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Itnws Co urv crL C otutpLAtNANTs,'
Wno AnnTunvAND WunrDo TnnyWawr?

By Lottise Willimns LIerumnso,l

'l'his 
slurly explorcs nllcnutliae dispulc resolaliotr syslems for lnlding

nrcdia occotuilnltlefir llrc power tlrcy uield in sociely. T'he sludy seeks
to fittd n ntcnns of nccourrlnbilily llmt eslablislrcs dialogue belucen
nrenfuers of tlrc public nnd nrcdio prnclilioners,

The obligation of our (legal) professiorr is, or has long been
thotrght to be, to serve as healers of hunran conflicts. To fulfill
orrr tradit iorral obl igation nreans that we slrotr ld provide
rncclranisrns that can produce an acccptnlr le rcstr l t  ln l l re
slrortest possible time, with the least possible expensq and
rvith a mirr irnrrm of strcss on t lre part icipalrts. T'hnt ls wlrat
just ice is al l  abotrt.

.  .  .  (L)i t igation is rrot orr ly stressful and frustrat ing but
expensive arrcl frcquenlly urtrewarding for l i t igants. A per-
sonal injury case, for example, diverts the claimant arrd entire
falniI ies from lheir normal ptrrsui ls. Plrysicians increasingly
take l tole of " l i t igat ion nertroses" in olherwise rrormal, well-
adjustcd people. 

'l ' lris 
rregative irnpact is not confined to

l i t igants and lawyers. Lay arrd professiorral witnesses, chief ly
lhe doctors who testify, are also adversely affected. The
pl a i n t i vc cry of nt arry f rtrsl ra led li I i gan ts eclroes wha t Learned
Fland implied: "'l 'herc must be a better way." - Warren E.
Iiurgerl

Chief f  rrst ice Dtrrger was speaking to members of the American Bar
Association in 1982, and lris comments were directed toward problems
lhrotrghout the legal systenr. Uis remarks, however, can be directly appli-
cablc lo recent lawsrri ts against l l re media, especial ly suits involving l ibel or
i r rvas i< l r . ro fpr ivacy. ' l 'hecry , " ' l ' l re ren lustbeabet terway," is fami l ia r tomost
involvcrl  in legal disputes betleert a ci l izen arrd ntedia orgarrization.

Plairr l i f fs artcl  ntedia al ike are frustrated by the systern. Tlre process is
very expensive, and t lre few plaint i f fs who lvin of len see awards consumed
by legal fees. Media organizations spend hurrdreds o[ l l rousands of dol lars
and countless hotrrs defending lawstr i ts, usual ly to win l l rem, btrt  frequerrt ly
orrly on appeal. 

'l ' lre 
experrses involved in deferrcling are seldorn recovered,

LoniseWillinnrc llennnnson is nn rcsocinle yrof*sor of conununicnlion nt lhe Llniuersity loumalismQuartcrly
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evet l i f  t l renred iaorganiznt ion isonf i r rn legalgrounc l .  Casesof tentakeyears
just to arrive at trial, and appeals add nlore tinre and expelrse for all parties.
Media fear being sued for libel, and the public feels frustrated by a system
that does not provide resolut ion appropriate to hann done to the individual 's
reputation.

In spite of opiniorrs about media accountabi l i ty in otrr denrocratic
society or individual views corrcerning First Anrendment protections for the
press, the nredia lrave historically bee'n lreld accountable throtrgh the courts.
I'he 1987lowa Libel study found tlrat the currerrt system "puts the press on
trial for theway it does a story instead of for the inlrinsic accuracy of the story,
and that nrakes judges the ult inrate arbiters of ecl i tor ial judgment and press
responsibilily."2 llasic libel law is not likely to change, sincl there are io,lle
citizen-media disputes that catrnot be resolved in other ways and sonre
plaint i f fs who wcluld not accept another forum. Btrt  there are potential ly
workable alternatives for many disputes between the nredia and the ptrbl ic,
and those alternatives hold pronrise for providing "a better way." T'his better
way includes a potential for addressing ethical abrrses by today's truly MASS
media in addition to providirrg an altenrative to the legal systenr for disptrtes
normally heard in the courts.

This study is part of tlre search for a better way to hold mcc{ia
accountable for the Power they wield in society. A nrajor goal of the study is
to help f ind a mealls of nredia accountabi l i ty t l rat enconrpasses social ethics
as well  as cases t lrat could be appropriate for the cotrrts. l t  seeks a way to
establish nreanirtgful dialogtrc between nrembers of the public, who depend
on the media for inforntat ion, and media practi t ioners, who do a ct i f f icult  lob
trndcr extrenre pressrtres.

'l 'his 
work is rooted in the scrcial responsibility nr<ldel of the press and

accepts that model as real ist ic and appropriate for Anrerican media. 
' l 'he

mtldel strggests t lrat a well-designed rtongovernrnental systenr clf  media
accotttr tabi l i ty is in the best interest of the media, individuals, and society irr
gerreral.  Properly desigrred, establ ished, arrd irnplernented, strch a system
catr ettltartce Ilirst Atttcrtclntcnt frecclorns of slrecclr ancl lhe press by encour-
agirtg dialogue on how tlre rnedia do arrd slrcluld work in American society.
I'hrough a properly designed cooperative systenr of accotrntability, the
public can furcrease its understanding of the way media work and beconre
more accepting of honest errors. The media can gain credibility by showirrg
a wil l ingness to discuss jourrral isnr 's contr ibutiolts to social welfare.

News cottnci ls l tave been part of the dial<lgrre about media account-
abi l i ty since the 1947 Htrtchins Commission report cal led for an irrdependent
agetrcy to evaluate media performance.3 A nunrber of news cotrncils have
bcen nttcmpted in Arnerica. Most have consislecl of irr fr lrnral cl isctrssion
groups begtrn by individual media organizations wlrere tnernbers of the
community were ir tvi ted tocommenton the perforrnance of a part icularrrews
organization in a specific location. Most had no power to jrrdge behavior as
inappropriate or affect change in news coverage,{

Dtrt two American news counci ls- t l re Minnesota and National News
councils - have served as formal aditrdicating bodies, with hearings, evi-
dence, and formal decisions. Both adjudicating news councils were begun in
the early 1970s when public officials were extremely critical of nredia and
srrggested that if media did not become more responsible, First Amendment
freedoms were irt jeopardy.s Both news courrcils stated goals of providing
ntenrbers of the general ptrblic with a forum for conrplaining abotrt irrespon-
sible media, servitrg as arr altenrative lo thecourls, arrd pnlviding a forunt for

discussion of gerreral media performatrce in society.
Also in the early 7970s, a nrrrnber of altenrative disprrte resoltrt ion

systems (ADR) were beguu in other areas of the law.5 They include:

o Court anrrexed arbitration where a iudge diverts cases to
an arbitrat ion parrel which makes a binding or nonbinding
decision. This constitrrtes diversion of cases already within the
court systern to a different form of rescllution.T

o Vol trrrtary arbi tra tiorr wlrere parties in a d isptrte contract
or agree to let a t lr i rd party make a birrding decision in the
dispute.6

. Mediat ion wlrerea t lr i rd partymeetswith thoseinvolved
irr the disptrte and tries to help them reach a settlement throrrgh
rroncoercive means.9

. Strnrmary itrry or mini-trials where each side is given a
l irnited t irne (rrstral ly one hotrr) to present i ts case before a six-
nrernber iury sclectcd from the regular iury pool. 

'l ' lte jurrlrs

lhen issue a rrortbindirrg verdict,  wlr icl t  t l re part ies use to
evaltrate their charrces of prevai l i rrg at tr ial .  The procedtrre is
tusecl trt cuc()u ragc sctl lctttcnt.

