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Abstract
It is at times of stress that the media come under particular scrutiny
amid fears that they have the capacity to make a bad situation ""orse.
Over time, this has led researchers to focus on the treatment of racial
minorities, women, "deviant" groups and terrorism. Since 9/11 and the
War on Ten"OI; a majorfocus ofSI/ch research has been on the portrayal
of Islam and Muslim communities. These studies have shown that the
modern business of media and the processes and practices ofjournalism in the digital age impact on the nature ofreportage in ways that can
often disadvantage minority groups. The following analysis examines
Australia s television news services in order to explore if and how the
representation ofethnic minori(v groups d{lJers from the representation
of the "Anglo" majority. Examining both the quantity and the quality
of television news content over a two-week period, the study not only
looks at what was reported, but also how it was reported. In this way, it
attempts to show how the characteristics of the medium impact on the
nature ofthe portrayal ofpeople from diverse ethnic backgrounds. The
dominant representations ofethnic minorities as "mad", "bad", "sad"
or "other" sends a subtle but unmistakable message to the viewer about
who is "them" and who is "us" in the wider Australian community.

Introduction
Since television was first introduced there has been ongoing critical fascination with the influence of television news on public opinion (for a useful summary, see Cottle, 1995). While
some critics have maintained that audiences are extremely susceptible to televisual messages,
others have argued that audience interpretation is so wayward that no predictable reaction can be
assumed. Nevertheless, most agree that television news is a powerful medium which transmits
infol111ation to a mass audience. The nature and tone of the news - what it says and how it says it
- is at the very least assumed to reflect a broad national consensus.
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At times of stress, the media come under particular scrutiny amid fears that they have the
capacity to make a bad situation worse. Over time, this has led researchers to focus on the treatment of racial minorities (Cottle, 2000; Gandy, 1998; Jakubowicz et aI, 1994; New South Wales
Anti-Discrimination Board, 2003; van Dijk, 1991; 2000; Wilson & Gutierrez, 1995); women
(van Zoonen, 1992; Terkildsen & Schnell, 1997; Tuchman, 1978); deviant groups (Cohen, 1987;
Cohen & Young, 1981; Ericson et aI, 1987; Graber, 1980; Jewkes, 2004), and terrorism (Altheide,
1987; Noakes & Wilkins, 2002; Schlesinger et aI, 1983). Since 9/11 and the War on TelTor, a major research focus has been on the portrayal of Islam and Muslim communities (Akbarzadeh &
Smith, 2005; Manning, 2004; NOlTis et aI, 2003; Poole, 2002). These studies have shown that the
modem business of media and the processes and practices ofjoul1lalism in the digital age impact
on the nature of reportage in ways that can often disadvantage minority groups.
The following analysis examines Australia's television news services in order to explore if
and how the representation of ethnic minority groups differs from the representation of the "Ang10" majority. As such, it supplements insights already gained about the local print media in recent
work by other Australian scholars and allows comparisons with trends observed in other countries. Examining both the quantity and the quality of television news content over a two-week
period, the study not only looks at what was reported, but also how it was reported. In this way it
attempts to show how the characteristics of the medium impact on the nature of the portrayal of
people from diverse ethnic backgrounds.

Survey method and design
The researchers surveyed the flagship prime-time nightly news bulletins of the three Australian commercial networks (Seven, Nine and Ten) and the two public broadcasting services (the
Australian Broadcasting Corporation, the national broadcaster equivalent to the British BBC; and
the Special Broadcasting Service, which delivers multilingual and multi-ethnic programs). The
sample encompassed three different audience catclunents in order to provide the opportunity to
test whether trends might be nationwide or limited to area-specific concerns. Sydney, the capital
city of New South Wales, was selected as an eastem states metropolitan centre. Perth, capital city
of Westem Australia, was selected because it is a small metropolitan centre. For the third sample,
the Victorian regional town of Shepparton was selected to provide an insight into regional television news and also to test whether a diverse population impacted in any way on story selection
and treatment. According to the 200 I census, 10.8 per cent of Shepparton 's population was bom
overseas, and in 2005 it welcomed 10 African refugee families as the inaugural site for the Federal Govenmlent's Regional Humanitarian Settlement pilot project.
The researchers used a multi-method approach combining quantitative and qualitative methods that had been piloted in a 2001 content analysis of the television services in the Perth market
(Phillips & Tapsall, 2007). A specially devised database constructed for this earlier exercise had
allowed the researchers to capture both quantitative data (duration and percentages of stories
from different categories), and qualitative data relating to the nature of the reportage. In the current project, the news bulletins were coded by a two-person team working to a coding schedule
further refined from the first study. Intercoder agreement was assisted by the training and supervision of coders in the initial stages and by the compilation of a coding methodology manual to assist in establishing cross-coder consistency. The coders and the researchers had regular meetings
to discuss issues as they emerged and to refine the coding process as necessary. In conducting
the analysis, the chief researchers themselves had to examine both the recorded material and the
coding database velY closely, which added another layer of scrutiny to identify and rectify any
inconsistencies.
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The coders identified stories according to origin (local, national, intemational), and analysed
each story according to both the topic and the stolytelling convention used. There were 20 content
categories which were subsequently grouped together into six stOlY types that gave a better sense
of the kind of news treatment they received:
Courts, Crime and Disasters: Emergencies/Disasters; Courts/Justice; Crime;
Clever Country: Education/Schools; Technology/Science;
Fun & Games: Arts/Culture; Leisure/Tourism; Personalities/Entertainment; Sports News;
Money & Work: Business/Finance; Work/Industry;
Power & Policy: Politics; MilitaJy/Diplomatic; Media/Communications; Transport Issues;
Social Matters: Social Issues; Environment; Health/Medicine; Consumer Affairs;
Religion/Faith.

