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Comparing violence-reporting trends with reality and fears

The research design of the present study, especially the selection of the
observation years, was based on the intent to compare violence-reporting
trends with trends of violent victimization and fear of violence in the general
population.

Figure 4 contrasts tabloid front-page violence with the prevalence of
violent victimization and fear of violence in the population. During the period
1980—1997, the percentage of people who were victimized or threatened with
violence remained relatively stable. At the same time, the percentage of
people fearing violence increased. Tabloid front page violence increased.

In Figure 4, the violent victimization time series includes people who
have been threatened with violence. If only violence that resulted in physical
injury is examined, the percentage of victims, and the number of violent
incidents, actually decreased during the period 1980-1997. Violence-
reporting trends and trends of real violence in society are thus highly
divergent.
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Figure4 Daysduring which violence was reported in the front page of at least one of the
two tabloids (% of annual publication days), victims of violence or violent
threats (% of adult population), and people who fear violence (% of adult
population)

In the period 1980-2000, main headlines about homicide increased quite
significantly (Figure 5). At the same time, the risk of homicide victimization
remained stable.

The increase in main headline homicide reporting may partially reflect
certain developments in the patterns of Finnish homicide. A few but



106

spectacular cases of homicide related to organized crime may have increased
the newsworthiness of homicide during observation years 1997 and 2000.
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Figure 5 Percentage of days in which at least one of the two tabloids had homicide as
main headline, and victims of homicide per 100 000 population, 1980-2000

However, it needs to be emphasized that the total increase of violence
reporting in the tabloids cannot be explained by qualitative changes in the
patterns of Finnish homicide. First, the period of most drastic increase of
tabloid violence reporting preceded the changes in homicide. Second, if only
headlines about non-lethal violence are observed, there is still a marked
increase of violence reporting in the tabloid front pages.

Conclusions

The main result of the present study is that the intensity of tabloid front-page
violence increased quite drastically during the period 1980-1997. The most
recent observation (2000) suggests that the increase may have saturated.

As indicated by large scale national crime victimization surveys, there
were no increases in the levels of violent victimization. The number of
violent incidents actually decreased during the period 1980-1997. Radically
increasing front-page violence reporting was thus neither preceded nor
associated with any increase in the factual incidence of violence in the
Finnish population.
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The period 1988-1997 witnessed a marked increase in the fear of
violence. Needless to say, this observation does not necessarily mean that
tabloid violence reporting caused the increase of fear. However, we can say
that both tabloid violence reporting and fear of crime increased significantly
and independently of real violent victimization in the Finnish society. From
the point of view of explaining the increase in fear of violence, the massively
increasing tabloid violence reporting is only one factor. Other factors include,
for example, the economic depression of the early 1990s, the ethnic
diversification of the Finnish society and the internal migration from rural to
urban areas. It is possible that the combined effect of several different factors
resulted in the increase of fear of violence.

The primary aim of the present study was to describe quantitatively the
historical changes of violence reporting in the Finnish tabloid press.
Secondly, the project produced a coding manual which will be used in the
context of future national crime victimization studies. In other words, the idea
was to develop a relatively simple standard content analysis manual for the
purpose of measuring the intensity of violence reporting.

From the point of view of media studies, it might be interesting to
study the causes and reasons why the tabloid press increased its violence
reporting. The increase cannot be explained by an increase of violence in the
society. The increase of violence reporting probably reflects the competition
between the two tabloids and the need to increase profits. Additionally, it is
possible that during the 1990s, social movements succeeded in defining rape
and domestic violence as social problems, placing them ‘on the agenda’. The
analyses of the present study suggest that this was the case to some extent,
even though most of the increasing violence headlines were unrelated to the
topics of rape and domestic violence.

From the criminological point of view, the question of consequences
of increasing violence reporting are more focal than the question of causes.
Violence reporting may have effects on fear of crime, general social trust and
opinions about criminal law and legal policy. There have even been claims
that violence reporting may have effects on some people’s aggressive
behavior. More research, and especially research designs allowing causal
interpretations, are needed to study such potential effects.