. Rent-a-irrdge programs where retired iudges hear the
issues in a disptrte and give an advisory nrl ing.

. Neiglrborhood jtrstice cetrters where two or tlrree media-
tors meet with parties in a disptrte and eucourage agreemetrt.l0

ADR have part ictr lar appeal because they encourage sett lement
qrr ickly at l<lw costs in t inre and legal fees.rr Part icipants often appreciate the
nrore relaxed procedtrres tlrat allow tlrem to tell their stories in their own
ways.l2 l{owever, tlrrougltout the ADR movement, voluutary programs
have failed to attract a large ntrmber of cases, and such programs seld<lm have
f turds for massive putrlicity campaigns. Many have suffered from distrust of
tlre trnknowrr tha t makes people rel rrctant to accept them. Flowever, minimal
research has reported a lrigh level of user satisfaction with the fairness of the
processes, qtrality of decisions harrded down, more humane and relaxed
procedtrres, and elirnination of high costs asscrciated with litigation.13

Solid empir ical evi<lcrrce to srrpport user satisfact iort wit lr  ADR exists
for at lcast trvo experinrental prograrns wilhin t l te court systcm, Craig A.
McEwen and Richard J. Mainran studied nrediat ion programs ln several
Maine small-claims corrrts t l rat dealt with claims of $8ff i  or less. In this
process, begun in the fall of 1977,llte district court heard tlre cases using a
simpli f ied, less formal cotrrt  procedure. Tradit iorral court fees applied, and
althotrgh both parties had a riglrt to use attorneys, frequently neither party
did so. Researchers compared the prcrcesses of mediation and adjudication
by interviewirrg part icipants iu three mediat ion programs and three small-
clairns courts that did not use mediat ion in Maine.

The nrcdiat iotr proccss encorrraged more exlertsive explorat iolr
of grievances arrd enrotiorrs t lran adjrrdication artd gave l lre



Part ies cotrsiderable control over the nature of t l re f irral sel le-
ntetrt. As a cottsequence, litigants experiencing mediation were
a little more likely to be satisfied with the resolution process and
to evaluate the final settlement as fair than were parties wlrose
cases were adiudicated. In part icular, mediat iorr reduced polar-
ization between parties and weakened lhe otherwise Jt.ong
relationship between winning or losing and viewing the out-
colne as fair. l {

News council goals are very similar to those of llre nrediation process.
News counci ls have been specif ical ly discussed as viable alternatives

for dispute resolul ion in legal joumals and at least two court decisions. tn a
disserrt in cerlz u. Roberl welch, Inc.,rs united States Supreme Court Jtrstice
Wil l iam Brennan acknowledged thework of theNational NewsCounci l ,  apd
inMiani llerald PublishingCo.u.Tornillo,t6 tlrecourtsuggested a presscouncil
might be useful in resolving conflicts between the-ptrblic und tl,e press
without violating First Amendnrent rights. Tlre court saw a press cotrncil,
such as the National News Council, as an independent body that could
encourage access to thc media in cases of inacctrracy or unfaimess. Neither
Clrief fustice Warretr Burger inTornillo nor Justice Dreunan in Gerlzwelt as
far as to say news councils should serve as a substittrte for the cotrrts. 

'l '[e

implication was more that a news council could serve a functiop wSere
existing legal mechanistns were unable to resolve conflicts between rights.
Dut t l re boost to lhe trews counci l  concept was signif icant.

A major law review art icle inlgT4discrrssed American news cgqpci ls
from llte First Arnertdnrent perspective and addressed questions raisecl by
the legal professiotr abotrt lheir fairness and valrre. T'he article evaluated tle
National and Minnesota News councils'procedures and tl'reir function as
ttottbitrding arbitrat iort boards. The autlrors saw news counci ls as capable of
tlre following commrrni ty benefits:

e Freeirrg tlte news nredia fronr restraints irnposed by tlrreat
of econonric or crinrinal sanctions;

e Allowirrg disctrssion arrd decisions made by botrr raymen
and journalists;

' Encottraging comttretrt on arrd correction of inaccurtrle or
unfair reporting;

o Establ ishing a set of jotrrnal isl ic starrdards for lhe rrews
rnedia. lT

The authors used the Minnesota Press Cuuncil's first case as an
example of an alternative to a court libel action arrd an effective nreals of
access to the press. ln Lindslront u. Llniotr Aduocntc the news council agreed
that the newsPaPer acted irresponsibly in publishirrg irraccurate irrformition
about a pol i t ic ian.ls "The ptrbl icizirrg of the decisiorr in every rrewspaper irr
the state, including llte one which prlnted lhe inacctrrate stories, gave the
complainant a better r ight of access than any r ight of reply statute wotr ld
allow, since suclr statutes only apply to the newspaper carrying the story."le

As with other types of ADR, news councils have been cited for the
small  nttmber t t f  dccisit trrs handed clown - 76 in eiglrteerr years for the

Mirrnesota Council and 227 in ten and a half years for tlre National News
Council - although the general consensus is and the limited research that has
been done shows that the majority of those who do participate are pleased
with the results. But no solid empirical evidence existed to support com-
plainants' satisfaction with the uews council process. This study was
designed to remedy this.

This study ioins an already active discussion about altemative dispute
resolution in legal disputes with the media. The lowa Libel Proiect,2o the
Annerrberg Proposal,2r a joint forum of the Gannett Center for Media Sttrdies
and t lre Si lha Center for t l re Study of Media Ethics and Law,z and a Media
Instittrte book devoted to alternatives for resolving press disputesa contrib-
uted irnportant data and commentary to the search for an improved system
of resolving prrbl ic-media disptrtes. A new dispute resolut ion training
program for commuuication begun at the University of Utah promises to
contr ibute signif icantly to the debate.

FIowever, because adjudicating news councils have actually served an
ADR function, lhey provide the most data for a workable altemative system
for citizen disputes with the media. Goals of the legal system's ADR are
cortrpatible with Minnesota and Natiorral News counci lgoals. These are the
only ad judicatirrg r lews courlci ls in Anrerican history atrd, therefore, t l te ort ly

orres whiclr cau give meaningftrl information cottcerning their usefulness itr
media/cit izen dispute resoltrt ion. A study evaltrat ing t lre two cotrnci ls i t t
l ight of Al) l l  goals can add sigrr i f icantly to the search for alterrral ivcs to
litigation. If the pr(xess, structure, ftrnding, and other prclblenrs associated
with lrews courrci ls can be addressecl constructively, news cottnci ls nray
provide atrswers to some serious problerns in the media-dispute arena.

Much has been wrilten abotrt tlre media's response to the news cotrncil
process, and much of this response has beetr negative. Many media represen-
ttrtives have gone on record as viewirrg news councils as just anotlter form of
harassment. Btrt little research lras been done concerning the frrnction of a
news counci lasa viableal lernative to the legalsystem, and evetr lesshasbeen
done to determine the satisfaction of members of the public who complained
to a rrews cotrnci l .  T' lr is sttrdy involves urr ique original data. The survey
collected infornration from those who cornplained to tlre Minnesota or
National News corrncil from March1972 to March 1989.