While the stories were "counted" with respect to the content categories they met, this study
was primarily qualitative, rather than quantitative. The aim of the quantitative data was to provide
an idea of the relative proportions of news content within and between news services rather than
to be itself the focus of a rigorous statistical analysis. The qualitative aspect of the analysis aimed
to "capture the meanings, emphases, and themes of messages and to understand the organization
and process of how they are presented" (Altheide, 2002, p. 38).
The tone of each story was coded against a 9-point scale ranging from Extremely Negative to
Highly Positive. The aim here was to get a sense of the impression left on the viewer by the way
a story was reported. Other qualitative details were noted, including: type of talent used; the way
the talent was used (for example, speaking or silent); and the way the talent was presented (for
example, within fonnal or informal settings).
The researchers used terminology adapted from a study by van Dijk (2000), to distinguish
the diverse range of "ethnic minority" groups from the "(white) elites" who define mainstream
Australia. The coders were asked to note which stories featured people from "ethnic minority"
groups. Obviously such identification is highly subjective, but on the basis that the coders were
viewers like anyone else, they were asked to note where the people featured could be assumed
by the audience to be identified as "non-Anglo", according to characteristics such as appearance,
dress, accent, name or title. The talent was identified in this way for both domestic and intemational stories. However, it is worth noting Poole's comment that "contemporaly coverage is increasingly the outcome of translocal processes that have made it difficult to disentangle the local
and global" (2002, p. 258), so that the former is inevitably infected by the latter.
By identifying this group of stories relating to "ethnic minorities", it was then possible to
examine:
What sort of stories ethnic minorities appeared in;
What types of issues these stories were associated with;
The ways in which people from non-Anglo backgrounds were portrayed;
The types of talent used;
The tone adopted in the presentation;
The role of pictures and graphics on the overall impact of the story.

The news environment
To summarise what was happening in the news during the survey period: on the international
front, one of Indonesia's most wanted telTorists, Azahari, blew himself up as he was about to be
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aITested in lndonesia.lndonesian police also captured three suspects wanted for the October 2005
Bali bomb atlacks. Three hotels in Jordan were ripped apart by suicide bombers. Shiite mosques
were the targets of further suicide bombings in haq. Paris was experiencing violent riots as disaffected youth, mostly from African and Arabic backgrounds, protested at their neglect by the Chirac Govel11ment. The world was attempting to marshal aid in the aftel111ath of the eai·thquake that
devastated Pakistani Kashmir. World leaders went to Seoul for the APEC summit meeting, which
also brought then Australian Prime Minister John Howard face to face with Singaporean Prime
Minister Lee Hsien Loong. At this meeting, Howard voiced growing local concems ove~' the fate
of a convicted Australian drug-trafficker scheduled for imminent execution in a Singapore jail.
On the domestic front, the first week was dominated by counter-terrorism raids in Sydney
and Melboume and the arrest of 17 men suspected of plotting a terrorist atlack in Australia. The
raids coincided with a challenging time for the Howard Govemment, which was in the middle
of a parliamentary wrangle over its atlempt to introduce more stringent anti-terrorism legislation and tougher anti-union laws. Melbourne Vietnamese-Australian Van Nguyen, having been
convicted of attempting to smuggle drugs out of Singapore, was awaiting the canying out of the
death penalty there amid growing public concem in Australia. Philippine-Australian Vivien Solon
was being repatriated from the Philippines following revelations of her illegal deportation from
Australia. Michelle Leslie, another Australian accused of possessing drugs, this time in Bali, was
awaiting the lndonesian court's verdict. The Baxter detention centre, one ofAustralia's notorious
facilities for housing alleged "illegal immigrants", was set alight by inmates. US Defence SecretalY Donald Rumsfeld visited Adelaide. The countIy was experiencing World Cup fever as the
Socceroos faced Uruguay. And the world's biggest airliner, the A380, paid a visit to Australia.

Story content
Starting with overall story content, Table I compares the percentage quantities of content
featuring ethnic minorities (EM) across all services.
Table 1: Ethnic Minority content - 2005

Network

Percentage of total EM news EM news as percentage of
across all services
each station's news
43.51%

SBS

12.04%

SydneyABC

9.52%

35.98%

Sydney Ten

8.91%

30.05%

Sydney Nine

8.85%

42.72%

Sydney Seven

8.45%

41.94%

Shepparton Ten

7.83%

24.65%

Shepparton ABC

7.75%

29.53%

Perth ABC

7.61%

30.55%

Shepparton Nine

6.15%

18.38%

Perth Ten

6.15%

20.96%

Shepparton Seven

6.02%

28.68%

Perth Nine

5.63%

26.39%

Perth Seven

5.10%

26.98%

Of this total content, 47.87 per cent was international, and 52.13 per cent domestic. Not surprisingly, given its multicultural/multi-ethnic brief, the data show SBS to be the clear network
leader when it comes to the total amount of EM news in its bulletins. However, when EM news
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is viewed as a proportion of bulletin length, Sydney Nine and Sydney Seven are close behind.
Given that the Ten Network stations and Shepparton Nine had hour-long bulletins, they could be
expected to have a higher percentage of EM news, but it is clear that the extra 30 minutes does
not result in a proportional increase in EM news content.
Tables 2 and 3 compare the breakdown of content categories for EM and non-EM stories.
Table 2: 2005 Top 5 content categories for EM stories
Category

