frequency of print of the five strongest and the five weakest descriptors was catalogued—once for all headlines in The New York Times and The Washington Post and then only for front page headlines in each newspaper. Specifically, the frequency of print of each word was recorded for ten separate time periods. The first period ran from January 1, 1900 to December 31, 1909, and continued in the same fashion for each decade until December 31, 2009. The searches were completed separately for words in The New York Times and The Washington Post. 

To use Proquest, a keyword (such as ‘massacre’) is entered and the search must be delimited according to the specific parameters of the search. For example, each search was delimited to a specific time period, to the document title and various words that might be synonymous with the target word had to be excluded from the search. For example, for the word ‘massacre,’ AND NOT ‘slaughter’, AND NOT ‘carnage’, delimited the search. For ‘catastrophe’, the search was delimited by AND NOT ‘tragedy’.  For some words, not all synonyms could be identified. Thus, the remaining search findings were copied into a Microsoft Word document and a word search for the descriptor was then conducted to tabulate the number of times that word appeared in each time period. This procedure ensured that only the exact descriptor was included for analysis. This same procedure was later repeated for the front page headlines by using the More Search Options tab in Proquest and selecting Front Page Only. Two independent raters each collected the frequencies for the first descriptor (i.e., devastation). Because the inter-rater reliability was perfect, resulting in a Cronbach’s alpha of 1.0, this was taken as an indication that the protocol and Proquest search criteria produced sufficiently precise results and only one person conducted all later searches, while the second rater randomly selected other decades to confirm that the search protocols were adhered to in a consistent manner. 

Results

Content Analyses

All Headlines

The New York Times. Overall, there was a significant difference in the mean usage of strong descriptors (M = 47.87, SD = 26.12) versus weak descriptors (M = 112.13, SD = 55.49), (t (10) = -3.98, p < .05, d = 1.48) such that, overall, the weak descriptors were more frequently used than the strong descriptors when all headlines were examined. Table 1 includes a summary of frequency of descriptor use per decade.
Table 1
Frequency of strong and weak descriptor use by decade for all headlines in The New York Times and The Washington Post 1900-2009
Decade
Devastation
Slaughter
Annihilation
Massacre
Catastrophe
Unfavorable
Ill-fortune
Confusion
Disorganization
Misfortune
1900-09
24  24
201  226
7  16
121  60
3  6
150  245
7  2
122  142
4  4
57  73
1910-19
48  41
249  272
20  21
105  60
1  8
128  167
1  5
195  166
15  9
58  59
1920-29
50  23
133  134
14  6
56  37
2  4
465  87
1  1
412  172
12  0
57  47
1930-39
37  18
173  105
35  22
19  3
7  4
413  105
2  2
630  236
10  5
63  25
1940-49
54  12
302  139
64  24
33  7
3  1
141  16
1  2
570  205
8  0
17  16
1950-59
26  5
222  137
10  9
9  63
2  2
95  7
0  1
526  181
2  0
17  7
1960-69
18  10
97  64
10  10
14  10
2  0
37  9
1  0
400  335
2  4
16  9
1970-79
24  9
65  67
6  3
13  6
3  5
25  12
1  2
507  259
2  2
13  12
1980-89
23  30
49  116
7  2
18  15
12  5
7  9
0  1
372  373
2  8
32  9
1990-99
46  6
71  40
3  1
35  4
5  2
4  2
0  0
313  99
4  1
44  8
2000-09
41  0
22  0
2  0
17  0
0  0
8  0
0  0
174  0
2  0
22  0
Note. Non-bold numbers represent the frequency counts for The New York Times and bold numbers represent the frequency counts for The Washington Post.

Autoregressive integrated moving average (ARIMA) analyses were used to test for differences over time in the frequency of use of the descriptors. This sort of lagged time series analysis allowed us to determine if there are any trends revealed by the data. Rather than finding evidence to support our hypothesis that there has been an increase in the use of sensationalistic descriptors, these analyses revealed either no significant changes in usage or decreases in usage. For the strong sensational descriptors, ‘slaughter’ and ‘massacre’ showed a significant decrease in frequency of usage over time (X2 (10) = 11.54, p < .001 and X2 (10) = 21.68, p < .001, respectively), but ‘devastation’, ‘annihilation’ and catastrophe neither significantly increased nor decreased in frequency of usage over time. (See Figure 1.) 