From the tirne tlre I'Iutchins Commission report 2a calletl for an inde-
perrcf errt agency to evaltrate media perfornranceinT94T until the early 1970s,
srrggestiorrs that nredia slrotr ld be judged by ot ly adjtrdicatir tg body el ici ted
fierce opposition from memlrers of the press.2s 

'l 'he 
couccpt of a council to

pass judgrnent ort media performatrce was extrenrely unpopular in media
circles, so i t  was renrarkable t lrat t l re Minrresota Press Counci l  and the
Nalional News Coturci l  began operatiort in the early 1970s. I  lowever, the
Miunesota News Counci l ,  t l re f irst statewide prcss counci l  in the country's

histr lry,26 is st i l l  functiorr irr[ j ,  arrd the National News Cotrnci l  rccorded more
tharr ten years as art adjrrdical ing body.

As with the legal system, many complaints are irr i t iated and either
settled or dropped before they reach formal adjudication. The Minnesota

News Counci l  l randled nrore than 1,100 conrplaints from l97l to 1990. T'he

counci l l relped resolve 186 without l tearing, disal lowed 130, dropped 730and

lranded down 76 written determinatiorrs.2T Tlre National News Courrcil
logged 1,253 conrpla irr ts between 1 973 and l984. I t took tto actiolr of any kind

on 1 99, d ism issed S2T wi thotr t fornral hearing artd gave frrll lrearirrg cr rlnt ittat-
irrg irr l f  re issuance of dt ' lcnninations t>n727.26 

' l  
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the official decisiorts of the two news councils. Nervs council cases taken
throtrgh to delermination represent issues important errorrgh for the councils
to agree to schedule them for hearing, and the cases involve complainants
who were interested enough to follow through.

The survey has particular strengths in that it included all persons who
made complaints resulting in written determinations for both councils.
Although addresses were as nluch as l6 years old, a majority of the cornplain-
ants were located, and resporrse to the lengthy survey was good. The survey
was desigued to gather information about complainants and their involve-
ment in the news council process. Done in nrail survey form, tlre research
concentrates on how those who used the c<lurrcils perceived the system,lxrw
they perceive the n'redia and whether they were satisfied with the news
council as an outlet for frustrations they felt because of media coverage abotrt
an issue important to them.

Since complainants make trp a full section of the triad necessary to
conduct a news council - nredia, council, cornplainants - complainants'
reactions to tlre Process provide a missing element in the search for a
workable media ADR system. Previously, almost nothing had been done to
get feedback from complainants. The literature is heavily skewed toward
media reaction to news councils. Only two studies were found that ad-
d ressed the process from the complainan ts' perspecti ves. Those s tu dies were
limited in scope, based on a small number of respondents, and focused o1
media satisfact ion with t l te process, using cornplairrants'surveys as inciden-
tal to each study.

Robert schafer's 1982 thesis focrrsed on how the media responded to
the Mirrrresota News Council, btrt Schafer also srrrveyed thirty-eight com-
plainants to determine l f  they t lrought t l re counci l  was biasecl and ivhether
tltey approved of the council. A slight nrajority saw tlre council as trntriased.
Complainants also reported they were pleased with tlre trews council pnr-
cess, alt l tough about a fotrr l l t  of t l rcnr said the procedure was t ime-col lslpl-
ing and confusing.2e

Fred Jolrrrsolt's 1975 study of lhe Minnesola ['ress Council, wlric[
incltr t led ort ly twenty-four usable re.sponses, showecl that complainarr ls
overwhelmingly supported the ccltrncil, btrt did not feel perfornrance of thc
nredia had improved because of its existence.m

Amanda Nunamaker's dissertat ion exanrined the structure of the
National News Counci l  in 1977.3t I ler study looked at lrow the National
News Council fit into the social responsibility theory of the press and
evaluated its chances of serving a useful ftrnctior"r under tlrat concegrt. I'he
study did not deal with complainants'opinions about the counci l .

Ann Bri l l  interviewed Minnesota NewsCounci lmenrbers aborrt their
free speech philosophy and knowledge of the media. She found few differ-
et lces between media and public news counci l  members corrcerning views of
media freedom and accctuntability. She did not survey or deal with the
opinions of complainants.s2

Because news cotrncils evolved instead of being created through
feasibility studies, most of the literature on lhe topic is reactive. A nunrber of
art icles discuss how the rnedia perceive news cotrnci ls, but l i t t le was krrown
abottt wlto complairts to news councils, what conrplainants hope to accom-
plish or how they perceive the process. The topics cornplained abotrt can be
identified byanalysis of news cotrncil decisions, but rvhy the individual chose
a news coutrcil for a fortrm ar"rd how satisfied lre or she was with the outcome
can be determined only by asking complainarrts.

There were no similar studies dealing with news council decisions, so

the best examples in structuring the survey were studies dealing with media

disputes in lhe legal systenr. The Iowa Libel Research Project, which involved

a tgSS study of those who sued the media for libel,33 and a study at the Silha

Center, which hopes to take a look at those who sued the media for invasion
of privacy,il provided a basic model for the social science research used to

collect irrformation from those who contplained to the councils.
The lowa Project studied "lhe entire libel litigation prtxess, from the

appearaltce of the allegedly libelous story throrrSlr discussions between

piiintiffs and attorneys, to the outconre of the case."35 The lowa researchers

trsed telcphone interviews to ask plaintiffs about their involvement in libel

suits l i t igated between May 1980 and Apri l  1984.
'l'he lowa study sought to identify plaintiffs'goals, evaluate satisfac-

t ion with the legal process and determineif themedia's treatmentof plaint i f fs
was a factor in the decision to litigate. Tlre study found that plaintiffs had
been strongly influenced to bring suit by media treatment of them after the

story had been run and that plaintiffs sued for reasons other than money. The

main reason, the researchers reported, was vindication.
Althotrgh a news counci l  complaint is not as structured as a lawstt i t ,

there were strong sinrilarities irr tlre goals of tlre studies. T'his study sought

to deternrine why cornplairtants decided to use the counci l ,  identi fy com-
plainants'  goals, nleasrrre their satisfacl iort wit lr  t l re process, and evalttate

how they perceived the media in light of their involvement with the news

counci l .
News council complainants were also asked selected questions taken

fronr a 1985 APME study done by MORI Researclts artd a 1986 Tirnes Mirror

stut- ly done by the Gall trp Organizatiott3T to determir le how complainants'
perceptirlrrs of the media compared to ollter grouPs in society. Demographic
clata fiom the APME sttrdy is trsed in the artalysis of the news cotrncil data.38
The APME study focused on ioumalists' responses, btrt also asked qttestions

of nrenrbers of the ptrbl ic. ' l ' l re f  imes Mirror study surveyed members of the

public and provided trscftrl cornparative data for the news cottncil study.

For tlris ltews council strrdy, a telephone srlrvey was cost prohibitive;
ttrerefore a nrail strrvey was chosen. This required a questionrtaire design that

etrcouraged complainants to f i l lout and return the survey in a t imely manner.
A great deal of informatiorl was sotrght about evellts that happened a long

tinre in the past for nrost resporrdents. This was a maior concern, both for

validity of the information altd for response rate. ldeally, the survey would

have been done immediately after the hearing stage of the news council

process. This was not possible, but the study was considered valid since this

pool of conrplaiuants is made trp of the only Americans to experience the

I lews corrnciI  adjudicatiotr Process.
The survey instrument was divided inkr two parts.3e Part Orle

consisted of twenty-nine questions with strb-parts designed to collect general

irrformation about the complairtant and his or her views about media. Part
'l 'wo 

consisted of twenty-six questions with sub-parts designed to collect

information specific to the cornplaint made to the council. Questions were

arrswered using agree-disagree, aPprove-disapprove, satisfied-dissatisfied

scales or by selection from carefully stated categories. ln addition, resPon-

derrts were asked to explain answers where appropriate and were etlcour-

agecl to provide addit ionalconrmettts at the end of the sttrvey.
No l ist of l l rose wlro contplained to either coutrci l  existed; l l tereft lre, i t