Percentage of all news

Percentage of EM news

9.43%

31.27%

Crime
Courts and Justice
Military and Diplomatic

9.24%

30.63%

3.58%

11.86%

Emergencies and Disasters

2.81%

9.32%

Politics

2.23%

7.40%

Table 3: 2005 Top 5 content categories for non-EM stories
Category

Percentage of all news

Percentage of non-EM

Crime

7.27%

10.41%

Sports News
Courts and Justice

7.16%

10.25%

6.84%

9.79%

Politics
Work and Industry

6.55%

9.38%

5.85%

8.37%

The EM stories are more concentrated in the categories that could be described as "serious",
as opposed to "lifestyle" or "entertainment". "Crime" and "Courts and Justice" are the dominant
categories for EM stories and, importantly, represent around 62 per cent of all EM news. This
compares with non-EM stories, where these story categories together constitute just over 13 per
cent of all news, and 20 per cent of the non- EM total. Breaking down the all-news totals into domestic and intemational news, "Crime" and "Courts and Justice" head both tables for EM news
and comprise 64.78 per cent of domestic EM news and 58.76 per cent of international EM news
(Tables 4 and 5).
Table 4: 2005 Top 5 content categories for domestic EM stories
Category
Courts and Justice
Crime
Politics
Sports News
Military and Diplomatic

Percentage of domestic news

Percentage of domestic EM news

7.28%

33.87%

6.65%

30.91%

2.39%

11.11%

1.33%

6.20%

1.05%

4.87%

Table 5: 2005 Top 5 content categories for international EM stories
Category

Percentage of international news Percentage of international EM news

Crime

17.02%

31.66%

Courts and Justice
Military and Diplomatic
Emergencies and Disasters

14.57%

27.10%

Politics
AJR 29(2)
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Tables 6 and 7 show the data for non-EM stories. Crime still leads the content categories for
domestic news, although the combined "Crime"/"Courts and Justice" categories comprise 16.55
per cent of all domestic news and 21.08 per cent of all domestic non-EM news. The intemational
non-EM breakdown reflects the popularity of lightweight stories, which are often used as fillers
in the bulletin. "Cou11S and ./ustice" and "Crime" are at the bottom of the list, representing a total
of7.47 per cent of all intemational news and 16.15 per cent of all international non-EM news.
Table 6: 2005 Top 5 content categories for domestic non-EM stories

Category

Percentage of domestic news

Percentage of domestic non-EM news

Crime

8.69%

11.07%

Sports News

8.57%

10.91%

Courts and Justice

7.86%

10.01%

Work and Industry

7.83%

9.97%

Politics

6.05%

7.71%

Table 7: 2005 Top 5 content categories for international non-EM stories

Category

Percentage of international
news

Percentage of international
non-EM news

Personalities and Entertainment

8.08%

17.46%

Military and Diplomatic

8.02%

17.34%

Politics

7.92%

17.12%

Courts and Justice

4.06%

8.78%

Crime

3.41%

7.37%

This is an illuminating illustration of the extent to which news during this survey period
maintains an emphasis on crime and legal matters, to deliver negative messages about ethnically
diverse individuals and communities.
When we examine story type, this trend is even more evident. Tables 8 and 9 show the percentages of story types for EM and non-EM stories.
Table 8: 2005 EM stories by story type

Story type

Percentage of all news

Percentage of EM news

21.48%

71.22%

Power & Policy

5.88%

19.50%

Fun & Games

1.31%

4.34%

Social Issues

1.05%

3.49%

Money & Work

0.44%

1.45%

Percentage of all news

Percentage of non-EM news

Courts, Crime & Disasters

19.00%

27.20%

Fun & Games

15.41%

22.06%

Power & Policy

13.47%

19.28%

Social Issues

11.34%

16.24%

Money & Work

9.98%

14.29%

Clever Country

0.65%

0.93%

Courts, Crime & Disasters

Table 9: 2005 non-EM stories by story type

Story Type
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The "Courts, Crime & Disasters" group dominates in both tables, although it is significant,
again, that this story type is featured in 71.22 per cent of the EM stories, compared with 27.20 per
cent of non-EM stories. In other words, well over two-thirds of all news identifiable as relating
to ethnic minorities is negative in aspect. Further, given that many of the stories in the "Power &
Policy" categOIY relate to political aspects of the "War on Tenor", portrayals of ethnic minorities here, too, are almost invariably negative. Lighter stories feature less in the EM table, and the
"Clever Countly" category does not feature at all.
Tables I0 to 13 show the figures obtained when domestic and international news are disaggregated. Domestic news confim1s the skew towards courts and crime for EM news (Tables 10
and 11).
Table 10: Domestic EM stories by story type

Percentage of domestic news

Percentage of domestic EM
news

Courts, Crime & Disasters

14.44%

67.16%

Power & Policy

3.53%

16.44%

Fun & Games

1.56%

7.27%

Social Issues

1.36%

6.35%

Money & Work

0.60%

2.78%

Story type

Table 11: Domestic Non-EM stories by story type

Percentage of domestic news

Percentage of domestic non·
EM news

Courts, Crime & Disasters

22.39%

28.52%

Fun & Games

16.13%

20.55%

Social Issues

13.47%

17.16%

Money & Work

13.25%

16.88%

Power & Policy

12.52%

15.95%

Clever Country

0.74%

0.94%

Story type

In international news, EM content is confined to four story types and in particular to the categories covering crime, disaster and diplomacy. By way of contrast, the non-EM content is more
evenly distributed among the range of story types. Thus the story genre reinforces the negative
associations already established in the content categories.
Table 12: International EM stories by story type