Figure 1.
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For the weak sensational descriptors, ‘unfavorable’, ‘confusion’ and ‘disorganization’ showed a significant decrease in frequency of usage over time (X2 (10) = 7.83, p  < .05, X2 (10) = 18.08, p < .001 and X2 (10) = 12.61, p < .001, respectively), while ‘ill-fortune’ and ‘misfortune’ showed no changes. (See Figure 2.)

Figure 2.
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The Washington Post. Overall, there was a significant difference in the mean usage of strong descriptors (M = 34.44, SD = 23.54) versus weak descriptors (M = 57.69, SD = 28.42), (t(10) = -3.65, p < .01, d = .89) in which the weak descriptors were more frequently used than the strong descriptors. See Table 1 above for a summary of frequency of descriptor use per decade.
Autoregressive integrated moving average (ARIMA) analyses were used to test for differences over time in the frequency of use of the descriptors. Again, rather than finding evidence to support our hypothesis that there has been an increase in the use of sensationalistic descriptors, these analyses revealed either no significant changes in usage or decreases in usage. For the strong sensational descriptors, only ‘slaughter’ showed a significant decrease in frequency of usage over time (X2 (10) = 4.18, p < .05). (See Figure 3.) 

Figure 3. 
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For the weak sensational descriptors, ‘unfavorable’ and ‘misfortune’ showed a significant decrease in frequency of usage over time (X2 (10) = 43.96, p < .001 and X2 (10) = 341.25, p < .001, respectively). (See Figure 4.)

Figure 4. 
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Front Page Only Headlines

Because we thought that newspapers might use the most sensationalistic descriptors on the front page—in an effort to capture the audience—we conducted an analysis of front page only descriptors. We conducted analyses for both the New York Times and The Washington Post.
The New York Times. Overall, there was no significant difference in the mean usage of strong descriptors (M = 11.69, SD = 9.39) versus weak descriptors (M = 11.16, SD = 4.50), (t (10) = 0.16, p > .05). See Table 2 for a summary of frequency of descriptor use per decade.
Table 2
Frequency of strong and weak descriptor use by decade for front page only headlines in The New York Times and The Washington Post 1900-2009
Decade
Devastation
Slaughter
Annihilation
Massacre
Catastrophe
Unfavorable
Ill-fortune
Confusion
Disorganization
Misfortune
1900-09
9  10
41  51
1  4
102  14
2  0
15  26
2  0
11  29
0  0
7  9
1910-19
8  11
58  76
3  1
45  10
0  2
6  23
0  1
34  42
4  3
5  8
1920-29
6  6
19  19
1  1
25  6
0  0
25  20
0  1
69  39
1  0
1  2
1930-39
4  10
16  24
6  9
2  0
1  0
8  16
0  0
62  56
2  0
1  3
1940-49
10  5
36  38
8  15
13  0
0  0
3  3
0  0
69  35
1  0
0  2
1950-59
3  2
13  10
2  2
1  11
0  1
4  4
0  0
53  28
1  0
0  0
1960-69
3  3
10  4
1  3
10  1
0  0
4  2
0  0
31  43
0  0
0  0
1970-79
5  3
7  6
1  1
4  2
0  0
3  3
0  0
56  32
0  0
2  0
1980-89
10  8
1  4
1  0
44  0
0  0
1  2
0  0
74  48
1  3
0  1
1990-99
6  1
12  2
0  0
83  0
0  0
0  0
0  0
35  10
0  0
0  0
2000-09
7  0
1  0
1  0
1  0
1  0
2  0
0  0
21  0
0  0
0  0
Note. Non-bold numbers represent the frequency counts for The New York Times and bold numbers represent the frequency counts for The Washington Post.