-
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Stutunnry
of Dnta

was tlecessary ltt gtr tlrrotrgh eaclt cortrplaint file to gatlrer narncs alcl
addresses of conlplainants.{0 l}ecatrse the itutly focused Jn how ipdividuals
perceived the process, complainants, rather ilra,r cases, were used as the
research unit of analysis. Two hundred seventeen persons were ideptified as
compfainants in the z?7 decisi<>ns handed d.wir by tlre National News
Council. Addresses were in the files for 212of thenr. All addresses were at
least six years old; some addresses dated back sixteen years. A similar
situati<ln existed with tlre Minrresota News Council, btrt riews cotrncil staff
went throttglr tlre files arrd created a list of complainants' rrapres ald ad-
dresses. Again, addresses were old. Eiglrty-one iridividtrals were ideltifiecl
as complaitrants itr the seventy-six detenninations issrred by the c6uncil
belweert Septcrnbcr 1971 and llebruary 1989. l'his lack of basic irrfornratiorr
about complairtat l ts is indicative of the void of information abotrt wlrat
complainants thotrglrt of the process.

As expccted, it was muclr ntore diffictrlt to find National than Mirrrre-
sota News Council complainants. There was a greater likelitrood Natiglal
News councilcomplainants were geographically mobile, sipce a pumber of
them worked for rrational corporaiioni aita gnut btrsiness addresses to t6e
cotrncil. Also, the National News Councit hid ceased operation nrore tlran
five years earlier and it was trecessary to idcntify .nrlrlainn,tts frplr files
without the assista.ce of news cotrncir staff. lMrile only i s Minnorota News
Cotrncil complainatrts cotrld not be localecl, 104 National News Corrrrcil
complainants cottld rrot be located. Four National News Cotrrrcil conrplairr-
altts were dcceascd. 'l 'his 

left a pool of 66 from llre Mirrrrcsola News Council
arrd 104 fr<lm tlre National News Councjl for tlre survey.

Fifly Mirrnesota.atrd sevettty National News iouncit resporrdcrrls
relur'ed the completed-s1yyeys, providi'g a rerur^ rare frorn the pool of
locatcd complainarts of 75.8/o for Minrrcsota respondenls and 67.3,T" for
Nationalresporrdertts. Relunted surveys representtd forty-rrirre Minrresgla
.1r::3Ld seventy-three National NewsCotirrcitcases. Thii repres ents6l.Tyu
of al lMinrresola cornplainanls, who were irrvolved in64.S%of al lcascs, ap,l
33% of all Na tlolra l News Counci l compla ina n ls, w lro rvere in v .,t vccl in 32.Z%
of all cases.

The news council srrrvey data indicate nrost respondents do nol lrate
the.media, although they see a number of negative sid'es to news gathering
and reporting processes (see 'rable 

l ). Respondents see freedom of-tl.,e press
as an ilnporlarrt societal goal, and they tlrink news councils ca11 coptriblte t.,
that goal. Frustration about thesyslem beconresapparcut in responses aborrt
wltere Indlvldtrals catr conrplain abotrt nretlia sins aird lrow nrrrcir cffcct tllrse
complalnts have on the long-term practices of ttre media.

The data strpport the tlreory trrat conrplainants wlro are actively
Involve-d in tlte, prrlcess atrd who particlpatc in the lrcaring arc more tikely tir
besal isf ledwithal laspectsof theprocess.t lSeverrty-sixpirccrrtof thosewtro
made a slatemettt at the-hearing were satisfied wit-h the decision, while only
47.8% of those who did not participate in a hearing were satisfied or very
satisfied with the decision. The data also show that At.Ay. of conrplainants
who.sought legal advice and thotrght they had a case strong eno,,[], f<lr l6e
Iegal system were satisfied or very satisfied with the ,le*s-iou,.,cii p.o..rr.

The 'Iimes 
Mirror study of the pubric's perceptiorr of the media otrt-

lined six types of media users: Reflexive sJpporiers (21%), Emparhetic
srrpporters (26%1,Arnbivalent sr ipporters(z3,i , i ,Main sireet Crit ics (tsn/,, \ ,
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TADLE 1

Mlnnecota News Councl l Nationat News CouncllQuesl ion
NzuFaf responses
nonanswers deleted.) Slrongly Agrce

Agree
Dis- Strongly

sBrct Dlsagrce
Strongly Agree

Agree
Dis- Strongly

agrc€ Disagrcc

News Media usually do a good job of
providing accurale storics

News nrcclia rrstrally act rcsponsibly
wlren collectlng irrfornration

News Medla o[len mlslcad by present-
irrg only part of facls people nced 34.7

Meclia lrcquently fail to provide
Inlorrnation from minority grorrps 10.2

'flre First Ame'ndment says new.spflpers
can print anytlring llrey wanl to print 10.2

Everyone ln Anrerica shotrld be allow-
ed to say whatever tlrey want even lf it
l rur ts i r rd iv i t l t ra ls or  groups o(  purplc 8.5

Iivery adrrlt Ame rican lras the right to
give a spceclr that is less lhan conrpli-
nrentary aboui a raclal or etlrrric group 22.9

Every adrrlt Anrerlcan has the right to
rcacl anylhlrrg they clroose, evcrr lf others
consider l lre malerlal pornographic 27.1

Wilh deac' l l ine pressrrres, news media
arc as acclrrale as can bc cxpcclcrl

The goverrrnrent shorrld prolr ibi t

dislr ibution of matcrial l l  considers

lhreatcning to national secrrr i ty

' Ieachers 
have lhe r ighl lo rrse

whalever rnalerials lhey l l r ink most
appropriate in t lreir classes

18.6

25.4

2.0 36.1 34.4 14.8

40.4 27.7 t0.3

32.2

44,8

54.23.4

50.83.4

65.32.0

0.0

36.217.2

16.9

5.2

I 1 . 928.6

l2 . l

2.1

8.3

13.8

10.4

6.3

27.112.5

55.1

62.5

36.7 12.2

24.5 38.8

14.3 42.9

47.9 12.5

18.8

22.9

24.1

32.2

15.5

It ls irnporlant to lrave. a frcc prcss
evcn i[ the prcss acts lrresponsibly 33.3

Television is more believable lhan print
becarrse you can sce wlral's lrappcnlng 2.0

6.3 33.3

37.5

18.2

39.6 20.8 14.6

35.4 29.2 12.5

27.6 53.4

31.0 46.6

3.3 38.3

17.2 31.0 22.4

20.7 22.4 34.5

47.5 tt.9

3.3 tt.7 50.0 28.3

6.3

24.5

EmbitteredCrit ics(10%)arrt lVociferousCrit ics(5%). Presscri t ics,thereport
said, are more vocal, inteuse, and involved witlr press issues than other
citizerrs. Vociferous Critics are likcly to have attended college, be business or
professional people and live in trrbanized areas. They are said to be upscale,
conservative, vocal, intense, and informed, and althouglr their numberg are
small, Vociferous Critics are reported to have a maior lmpact on media
issues.{2
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T'lre 1985 Anrerican Str iety of Newspaper lScl i tr l rs 'study of rnedia
credibility iderrtified a g,roup the study calls "Sophisticated Skeplics." I'his
group was fourtd to be heavily exposed to nredia, have a high level of interest
itr governtnent and public affairs, and feel llrey can irrfluence events. Sev-
enty-two percent of Soplristicaled Skeptics read a newspaper alnrost every
day antl ruore tltan half prefer newspapers and magaziues as their sources <lf
ttews.{3