Story type

Percentage of international Percentage of international
EM news
news

Courts, Crime & Disasters

40.66%

75.64%

Power & Policy

12.28%

22.84%

Fun & Games

0.61%

1.14%

Social Issues

0.20%

0.38%

A]R 29(2)
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Table 13: International non-EM stories by story type

Percentage of international
news

Percentage of international
non-EM news

Power & Policy

16.05%

34.70%

Fun & Games

13.44%

29.06%

Courts, Crime & Disasters

9.75%

21.08%

Social Issues

5.53%

11.97%

Money & Work

1.07%

2.32%

Clever Country

0.41%

0.88%

Story type

As Akbarzadeh and Smith note in their report on the representation of Islam and Muslims
in the Australian print media, "reporting a negative story does not always mean that it is negative - it is the language and construction that in the end detennines whether it will be perceived
as negative" (2005, p. 14). In this study, stories were assessed for tone against a variation of
Media Monitors' Tone Ratings system. While this system is an II-point scale (0 Destructive to
10 Exceptionally Positive), because this project registered no stories at levels 0 or 10 it simply
used a 9-point positive/negative scale ranging from 1 Extremely Negative to 9 Highly Positive.
Results were subsequently aggregated under three headings: Negative (1-3), Balanced (4-6) and
Positive (7-9). The breakdown in Table 14 shows that the EM news is concentrated at the 1110st
negative end of the scale, with 59.82 per cent of the stories falling on the negative side of neutral,
compared with 16.0 per cent falling on the positive side. When domestic and intemational stories
are disaggregated, intemational EM news contains higher proportions of positive and negative
stories. At one end of the scale, this reflects the increased focus on intemational terror (Australia
is not alone in this focus: see Poole, 2002 (UK); Norris et aI, 2003 (US); for Australian print media data, see also Manning, 2004; Akbarzadeh & Smith, 2005), and on the other end of the scale,
the lighter syndicated material which all services use as filler. Domestic EM news has a higher
proportion of balanced content, and a lower prop011ion of positive content.
Table 14: 2005 Percentage of EM stories by tone

Tone
Positive
Balanced
Negative

All EM news

Domestic EM news

International EM news

16.0%

14.9%

17.72%

45.32%

47.97%

42.08%

37.15%

40.34%

59.82%

The stations were then compared according to the numbers of "balanced", "negative" and
"positive" stories each carried (Table 15).
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Table 15: Tone group - percentage of networks' EM news

Domestic

International
Network

Negative

Balanced

Positive

Negative

Balanced

Positive

Perth ABC

22.35%

20.73%

4.25%

19.16%

29.17%

4.35%

Perth Nine

17.38%

18.19%

6.38%

25.67%

21.21%

11.17%

SBS

27.26%

40.51%

6.61%

6.11%

16.77%

2.73%

Perth Seven

12.52%

22.97%

8.77%

30.76%

24.97%

0.00%

Perth Ten

16.98%

25.91%

8.96%

21.36%

21.95%

4.84%

Shepparton ABC

27.57%

16.94%

7.54%

16.89%

26.41%

4.66%

Shepparton Nine

18.13%

13.04%

12.65%

23.61%

18.52%

14.04%

Shepparton Seven

14.58%

19.26%

7.06%

30.29%

25.22%

3.58%

Shepparton Ten

25.49%

21.90%

4.89%

23.73%

16.70%

7.29%

SydneyABC

24.17%

17.40%

1.19%

8.38%

45.48%

3.37%

Sydney Nine

12.60%

20.27%

7.06%

12.92%

23.79%

23.36%

Sydney Seven

8.53%

6.94%

16.13%

25.39%

28.41%

14.60%

Sydney Ten

15.77%

11.76%

16.73%

26.03%

23.59%

6.12%

In intemational coverage, SBS, with the highest intemational content, carried the highest
level of balanced coverage of all services (40.51 per cent), but also had high negative coverage
(27.26 per cent) and very low levels of positive stories (6.61 per cent). The ABC services similarly had high levels of negative stories compared with low levels of positive stories, especially
in Sydney. By way of contrast, the commercial stations (for example, Sydney Ten, Sydney Seven,
Shepparton Nine) tended to feature higher levels of positive stories because of the way syndicated
entertainment or novelty international news was often used in the bulletin as a way of providing
light relief.
In assessing the domestic news, it is worth remembering that the survey encompassed a period
of high drama, with counter-tetTor raids in both Sydney and Melboume. It is interesting that, of all
the stations, Perth Seven had the highest levels of negative news (30.76 per cent), combined with
the lowest level of positive news (0.0 per cent). In Sydney, the ABC led the field for balanced reportage, yet Nine and particularly Seven had healthy levels of positive stories. Shepparton, which
includes the Melbourne metropolitan services, had lower levels of positive stories overall, with
Nine far in the lead at 14.04 per cent.
Of all the identified ethnic groups, the Muslim category attracted the most coverage during the
survey period. This was also the group that attracted the most negative portrayals. Table 16 shows
the numbers of stories with Muslim content, categorised according to tone:
Table 16: 2005 Numbers of Muslim stories by tone

Tone

International

Domestic

Positive

19

9

Balanced

49

94

Negative

101

108

The analysis then assessed the EM stories against "community impact". Beyond investigating
how a story was told, the aim here was to infer the impact the story might be likely to have on
community attitudes towards a particular group. Stories were therefore grouped according to the
categories of Positive, Neutral, Negative and Reinforces Stereotype. As Table 17 illustrates, this
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method of categorisation shows predominantly negative messages about the Muslim community
calTied by the television news services. It demonstrates what Poole has already noted about the
coverage of Islam in the British print media: "Articles are more likely to appear if they match
the news values attached to minorities in general, namely negativization and problematization."
(2002, p. 99)
Table 17: 2005 Numbers of Muslim stories according to community impact
Tone
Positive
Neutral
Negative
Reinforces stereotype