Autoregressive integrated moving average (ARIMA) analyses were used to test for differences over time in the frequency of use of the descriptors. None of the strong sensational descriptors showed a significant change in frequency of usage over time. For the weak sensational descriptors, only ‘misfortune’ showed a significant decrease in frequency of usage over time (X2 (10) = 5.56, p < .05).

The Washington Post. Overall, there was no significant difference in the mean usage of strong descriptors (M = 6.84, SD = 6.55) versus weak descriptors (M = 8.80, SD = 4.94), (t(10) = -1.50, p > .05) in which the weak descriptors were more frequently used than the strong descriptors. See Table 2 for a summary of frequency of descriptor use per decade.
Autoregressive integrated moving average (ARIMA) analyses were used to test for differences over time in the frequency of use of the descriptors. None the strong sensational descriptors showed a significant change in frequency of usage over time. For the weak sensational descriptors, only ‘unfavorable’ and ‘misfortune’ showed a significant decrease in frequency of usage over time (X2 (10) = 118.82, p < .001 and X2 (10) = 7.58, p < .05, respectively).

Discussion


The present results are contrary to the proposed hypothesis. Results revealed that the frequency of print of the included strong descriptors has either decreased or remained the same over the past century in two very prominent newspapers. In the case of the front page only headlines, the same trend was revealed in weaker form. Furthermore, the weak descriptors have been used overall significantly more often in the last century than the strong descriptors and the trend indicates an overall decline in the usage of all the included words, rather than an increase. 


Although the debate over the improper use of media sensationalism in headlines will no doubt continue, the current study is an indication that the focus of this debate needs to be re-visited. Barton (1991) did not perceive a great decline in journalistic gore in his qualitative content analysis of various headlines and stories in The New York Times. In fact, he questioned whether by 1915 that publication had made any advances in disaster reporting that had moved the emphasis ‘toward more information than story, more sobriety than empathy, more discretion than gore’ (p. 166). The current, more empirical, analysis of much of the same time period, however, reveals that the occurrence of a number of sensationalistic descriptors, at least, has declined. The obvious exception is during the 1940s when World War II brought about a marked increase in usage of the words ‘slaughter,’ ‘annihilation,’ ‘confusion’ and ‘unfavorable.’ During this time period, it could be argued that the use of such words was simply descriptive of the state of affairs, rather than sensationalistic. We can certainly point to other, more current, examples of great human suffering and violent conflict (e.g., the wars in Darfur and Afghanistan) for which these would be apt descriptors. And yet, despite the fact that atrocities occur every day, words which were once used liberally to describe such events have been used much less in the latter half of the 20th Century. Perhaps the relative absence of these descriptors from headlines has resulted from an increased reliance on visuals to produce the same visceral reaction words once produced. Moreover, simple language usage trends change, such that words, like clothing, go in and out of vogue.


As mentioned above, rather than define sensationalism operationally, many studies assume the concept is universally understood and focus on how sensationalism is used to attract and keep the attention of the public. For example, Malhorta and Vohra (1991) present the use of sensationalism as an unethical, unprofessional and irresponsible practice used by the media. They discuss the sentiment held by both the media and consumers that creating news publications which depend on sensational reports is not responsible journalism and that both parties desire better journalistic qualities. Thus, a decline in the use of common sensationalistic descriptors should also lead to a decline in the perception of sensationalism. Or should it?

Although it would be nice to think that the media has become more responsible in its reporting of disasters—indeed, we no longer have a column at the top of front page that is reserved for announcements of disasters—it is perhaps more apt to recognize that the media has simply discovered more modern ways to convey information. A picture, after all, is worth a thousand sensationalistic descriptors. Vettehen, Nuijten and Beentje (2005) revealed a trend toward the use of more sensational production techniques in the visual media. These techniques include incorporating dramatic pictures or sounds, presenting interviews in which people verbalize emotions and thus personalize the event for viewers and incorporating eyewitness cameras and dramatic zoom-ins. As pictures have become less expensive to print and more readily available, the attention-grabbing headline has become less necessary. It would seem that sensationalism has now transcended the written form of the word to capture more dynamic media production forms. Or, perhaps it is more accurate to say that the many channels now available to the media for dissemination of news (i.e., newspaper, radio, television, internet, etc.) have made formal definition of the concept almost impossible—allowing researchers instead to rely on examples such as those mentioned above to become the variables under investigation. 