' l 'his newscounci l  sttrdy shows that thedemograplr icsof newscounci l
compfainarrts (Sce l'ablc 2) are closely rclated lo llrose of the Tiuts Mirror
stucly's Vocifcrous Critics arrd lhe ASNE study's Soplristicated Skeptics. For
the ntost part, news councils have served an clile, sophislicated atrdience.'l'hose 

wlro conrplained to lhe councils and rcceived deternrilraliorrs in tlreir
cases were very well educated,a{ very affluent individualsas who kept up
with current affairs and frequently used tlre ncws corurcil to further special
interests. A nttnrber of them were actively involved in the political process
and many lrad e itlter rrrn for political office or worked on campaigns. Others
were paid to protect tlre image of a group, organization or business. Some
served as public relatiorrs practitioners or lobbyists. I'lre councils also served
indivicluals enraged Lry coverage of a particular issue, brrt these iudividuals
had tobeart iculatc, orgart ized artd persislent cnouglr to pursue l lrecornplahtt
tlrrough a rathercontplex procedtrre. Theyalso had tohave tlre time to devote
to suclt a purstrit. Neither news council scrved a cross section of the
populatlon, arld a number of seriorrs collcenrs aborrt rnedia resporrsibilities,
such as lrow media cover nrinority and womeu's issue, seldum arose.

Al thor.rgh complai rtarrts were frustrated wit lr  parts of thc rrews counci l
prtrceclurc arrcl wit lr  t l rc lrnbalance of powcr bclwcen i lrdividtrals and the
nredia, conrplairrants saw a frce press aud the news cotrncil pr(xess as
valuable (See'Iable 3). The majori ty of cornplainants expressed a bel ief that
courts were not really an altenrallve for the conrplaint they brorrght to the
news councll, 'l 'he 

problem cornplainants had with the media was not
appropriate for the cotrrts, or litigation was perceived as being too expensive
or too complicated. Althotrgh income levels indicate complainants shorrld
have been financially able to litigate if they chose, a number of conrplainants
saicl t l rey wcre not wi l l i rrg to r isk lrcavy lcgal fccs to obtairr rcsolrr l ion of the
cnsc. Most of l l re corttplnirtanls wlto saw t l teir cases as suitable for the courts
did not want what tlre courts could offer. Conrplairrants said they wanted
virtdication, not money; or to have their views considered importarrt, to be
lreard, to be recogrrized (See Table 4). Complainants said media-conlrolled
ombudsmerr, letters to lhe editor, or retracticlns cannot be trusted, arrd tlre
news council was perceived as llte r.lnly fortrnr where conrplainarrts had a
clrance to acconrplish these objectives.

Some conrplainants were negative about news coullcils, nrost were
not. Most said tlre idea is a grxrd orre, but the process and powerof llre corrncil
rreed kr be rhodified. Few were overjoyed with the prcrcess, btrt most felt it
was better than notlring. Basically, complainants saw the mcdia as arrogant
and irrconsiderate (Sce Table 5) and said an indcpcrrdent body to rrrcdiate
public-rnedia disputes is badly needed.

Overall Minnesota respondents spent nrore time on their cases, were
better satisfied with tlre result and expressed more willingness to use a news
council again (See Table 4 and 6). Ninety percent of Minnesota respondents
made a statement at a hearing; only 43%of National News Council respon-
dcnts did. Complairrants who made a statement at the lrearing, a key
lndicator of complainant involvement in the proccss, were likely to be
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Ques l lon
(All  f igures arc given in pcrccrr lages.
I'crccrrlages nlay not add up
to 1fi) because of rorrncling.)

?'AI]I.E 2

Mlnnesola Newe
Counc l l

N=50

Natlonal Newa
Councll
N=70

Dolh News
Counc l l s

N=120
Dale of birth

llcforc 1932
1933-1952
Aftcr 1952

Scx
tv{nlc
l;cnrnlc

Race
Wlri lc
Other

Tolal hotrschold income in 1988
l.css lhan $25,000
$25,000 to $49,999
$50,000 to$74,999
More lhan $75,000

I l iglrcst lcvcl of education
Not col lege gradualc
Collegc grarlrralc
l 'osl gradualc dcgree

Poli t ical pnrty nff i l ial iorr
L)r.rnocral
I tcprrtr l lcnn
lrrdcpcnclenl
Norre

lb l i l i ca l  nc t i v i t y
Very Active
lr,loderatcly Aclive
Min in ra l l y  Ac t ive
Not Active At Al l

I 'ol l t lcal f t leology
Vcry conscrval ive
Conscrvalive
Modcrale
l. i lxral
Vcry l iberal
labcls not appl icable

l leprescrr l ing whont irr  complninl?
l lcspondcnt only
()t lrcr irrdivi tJrrnl
llcsporrdcnt and othcrs
Nonprof i t  organizal ion
S<rlal cause
Buslncss or corporation

Goverrrnrcnlal lrody

32.5
52.8
t4 . l

87.8
12.2

97.9
2.1

18.2
36.4
20.5
25.0

22.4
30.6
47.0

44.9
32.7
18.4
4 .1

30.6
36.7
24.5
8.2

78.0
?2.0

3.6
24.6
22.8
49.2

13.7
:r5.5
50.0

30.4
39,3
30.4
0.0

7.1
4 l . l
39.3
12.5

47.1
t . 4

15.7
21.4
l . {
4 .3
5.7

48.1
44.4
7.5

82.4
17,6

97.2
2.7

t0.0
29.7
21.8
38.6

17.7
337
48.6

37.1
36.2
24.8
1 .9

l8 . t
39.0
32.4
r0.5

61.8
37.2
1.8

96,6
3.4

6.3
22.9
12.5
22.9
t0.4
8.0

1 .9
2t.2
40.4
25.0
0.0

l l . 5

4 .0
22.0
27.0
24.0
5.0

1 8 0

45.8
2.5

16.7
t9.2
4 .2
4 .2
5.8

44 .0
4.0

18.0
16.0
8.0
{ .0
6.0

satisfied with the overall news council process (See Table 7). Minnesota
responderrts also evaluated all parts of the process more favorably than did
Natiorral News Council respondents, and a much larger perccntage of
Minnesota respondents rcported satisfaction wilh the way lhe case was
handled by the news cour'rcil -76% for Minttesota respondents and 38,6'1, for
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T'AtlLE 3

Q u e s l l o n Mlnneso la  Ncrvs  Counc l l Nat lona l  Ncwe Counc l l

trongly Agree Dis-
Agree agree

(Ncutral rcsponscsrcsponscs and
nonarrswers deleted.)

News Cotrncils hclp make the prcss
more resporlsive lo the public

Bccause I cornplained to lhe news
council, I lcarnct'l aboul lrow trcws
orgarrizal ions opcrnle

Ncws counci ls arc bel lcr lharr lhc
courls for rcsolvinS dlspulcs wlth
tlre mcdia

News cotrnci ls should be ablc to
rcqulrc nrcclia lo rtrrr apology

Media are too powerflrl for an average
pcrson to win against them in any forum

I complairrcd to llrc news council
trccause I warrlcd mcdla lo oct n'rorc
responsibly on all stories

lf thcre had nol bccn a ncws council, 40.0
lhcrc would lrnvc bccn no onc lo
complain lo about thc problcm in my case

Strongly Agree Dis-
Agrcr agree

22.44 46.9 10.2

10.2 20.4 32.7

27.7

28.6

36.7

40.0

Strongly
l)isagrec

2.0

2.0

8.2

2.1

6.1

0.0

0.0

18.647.56.8

Strongly
Disagrcc

0.0

40.4t . 818.4

22.4

50.048.9

18.4

25.9

3 l .0

55.2

28.6

25.9

39.7

28.6

10.2

14.310.0

Nalional News Corrncil respondcnls. Grealer involvement irr t lre process
also lnade c()rnplain.luts feel tlrey accornplished more of thcir goals, and
marry added comnlenls to express appreciation for the clrance to be heard by
the rrews council.