International Muslim

Domestic Muslim

4
13
114
28

14
22
125
46

In comparison with other services in this market, the high number of positive stories on the
Shepparton Nine service is worthy of comment. This is a composite bulletin complising 30 minutes of local WIN news plus the half-hour program of Melbourne Nine news. During the survey
period, WIN regional news was the main site oflocal stories that actively promoted diversity and
community hannony. Even on November 8, the same day the major news services were focused
on the dramatic counter-terrorism raids in Melboume and Sydney, the local WIN news contained
no references at all to these events, and in fact calTied a very positive story about the launch of a
local Migrant Experience Centre at Bonegilla. Interviewees talked about it as a celebration of
local cultural heritage. The contrast with the tone and content of the stories on the night raids of
the homes of Muslim people could not have been more stark.
Having said this, even in Shepparton it is still the case that diversity remains quarantined in
a separate zone of reporting. In the general reporting of regional news, ethnic faces are invisible
- the conununity at large is represented by "Anglo" faces, both as spokespeople and as faces in
the crowd. By way of illustration, the news stories featured in the Shepparton WIN bulletin of
November 15 present "Anglos" as public health experts, educationalists, water experts, politicians, unionists and workers, with no noticeable representation of "non-Anglo" communities in
any of the stories.
In summary, the analysis of story content, type and tone shows that EM news features marginally in the Australian news services; it associates non-Anglo individuals and groups disproportionately with crime and violence; and it is overwhelmingly negative in tone. During the period of
this survey, the Muslim community suffered most from this treatment, with most representative
stories being negative in tone and reinforcing negative stereotypes.
In this study, the quantitative data and content analysis were supplemented by a qualitative
assessment, to show the impact of story treatment on the representation of ethnic communities.
The following section details this more qualitative aspect of the analysis.

Story treatment
How far can an outside observer go in analysing television news? Unless one is part of the
story production process, one can only sunnise what the news gatherers' motives were in telling a
particular story in a particular way. However, it is possible to describe what is given on the screen
and then to suggest the interpretations "with the highest probability of being noticed, processed,
and accepted by the most people" (Entman, 1993, p. 56). As McQuail notes: "There is a power of
the text which it is foolish to ignore." (1994, p. 379)
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In analysing television news, it is important to appreciate what constitutes "newsworthiness",
and what it is not and can never be. The basic characteristic of news is that it "newsifies" - as
Ericson et al note:
In order to make news, journalists must interpret reality and tell stories, as opposed.
to simply reflecting reality or gathering facts. (J 987, p. 9)
Even as they tell their stories, journalists are subject to the constraints of the medium in which
they are working, so that "the result is not the whole truth but truth reduced to the genre capacities
of the newspaper article or broadcast news item" (Ericson et aI, 1987).
Television news tells stories with sound and pictures, and aims to be both attention-grabbing
and entertaining, hitting the heart as well as the head. As with any form of storytelling, news storytelling inevitably COnf0l111S to "archetypal naITatives" (Jacobs, 1996, p. 383) and narrative patterns (see Bell, 1991, pp. 147-155). The people featured in the stories are actors in a mini-drama
- each is assigned a role within a particular plot template.
Binary oppositions lie at the heart of good storytelling, so the focus inevitably is on contrast
- good versus bad, black versus white - with little time for nuances or shades of grey (see Fulton,
2005, p. 229; Hartley, 1982, p. 116). News values detennine the selection of stories (see Galtung
& Ruge, 1965; Golding & Elliott, 1979, pp. 114-123), and the top six values are generally agreed
to be: consequence, proximity, conflict, human interest, novelty and prominence (Mastelion &
Patching, 1997, p. 15). High-pressure news routines detennine who is most likely to be heard:
the easy-to-get-to and usually articulate "authorized kIlowers" (Ericson et aI, 1987, p. 32). This
immediately puts minority groups at a disadvantage (van Dijk, 2000, p. 37; Poole, 2002, p. 89).
As Non'is et al note:
The conventional news frame in any society is expected to play a central role in
shaping public reactions, especially where there is a broad consensus creating a
shared "one-sided" interpretation among most leaders and those who share a common national culture and identity. (2003, p. 13)
In the following analysis, which focuses just on domestic news content, we see how the combined impact of television reporting conventions and routines exacerbates the negativity already
introduced through the story selection process.

What types of talent are used?
The time constraints implicit in newsgathering restrict the capacity to research widely for
talent, while the medium demands "good" speakers who are both kIlowledgeable and articulate.
This has two results:
1. The news predominantly features talent who have been groomed for their role.
They are articulate, present well and look authoritative. They are generally the
people who have been delegated with the task of acting as spokespeople for their
particular group. They understand the conventions, are comfortable in front of
the camera, and have mastered the "30-second bite".
2. People who don't present in this way are at a disadvantage. If their command of
English is poor, they are not groomed, or they are not in control of their emotions, they represent a distortion of accepted convention, which impacts on how
the audience may judge them. In a medium where image is tightly controlled,
any hint of anarchy can make audiences feel uneasy.
EM community representatives often know how to play by these rules, and several commonly
designated spokespeople appear in the stories in this survey. They appear suited (the spokespeople
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are always male, cf Poo]e, 2002, p. 90), well-groomed, and comfortable mixing with politicians.
They are pictured in safe environments such as offices, which attest to their "acceptable" status.
They are not fazed by cameras and express their views cogently. However, on occasion, featured
EM talent is represented differently. They are interviewed spontaneously in the street or in their
homes; they may be in casual dress or in robes or veils. Their English may be poor, or heavily
accented, or they may not communicate directly with us at all, instead requiring subtitles for us
to understand what they are saying. Sometimes they are ignored altogether, reduced to the status
of the "elephant in the room" that everyone talks about but whose own voice is absent. Because
their appearance in the news is exceptional rather than routine, the type of talent selected acquires
particular significance.