Alternately, a decline in the appearance of certain descriptors in the headlines of The New York Times and The Washington Post may simply be illustrative of the natural evolution of language and word usage trends. Tagliamonte and D’Arcy (2004) looked at the trend toward the increasing usage of the word ‘like’ as in ‘Did like your cell phone like ring?’ while, conversely, the usage of the Canadian ‘eh’ is decreasing. There are constant changes in linguistic trends. There is, however, no full scale study to date that investigates the trends in the word usage employed by journalists, save Pratt’s (1999) sobering summary of neologisms that have become part of American vernacular thanks to editorial writers, journalists and columnists— such as Herbert Bayard Swope (who coined the term “Cold War”) and Paul Greenberg (who coined the term “Slick Willie”).


Moreover, while there may be a natural evolution of language and word usage, so too are there changing trends in the overall number of stories printed and the need to be economical with printed space. Stepp (1999) compared ten mainstream newspapers for three separate weeks in 1963 and 1964 with the comparable weeks in 1998 and 1999. This comparison revealed that front pages have become more local, more featurized, more colorful and contain more pictures. An argument could be made that headlines must convey more information (and thereby attract more readers) in less space as competition for readers’ attentions increases. Both The New York Times and The Washington Post have reduced the number of front pages stories from seven or eight to five or six, allowing for more room for pictures and special interest boxes (Shaw, 2006). This trend, however, is a fairly recent (in the last two decades) response to the increase in internet news sources. As our data reveal, the decline in use of our selected terms has occurred over a very long time period, with the decline in use of some terms faster than others. Newspapers have responded to decreases in readership by evolving their copy and print. The process cannot be static. To this end, it would be beneficial to continue an examination of sensationalistic headlines by conducting a search for terms that are shorter (e.g., slay vs. slaughter) and/or more descriptive (e.g., citing actual statistics), as well as an examination of the content of the pictures themselves. Moreover, our data reveal only the number of times each term is used in each decade. An interesting, but difficult to execute, follow-up would entail deriving a proportionate measure of the use of our (or other) selected terms.

 A closer examination of word use trends should also be coupled with an inspection of the social climate of the times. These trends are likely as much a function of lexical evolution as they are appropriate and timely descriptions of the events taking place. In other words, perhaps some words are simply apt descriptions of historical events (e.g., World War II), and thus there is an increase in their use as legitimate descriptors. Future content analyses must therefore factor in the confluence of event type and language trends.

Finally, modern media sources are by no means limited to newspaper and television. Electronic newsprint, blogs, and various other visual and auditory mediums are becoming ubiquitous. It is rare to find a teenager or young adult who reads a newspaper regularly. Instead, they obtain information about the world in small bites from internet sources. Thus, a thorough examination of the use of sensationalism cannot be limited to newsprint alone. Future examinations of this construct should incorporate modern news sources, with great care given to definitions of sensationalism that are linked to the media sources under examination.

Conclusions

Contrary to what was expected, there has been a decline in usage of most of the descriptors that we included for analysis in both The New York Times and The Washington Post. Although words like ‘devastation’ and ‘slaughter’ are highly emotionally laden descriptors, the data do not reveal an increase in their usage. In fact, none of the descriptors shows a significant increase in usage. Whether this indicates that the media does not use sensationalistic descriptors to lure a reading audience is open for debate. An examination of other forms of media may well reveal different findings. The effect of using attention-grabbing words in a newsprint headline may be negligible when compared to the power of visual and auditory attention-grabbing devices such as music scoring, volume amplification, emotion-arousing pictures and testimonies, etc. The present data, however, offer no support to the perception that this specific form of media sensationalism is on the rise.  
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