Abotrt 70"hof all rcspondcllts reportcd llrat cotrncils arc sornewlral or
very vakrable (See Tables 6 and B). Eiglrty percent reported they were glad
tfrcy fi led llreir comprlairrt, all lrotrgh only 46.7"1'said the decision was for tl le

conll)lf lhlnrrt. About 57'16 llrorrglrt l lre rrews colrncil process was fi l ir. Aborrt
52% tlrotrght the news council ttxlk care 1oconsider both sides of the isstreand
was tlrorotrglr enouglt lo learn tlre trtrth. Almost 47Y" said news corrncil
decisions are sonlewhat or very valuable, btrt fewer than 18% said tlre
decision in thcir case had a long-term effect on nredia performance.

Abotrt 45Y" o( respondents agreed llrat uews councils are betlcr than
courts for rcsolving clisputcs. 

' l 'his 
was rrncxpectcd arrd probalrly dtre to

resp(nrdenls '  corrs iderat i<ur of  the cosls iuvolvcd in l i t igat io l r .  Fewer t l ran
42% thotrght news c()uncils should be allowed to fine media, but more than
76% thouglr t  l l re news counci l  shotr ld be al lowed to require media to run an
apology i f  the cotrr rc l l  forrnd against  t l re ntcdiurn.  Al lhouglr  nrcdia pract i t io-
ners utrderstand that  such requirernents worr ld be in v io lat iou of  the First

Amendment,  surveys have indicated that  t t rernbers of  the publ icdo notshare
this trnderstarrding.a6 The results of this part of the strrvey indicate that news
council respondents wotrld be will irrg to punislt trnethical media.

l 'wo-thirds of respondents agreed there wotrld have been no one to

complain to if t lrere lrad not been a council. A nrajority worrld use a coturcil
ngaln if one were availablc anc-l they had another complairrt sinrilar to the one

thcybrorrgl r t tothecounci l .  Manyresportdentswrotc l t t r rgpassagesir lopen-
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I'AIJLE 4

Qucst lon
(All figures are giverr in rounded pcrcentages.)

Mlrtnesolr News Nallonal Newr Doth Nervr
Councl l  Corrncl l  Councl ls

N=50 N=70 N=t20

Your ncws cotrncil complaint was about:
Gerrcral nleclla praclices
Specific story
Particular reporler
Other

What dlcl you hopc kr acconrpllsh by complainhrg
lo l l re counci l? ( l 'erccnl nrarking optiou)

Oblain apology
I lavc nrcdia admil mistake
()btairr rclracl ion
Slop unethical practices
Stop nrislcadlng putr l ic
lincotrragc balarrced rcporlirrg

Do you feel you accomplishecl your goals
by complaining lo the counci l?

Ycs
Sorrrc, lrrr l  ntt l  nl l
No
Don'l know

Di(l  the rnt ' t l la orgarrlznl lorr o[fcr lo takc any
corrcclivc aclion prior lo your filing thc news
counci l  conrplairr l?

Ycs
No
l)orr't remcnrber

At any l i rnc t lrrr irrg your cl iscussions of lhe
casc t l ld anyonc sly you had a complaint whlch:

Corrld be lakcn to cotrrt
Shoukl bc taken lo court

Dit l  you conlact an at lonrcy about this conrplaint?
Be'fore cornplnint
Durirrg process
Aftcr r lcciskrrr

f)o yotr lhink yotr could havc won i f  you harl
sued thc mcdia organzalion?

Yes
No
l)on'l Know

lf n si lual iorr ar()sc agnirr In whiclr you had a slmilar
corrrplaint and a ncws counci l  wcre avai lablc,
woultl yotr:

( io lo a ncws courrci l
(io to courl
l ' ry to talk wit lr  nrcdla
Scl l lc sorne ot lrcr way
Do nothing

12.8
78.6
4.3
4.3

20.0
66.0
4.0

10.0

60.0
56.0
66.0
68,0
44.0
46.0

26.0
5.1.0
I8.0
2.0

26.0
70.0
4 .0

40.0
30.0

30.0
24.0
46.0

72.0
14.0
28.0
10.0
14.0

8.6
38.6
47.1
47.l
55.7
50.0

2.9
4  t . 4
5  t .4
4.3

5.7
80.0
14.2

7,2
4.3

7.1
1.4
t .4

15.9
73.3
4.2
6.7

25.8
45.8
55.0
5s.8
50.8
48.3

t?.5
46.7
37.5
3.4

r2.5
3.3
0.8

20.0
6.0
0.0

t4.2
7 5 8
10.0

20.8
14.9

18 .3
36.7
45.0

10.0
45.7
44.3

50.0
5.7

.22 .9
10.0
20.0

59.7
9.2

25.0
10.0
17.5

ended sections of the survey cxplaining that they felt the news organlzation
would lrave simply igrrored them if they had not had the council available to
them. They rcported a feeling that they lacked power to force even an
acknowledgement llrat a problenr exisled. 

'l 'hc 
news coutrcil, many sald, nt
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of the public who are poorer and/or disenfranchised.

Conclusiotts National News Council files contain a number of letters from people
with vague cornplaints of the nature many media practitioners dismiss as
coming fronl "crazies," and critics of the news council process have ex-
pressed concem that news councils allow disgruntled members of the public
to harass the media over trivial matters. This study slrows tlrat Anrerican
adjudicating-news council complaiuants were not irresponsible people with
nothing better to do with tlreir time. T'he two news councils considered
complaints from well-educated media cri t ics heavi ly involved in pol i t ical,
communit/, and social issues. If unsophisticated complainants without
foundation for their criticism approached tlre news councils, they obviotrsly
were weeded out by news council staff before hearing stages.

Most members of the complainants' groups are also affluent and hold
positions of power in their professions and communities. Complainants
appear to have the contacts and money to bring lawsuits against offending
media in cases where such action would be appropriate, but reported they
prefer to avoid the courts because of tirne and expense. Complainants were
more interested in vindication or acceptance of their opinion about media
performance ttran in winning money. Complainants also want to affect what
they perceive to be media arrogance and lack of concern for individtrals and
social orbusiness orgarrizations. An overwhelming majority reported media
should be required to run information about a news council decision if the
med ium was fotrnd to be i rresponsible, bu t tlrey oppose governmen t i rr terfer-
ence with media. Conrplainants respect freedonr of speech and thepressbtrt
think individuals have just as much r ight to conrplain about the rnedia as the
media have to say what ptrblishers, editors and news directors wislr.

l lesponclcrt ls were <lvcrwhclrningly srrpport ive of a social resporrsibi l-
ity concept of American media. 'Ihis was particularly obvious in the open-
errded sections of tlre survey. Conrplainants said all members of society,
especially those who work for powerful commutrications media, ltave a
responsibility to tlre wlrole. Cornplainants said responsible rnedia coverage
of events and isstres is rrecessary so individuals can make important personal
arrd public decisions. Respondents appear to denrand accuracy, fainress and
balance. They want al l  sides of stories included and want explanatiorrs and
evaluations of data so t lrat the public is not urisled. Many respondents said
rnedia cooperation with a forurn such as a news council is a small price to pay
for First Amendment guarantees.