How are people portrayed?
In this survey, notwithstanding the authority figures encountered in some stories, people from
ethnic minorities sit predominantly in the "bad", "sad", "mad" and "them" categories of representation. Confinning trends noted in other studies (for example, Erikson et aI, 1987; Jakubowicz
et aI, 1994; Non'is et aI, 2003; Poole, 2002; van Dijk, 2000), they are often linked with illegal
or criminal behaviour (for example, the alleged Muslim-Australian terrorists; the VietnameseAustralian convicted drug-trafficker Van Nguyen). They are the victims of tragedy (for example,
the Philippine-Australian deportee Vivian Solon). However, most striking of all are the ways in
which people from ethnic minorities, when they do appear, are not normalised as unremarkable
members of a culturally diverse community but instead are identified as "them" rather than "us".
This is done in a variety of ways, both overt and subtle:
I. They dress differently,' often appearing in non-Western dress. This contrasts with
the authority figures they are usually in conflict with, who appear splendidly
unifonned or elegantly dressed. Non-EM politicians, the military and the police
often have the Australian flag flying alongside them, which reinforces the schism
between mainstream Australia and the "other".
2. They talk differently. They speak in accented English or in foreign languages,
which the mainstream audience requires subtitles to understand. The impact this
representation of linguistic deviance has on the audience's perception of "the
other" can be appreciated by considering, for example, the news coverage of
Abdul Nacer Benbrika, the man behind the alleged November tenor plots. In
the coverage, Benbrika communicates with the viewer only through a chilling
transcription of a bugged conversation in which he makes threats about causing "maximum damage". The lack of any definitive inforn1ation, background or
commentary to set his words in context makes them all the more frightening.
3. Sometimes they don't have a voice at all and communicate with us only through
intennediaries. The accused tenorists, who appear as a succession ofbluned faces or sullen court sketches, speak through their lawyers; Vivian Solon is a silent
image whose feelings and thoughts are relayed via designated representatives.
4. They behave differently. In contrast to the calm, controlled environment of the
press conference or staged media event, the people with non-Anglo heritage who
we see interviewed or filmed spontaneously on the streets are often angly, violent or upset, and their emotions are on full display. They are filmed amid the
normal disanay of their homes, where differences in dress, habits and decor
are on display. They may be filmed in mosques, which are quite different from
the environment of Christian worship centres more familiar to "Anglos". They
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engage in religious rituals which, deprived of context and any clear explanation,
can simply appear as strange and alien to the mainstream audience.
While many of these features (such as translation) may be unavoidable when dealing with
people from different backgrounds, the news treatment can often make an unfortunate situation
worse. The series of stories on the November counter-terror raids shows the forces of authority
pilled not just against the suspects, but also against their families and members of their communities. The cameras dwell on violent scenes outside the Melboume courtroom where friends of
the accused allack a cameraman. The footage is sometimes allowed to run for several seconds,
longer than the usual quick grab, reinforcing the identification of the Muslim community with
threatening behaviour.