Althotrgh most news counci l  decisions dealt with ethics arrd pol icy in
news gathering, this study shows several cases wltere tlre news council did

serve as an allernative to the courls. All resporrdents who said they lrad a
complaint that could have been takerr to court also reported satisfaction with

the news council procedure and decision. Their reasons for clroosirtg tlre
council instead of going to cotrrt involved unwillingress to spend the money

to sue, desiring to avoid the complex structure of the cotrrts, and feeling the
courts are not the answer to problems dealing with media sins.

Other studies have reported that many persons who briltg lawsuits

want vindication,'8 and a news cotrncil is truiqtrely qtralified to provide tlrat

typeof remedy. Thenews counci ls addressed disputes with the media giving
special attentlon to news-gathering problents, and the news courrcilconcept

places a moral obl lgatiorr on the medium to ptrbl icize coutrci l  decisiorrs.

Media t lrat accepted t lr is moral obl igation arrd publ icized t lre news cotttrci ls '

decisions gave complainanls what many consider the best possible remedy
for defamation: correction of errors in the eyes of the public.

What is exceedingly clear is that the type of person whose complaint
was accepted for hearing by the two news councils will complain about the
media whether there is a news council or not. Strong criticism surfaces in
reports of media think tanks, letters to the editor of competing media, and
articles in specialized publications dealing with media criticism. One respon-
derrt said his news cotrncil case provided information for an article he was
writing at the time, and others reported contributions to magazines or
lrewsPaPers.

The type of person who complained to the councils will also criticize
media perfornrance regardless of whether the media listen or cooperate in
answering qtrestions about media practices and actions. If journalists are
unwilling to participate in a forum that encourages inprrt from those who
understand practical and economic constraints on news gathering, media
lose a valuable chance to explain news-gathering processes to the most vocal
media critics, They also lose the public-relations value of showing that they
are willing to allow others to discuss and express opinions about media
performance.

One of the most obvious results of the news council survey was the
difference in satisfaction between complainants who made statements at the
hearings and llrose who did rrot. In Minrresota, most cornplaints conre from
tlre l 'win Cit ies area and irrvolve Twin Cit ies'media. Interaction with rnedia
representatives aud news council staff involves a local telephone call or a
drive down t lre street. Attendarrce and part icipation at hearings is also
convenierrt. T'he news cor,rncil has also tried to take out-state hearings to the
locality wlren possible. 

'ilre 
difference participation makes was obvious in

comments made by respondents in open-ended parts of the survey.
I 'he NatiorralNewsCounci l  faced a numberof logist ical problems that

prevented complainants from actively participating in the process. One
problem was tlre wide geographic area; another was the nature of news
strppliers about whom the council invited complaints. Those whocomplain
to a natiural news council will always face difficulty in personally interacting
with the mediurn involved and with news council staff. Complainants
trsually live a considerable distance from the medium's and the council's
headquarters. A number of National News Council respondents reported
fceling left out. Responderrts reportedly lost incerrtive to care abotrt the nels
courrcil process. Several even reported ignorance about the decision until
they received a copy as part of the survey.

Feeling involved in the process is so important that some way to
lrandle cases from variuus geographic areas must be worked out. Complain-
ants need to participate in the hearings so they will grow to trust the corrncil
and learn from the give-arrd-take that is part of deliberative decision making.
A system that overlooks this need is sure to have many of the problems the
National News Council faced. Modern technology provides possible solu-
tions. Such lhings as teleconferencing during the hearings could allow active
participation by individtrals in diverse geographic locations and build con-
fidence in the process. The network of news councils and smaller hearing
panels would also nrake it practical to hear cases in diverse geographic
locations.

This research shows that forcornplairrants, a newscounci l  wasa viable
waytodealwi th f r r rs t ra t ionsabot r tmediaper f< l rmance.  l lesu l tsweres in t i la r
Io t lrose in slrrdics of ot lrer ADlt.  Al lhorrgh corttplairtarrts "got t tolf t ing" btt t



tlre satisfaction of being heard, nrore than 90% of Minrtesota atrd 70% of
National News councils respondetrts said they were glad tltey made alrd
pursued the complaint. Although fewer than 43"/o frorn either cottncil
reported they had "won" the case, rnore than 62% of Minrresota and 40"h of
National News corrncils respondents reported satisfaction with the process
and the decision. For cunrplainants, the news counci l  provided a special ized,
independent group of lcnowledgeable individtrals to pass jtrdgment on the
validity of their complerints. In the process, many reported that they learned
to better rrrrderstand how the nredia work. 

'l 'hese 
benefits of news councils

shorrld not be overlooked in the search for a way to resolve disputes and
irrcrease dialogue about nledia perfornlance itt Atrterican socicty.

Litnitnt iorts
and Strengths
of the Study

The prinrary l imitat ion of the study is l l re sntal l  group of respondertts.
This is caused by the limited number of cases that went to the determinaliorr
stage and the difficulty of locating complainants. An additional problem
with the survey of conrplainants is the time betlveen complairrt and srlrvey.
Many of the complainants answered qrrestions about their involventent six,
eight, or ten years af ter active involvement in the case. I Iunrau metnories are
distorted with time, btrt to assist respondents in answerirtg the qtrestious,
copies of the determinations were sent with the survey for respondents to
review.

In addition, to be able to identify the type of person who used news
councils, it would be necessary to identify arrd contact contplainants who

made com plaints not lakcn t lrrough the conrplete process. This group l t ta kes
up the majority of tlrose wlro conrplained to tlre news cotrncils, btrt identifi-

cation and location of the approxirnately 2,500 Persons was prohibitive.
I lowever, it is rrecessary to be carefrrl aborrt gerreralizirrg from this sttrdy.

A nrajor slrcngtlr  of t l re stucly is t l rc wi l l i rrgrtcss of respotrdcnls to
elaborate on allswers. Most respondents were eager to cooperate with the

study and a number expressed appreciation for the fact that sotlleone was

doing the research. Ilesporrderrts took great pains lcl answer as accttrately as

possible corrsidering the time lapse betweert decisiotrs arrcl tlte survey.

Several reportedly went toatticsorbasements and pulled files concerning the
conrplaint.

Anotlrer strength of the survey is the ntrntber of Mirtnesota News
Council cornplainants located arrd represented in the conrpleted sttrveys.
These responses represent reactions over time, atrd several respondents who
have followed the work of the council for years offered comntents concerttitrg

changes in the process. They offered views as to whether the news cotrtrcil
was better or worse than when they cornplained to it.

The most important strength is identi f icat ion of demograplr ics about
complainants. I t  has long been clainred that news cottt tci ls provide fortrms

for the average citizen to complairr about media performarlce. The demo-
graphics of those who answered the survey irrdicate this is not true and raises

concern that news councils, in addition to having ttnique problems may also

Irave some of the same problems encountered in using the cottrts.