The power of language
The language used by both talent and reporters adds another dimension to television news. As
SchJesinger et al note (1983, p. I), "language matters, and how the media use language matters",
especially in relation to the state's politicising of terrorism. The pictures enable us to watch and
listen to the talent, and so form our own opinions about them and what they say. We are as alel1 to
nuance and code as we are in any face-to-face encounter. Meanwhile, the newsreaders and reporters use language not just to explain the stories to us but also to ensure we get their, point - and the
assumed vantage point because, as Dunnnotes, the newsreader's
mode of address, plus the relations of co-presence, encourage the audience's complicity. As a result the newsreader can be seen as speaking to us and for us, with the
implication that "we" are part of a consensus (and equally, not "they", so there are
inferred others). (2005, p. 148)
Jacobs refers to this as the "performance" of news, whereby "the anchors serve to 'overcode'
the text, much in the same way as the music in a horror film signals the impending disaster"
(1996, p. 384). Thus while there is little that can be classified as full-blown racism in the nightly
bulletins, the language used by both selected talent and news personnel often carries hidden
meaning to those in the know - a phenomenon dubbed "dog whistle joumalism" (Poynting &
Noble, 2003).
Politicians are masters of this kind of "dog whistle" language. There is an implied sense of
"other" when then Prime Minister John Howard describes the anti-tenor raids as:
A splendid example of agencies at a commonwealth and state level working together for a common purpose and that is the protection of the people of Australia. When
it comes to the safety of the Australian people and the security of this country there
is no room for political manipulation. (Perth Nine, Shepparton Nine, November 8)
The pictures of uniformed police rounding up Muslim suspects reinforce the message that their
community sits apart from the mainstream. The next day John Howard affirms: "Australians oflslamic faith, you are pm1 of our community." (Ten, November 9) Yet that same day his backbenchers raise the question of citizenship. Liberal backbencher Senator Bronwyn Bishop declares:
I think the question of citizenship and the sort of terrorist acts we are now dealing
with is one we are going to have to grapple with. (SBS, November 9)
Also on the same day, the Prime Minister's office states that "citizenship deprivation for those
who don't embrace Australian values" is still under active consideration" (Perth ABC). With government backbenchers such as Bronwyn Bishop calling for the banning of headscarves at schools
as "part of building a cohesive society" (Perth ABC, Sydney Ten, November 9), the message
appears to be that acceptance in Australian society is fragile and conditional. This is confinned
when Treasurer Peter Costello states on November 10:
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If you are somebody who wants to live in an Islamic state govemed by Sharia
law, you're not going to be happy in Australia ... Find somewhere else. There are
Islamic states around the world, you know. (Ten, November 10)
The clear delineation between "us" and "them" is again evident in the following quote fi'om
John Howard, used in the Channel Nine bulletin on November 12:
There is no singling out, there is no scapegoating. What [the police services] are
doing is simply dealing with alleged breaches of Australian law ... [Australians
of all faiths have a responsibility] to reach out to our fellow Australians who are
law-abiding Muslims and say to them you are our friends ... [It is the obligation of
moderate Muslims] to ensure as best they can with our cooperation that those within their midst who might seek to pervert the minds particularly of the young to a
distorted obscene form oflslam are identified and dealt with. [author's emphasis]
The breach is made explicit when Attomey-General Phillip Ruddock says on the same day:
People in the Islamic community may think it more important to protect those who
are part of their community than to offer assistance in relation to the assistance of
the safety and security of the community generally. (ABC, November 12)
Another example of the hidden powers oflanguage is discemible in a Sydney Channel Seven
StOIY on November 9, when a rep0I1er goes on to the streets of the Sydney suburb of Lakemba,
which has a large Muslim community, to get reactions from the locals to the tenor raids and arrests. While the interviewees are of Middle Eastern background, they mostly speak in Australian
English and, with the exception of one woman in a hijab, are dressed in Western garb. However,
the background pictures of the Lakemba streets feature women in burqas and men in robes, foregrounding images of othemess. The normality of the speakers and the tranquility of the surrounds
are belied by the reporter's piece-to-camera comment: "While the streets out here seem subdued,
privately there is plenty of aggression." The reporter says the news crew was threatened by locals,
although we see no evidence of this on the screen. The audience is then visually transported to
"streets elsewhere in Sydney" where, according to the reporter, "people feel a little differently".
An Anglo-Australian woman expresses her support for John Howard's anti-terror laws, and a
selection of predominantly Anglo-Australian commuters attest to their fears for their own safety.
It is through the reporter's comments that we are encouraged to feel a sense of threat and menace
that we don't witness for ourselves via the pictures. Once we leave Lakemba for the presumably
"nonual" Sydney streets, the reporter's language pits the broader public against the Lakemba
residents.

Studio packaging
Television news stories are not just graphic representations in themselves, but are presented
within a visual format that is intended to be just as eye-catching and anesting. The shorthand
telegraphic nature of the news message is reinforced by the labelling and badging applied to it in
the studio presentation. In this study, all of the surveyed news services feature one or two newsreaders seated at a desk against a background that often serves as an icon for their location (live
pictures of Sydney behind the Sydney Seven newsreader; still photos of city buildings behind the
Pel1h Nine newsreader). All services use graphics as a backdrop behind the newsreader, either
projected via chroma key or on a plasma screen. These provide a visual introduction to the upcoming story, capturing its essence in an image, which can be either a graphic or a still taken from
the story. The story title acts as a headline, and its main point may be further underscored by an
additional banner. Some images gain iconic status, used repeatedly in a sort of graphic shorthand
for stories with similar themes. The most obvious example is the national flag, which is used to
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remind us of the offshore location of a story. For example, in this study the French flag was shown
for the stories on the Paris riots and the Jordanian flag for the Jordan hotel bombings. Symbols are
also popular: target rings were pictured in stories related to the counter-telTor raids; the scales of
justice were displayed for the story of Van Nguyen.
In addition to the pictures and banner headlines, the colour scheme of the graphics is also of
interest. The commercial services tend to favour reds and oranges, while the public broadcasters tend to opt for blues and greens. The vibrant colours tend to underscore the drama, while the
cooler colours encourage a more muted response.
These graphic enhancements not only sum up the stories but also provide emotional reinforcement. They entrench associations, which in the case of multi cultural stories are almost invariably
negative. The dramatic counter-terrorism raids on November 8 provide a good illustration of the
graphic at work. Here is how the Pel1h news services treated their lead story.

Perth Seven: "Target Australia"
Seven's graphic features an aImed military figure in full battle gear, including a facemask,
pointing a rifle at the audience. The backdrop features the Australian flag and a gun-sight. In the
foreground is the headline "Target Australia" in large letters. The predominant colours are blue
and red. The viewers are left in no doubt that they - and Australia - are under attack, firmly in the
sights of the intimidating terrorist figure.
Seven then splits its two-newsreader team, a departure from the nonnal routine, which underscores the importance of the StOlY. The main anchor cross'es to the second in a separate studio
space, and she summarises the events of the day. She stands in front of a bright red background
featuring the logo from the lead image: the armed figure with gun and the gun-sight. The key
events of the day are listed under the heading "The Facts":
17 men arrested
Accused of plotting a holy war
Stockpiling chemicals
Alleged one man wanted to be a suicide bomber
Alleged leader Abdul Nacer Benbrika
She then introduces the first story, which again carries the "Target Australia" title and graphic,
along with an additional stOly subtitle: "Terror attack averted".

Perth Nine: "Attack foiled"
Channel Nine's graphic features a photo montage from the scene of the Sydney night raid.
One photo features members of the police search squad in white overalls assembled in the street.
A second photo shows several police in black overalls entering one of the houses. An orange
headline runs along the top of the graphic, while there is a red streak down one side and an orange
flame-like effect at the bottom of the frame.
The graphic introduces a series of stories about the raids. The newsreader's voiceover enumerates the main events of the day, which are visually listed on the screen via another graphic which
features the banner "Ten'Ol' raids" and a photograph of a military sharpshooter aiming a weapon
out into the audience against a backdrop of a gun-sight and over the image of the Australian flag.
The figure and the pose are velY similar to those used by Channel Seven. While the blue Channel
Nine news globe is the background, the list is a series of red banners cutting across the screen.
17 arrested
Suspect shot
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16 month investigation
"Catastrophic attack" averted

Perth Ten: "Terror raids"
Ten's graphic foregrounds the handcuffed bare wrists of a man. In the background is a huddle
of blue uniformed police. The predominant colours are blue and the flesh-coloured tone of the
hands. The story begins with a simple blue banner with the Ten News logo and the reporter's
name.

Perth MC: "Police raids"
The ABC graphic has the chequered police emblem in the foreground and features a police car
with unifonned police standing by, based on pictures from the scene of the arrests. The predominant colours are blue and green, although there is a smudge of red at the centre of the image. The
first stOly on the Sydney raids is introduced with no further fanfare.

SBS: "Terror raids"
SBS's graphic features a still image ofa group of uniformed police against a backdrop of the
Australian flag, the entire image against a muted red background, which features a spotlight-type
effect. Although the blue of the police uniforms and the flag is the dominant colour, the reddish
background and the spotlight add emotive emphasis. The newsreader gives us further details
without the aid of more graphics and the first stOly is introduced with no further fanfare.
On this most dramatic of days, the services display approaches that follow news conventions,
but with some telling differences. ABC, SBS and Channel Ten adopt a comparatively low-key approach. There is nothing different about their news fonnat, their headlines are relatively factual,
and they use the story banner to let us know the location and/or the reporter's name. Channel Nine
employs a minor format change to summarise the story so far, and, while it uses colour for dramatic purposes, it keeps its summary neutral apart from the reference to a "catastrophic" attack
- the quotation marks indicating these are words taken from the story. Channel Seven goes further
than the rest in exploiting the dramatic potential of the story. It uses a drastic format change to
indicate the importance and unusual nature of the events, and uses red for dramatic effect. Its
summary of events contains potentially scary references to "holy war" and "suicide bomber" and
it uses subsequent story banners to reinforce the message.

Conclusion
This analysis has shown that in Australia, all news services draw a clear distinction between
mainstream Anglo-Australia and a perceived "other". Quantitative data show that, while ethnic minority news features only marginally, it is predominantly negative in content and tone.
The qualitative data show how in Australia's domestic news the conventions of television news
stOlytelling underscore this sense of "othemess" through both visual and verbal presentation
techniques. The data show some variation in the way different services treat their news. Channel
Seven tends towards the most dramatic representation in presentation, tone and language. The
public broadcasters SBS and ABC are the most restrained, tending to play down the drama and
adopting a more emotionally neutral style. However, it is the Shepparton regional news service
via WIN News that during this survey period most focuses on the human interest, personalised
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stories that allow us to see people from ethnically diverse backgrounds as nom1al participants in
the community's daily life. This is the exception rather than the rule. In fact, Australian television
news provides a textbook example of what van Dijk calls the "new racism" (2000, p. 39), communicated through the subtle use oflanguage and signs. As Iyengar and Kinder note: "Television
news may be objective, but it is far from neutral. The production of news takes place within
boundaries established by official sources and dominant values." (1987, p. 133) As this survey
demonstrates, the dominant values currently result in increased alienation of those perceived to
be either "un-Australian" or "less Australian" than the assumed mainstream.
While non-Anglo Australians are almost inevitably represented as "bad", "sad", "mad" or
"other", in the political climate of 2005 the focus of the fear was overwhelmingly Muslim terrorism, which in tum led to a suspicion of all things Muslim. The velY nature of television news
helped to entrench the ideological alienation of the Muslim community from the purported
"mainstream", with cameras continually juxtaposing images of authority and rectitude against
images representing "othemess" in dress, environment and behaviour. Much of the negative taint
is caused by the nature of the stories themselves in this particularly violent age. However, the
framing of television news stories in ways that foreground anger and conflict, drama and threat,
which Green (2002, p. 8) has tenned the "emotion bite" rather than the "sound bite", serves to
heighten negative associations and encourage a domestic climate of fear and distrust. This is
reinforced by the representations of intemational acts of violence and terror that appear on our
screens each night (Akbarzadeh & Smith, 2005, p. 12.) which, as Poole notes in her British study,
encourage the identification oflocal Muslims with a worldwide phenomenon of terrorism (2002,
p.98).
It is fair to argue that Stanley Cohen's description of a "moral panic" (1987, p. 9) exactly fits
the state of the world and the nation in the post-9/11 years. The spectre of Islamic tenorism looms
over our lives, and Australia's active participation in the "War on Tenor" has made the public
particularly fearful of the prospect of a terror attack on their soil. The fight against an unseen
and unpredictable enemy has brought to the surface the innate distrust that has characterised
Australian's view offoreigners since the days of the White Australia policy (see Smith & Phillips,
200 I). Politicians now talk openly about "Australian" values, and, in defining what is "Australian", they also define that which is perceived to be "un-Australian". The distrust extends beyond
Muslims, however, and has resulted in a call for "multiculturalism" that champions diversity to be
replaced by "monoculturalism" by assimilation. The conventions of television news wittingly or
unwittingly underscore the ideological and social divide. Through story selection and treatment,
images and words, television news leaves its audience in little doubt about who is "us" and who
is "them".
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