It is important to remember that this shrdy is part of an overall search
for a system of accountability for the media. Wlrile it provides valttable new

information for that search, it does not provide specific soltrtiorrs to the

general problem. 
'l ' lre 

goal of the research is to better understand a viable

system tlrat has been hied in tlris country arrd to use tlrat increased ttnder-

standing to help in identi f icat ion of an alternative disptrte resoltrt iotr

system for cornplaints about the nredia.
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.I'AI]LE 5

Quesllon (Nonanswcrs dclcled)

Whcn you conlaclcd tlre ncws
organizatiorr in rcspotrse lo your
concerns, lo what extent dld
you find its represcnlatives to bc:

Concemed

Coopcrative

Apologctic

llcsporsive

Synrpalhctlc

lbl i lc

l  losi i lc

Arrogant

Annoyed

Condcsccnding

Dc'fcnslve

Amuscd

Quest lon

Whai cffcct dld the att i tude of the
media orgnnization have on your
dccision lo f i lc or corr l inrrc lhe

cornp la in l  w l t l t  t l r c  counc l l?

lvl lnnesota Newg Councll

Very Some A Llttle None

8.0 14.0 72.0 48.0
12.0 16'.0 14.0 48.0
0.0 2.0 12.0 64.0

8.0 4.0 r4.0 54.0
0.0 6.0 10.0 6tt.0

18.0 10.0 34.0 28.0
32.0 24.0 r4.0 20.0
42.0 14.0 12.0 20.0
20.0 30.0 18.0 18.0
28.0 10.0 10.0 36.0
42.0 30.0 14.0 8.0
4.0 20.0 14.0 36.0

Mlnneeota News Councl l
l. it l lc Some Major No
Iiffcct [ffect llffect Answer

20.0 16.0 64.0 0.0

Nal iona l  News Counc l l

Very Some A Liltle Nonc

2.9
2.9
0.0
1 .4
0.0
4.3

l l . 4
28.6
I  1 .4
14 .3
18.6
2.9

t.4 r2.9 47,l
1,4 7.t 48.6
0.0 4.3 51.4
5.7 t2.9 40.0
l . {  4.3 51.4

10.0 22.9 20.0
l{.3 t7.t r5.7
14.3 8.6 8.6
15.7 77.1 12.9
I  t .4 8.6 l7. l
2r.4 14.3 7.r
1.4 7.1 22.9

Nat lona l  Newe Counc l l
l . i t l lc Some Maior No
Ilffcct Effect tiffect Answcr

2t.428.6t5.734.5

least got the atlention of the trews orgattization.
'l 'he survey addressed general questions concerning news councils.

Altlrough tlre origirral conlplaint letters and other correspondence betwecn
conlplait lants and news counci l  staff  are avai lable irr the Natioual News
Cotnrci l  f i lcs, l l rcy do rtot nnswer a number of qrrcsl ious intporlant lo arry
conthlunll()n or lrnpr()vculcnt of tlre nervs c()uncil prtrcess, Answcrs t0
general questions posed by the study and answered by complainants in
open-euded comnrents iuclude:

. Wlt!/ did tlrc conryloinnilt dccide lo use tlrc council?
Cornplainants said they wanted virrdicalion, a chance t<t be heard, an

opportunity to try kr persuade t lre news crtunci l  and l l re nrcdia to acccpt l l rcir
sicle of the story. Tlrey nlso lroped to get tlre news nrediunr to apologize and
to rurr lhe rrcws council dcclsiort.

o Wlnt uonld conryrloi,to,tt Inuc done il llrc courtcil lnd not
bcen nanilnlilc?

Marry conrplalrrants reported they wotrld ltave clone nollrirrg lf there
had bcen no council. Others said they wotrld have tried to talk with the
nredia. Alt lulughcoutactingthenewsorganizationispartof t l renewscounci l
pr(xess, some reported that tlrey might have approached tlre media differ-
ently if they had not known the news council was there to assist tlrem in
gctt ing t lrc complalnt heard. Almost al l  expressed frrrstrnl ion wit l l  contact-
lrrg the media as the orrly allernative. Several said they would probably have

960 /ounN,ulsu Qrarrenrv Nr rvs Cor ru:rr. Corrll,,r,NiMs: W t t<> A xt Tutv,tvo W t ut Do T t ttv lAl,t'tr?

4.2

TAI]LE 6
Mlnnesota News Councl lQucs l lon

(Neutral responses and
nonanswers dcletcd.)

Natlonal News Councl l

Very SomcwhatOf l . i l l le Almost
Value Worlhless

4.2

6.5

6.8

What is your
opinion of: Very Sonrewhal Use-

Valuable Valuable ful
Social value of ncws
counci l  you used 50.0 33.3 6.3

Ncws corrnci l  dccisions 32.5 34.8 13.0

Gcncral news-courrci l
concept 47.7 34.1 |  1.4

Use- Of Little Almost
ful Value Wortlrlessaluable Valuablc

20.7 27.5 22.4 19,0 10.36.3

13.0 | 4.5

3.8

21 .834.5

9.422.632.1

9.1

at least threatened or fi led a lawstrit.

. Wlnm dirl cot,,ltloinnnt lnlk witlt nlu11 11t, ,rrollm b{orc lrc/
slrc ctttrlnclcd lltc council?

The srrrvey sl'lows Minnesota respondents talked with marry people
alrorrt tlre contplaint besidcs pcrs()ns at tlre tlre rrews ()rgilniz.nlion anrl ncws
councilstaff, Naliorral News Courtcil respondents talked with fewer friends,
relatives and coworkers aborrt lhe complaint. Tlris more business-like
approaclr rnay bc due to t lre fact t l rat most Natiorral NewsCotrrrci lcr lrnplain-
ants were reprcsenting groups or organizations Instead of making a c()m-
plaint about coverage of thenrselves as individuals. National News Corrncil
conrplairrarrts were less likely to have a personal stake in the outcome of the
decisiorr, and as Merry explnins, disputes are cultural events, and ways clf
dealing with disptrtes derive from customs embedded in social grorrps and
cultures.{7

. WIml pcrcapliott rlid the contplninn,tl lnae nlnut lhc pnrytose
of llrc couttcil?

'l'he courrcil's purpose was to give conrplainants a chance to speak otrt
aborrt abuses and to persuade the media to apologize, according to most
rcsporrclents. Newscotrnci lproceduresreqtr iredcomplainantstocorrtactthe
nretlia and try to resolve the issue before tlte news courrcil would hear the
case, and conlplainants reported tlrat contact was unsatisfactory. Although
cornplainants real ized t lre news counci l  rnight side with the rncdia in the

-
TAI]LE7

( l rossl abu I a l lo ns

A) l low satlsf led were you
rv l th  l l r c  overo l l  news
corrncl l  process?

Very Satisfied
Satisf ied
Neulral
Somcrvhat Dissalisficd

Vcry Dissatlsficd 2.6

B)  Do you th lnk  you had a
crse elrong cnough lo wln
lf  you had sued the medla?

Yes No Don't Know
54.5 23.7 35.9
27.3 23.7 25.6
0.0 r3.2 205
4.5 26.3 15.4

t3.6 r3.2

C) Dld you make r
s la lemen l  to  lhe  counc l l
durlng lhe hearlng?

Yes No
5t . l  21 .7
25.5 26.1
{.3 17.4

14.9 r7.4
4.X r7.4

D) A l  any  l lme d ld  you
con|rcl en t l lorney con-
cernlng thla complalnt?

Ycs No
50.0 30.3
29.2 2r.2
8.3 r5.2
8.3 2r.2

|  2. t

961



Quest ion
(Netr tral responses and
rron:urswers dcleted.)

I low satisfied were You with the:

l)ecision

Publlcity declslon rcceived

News organization's rcsPonsc to decislon

News organization's resPons€ to process

News council process

,TAI]LE 8

Mlnneso la  News Counc i l Natlonal News Councl l

Very

Sat.

46.0

24.O

10.0

18.0

52.0

Very

Sat.

18.6

5.7

t .4

1 .4

t4.3

Sat. S/W Very

Sat. Dissat.

16.0 16.0 18.0

34.0 20.0 8.0

12.0 32.0 22.0

18.0 15.0 20.0

22.0 r4.0 4.0

Sat. SlW Very

Dissat. Dissat.

22.9 12.9 35.7

8.6 12.9 24.3

2.9 10.0 28.6

4.3 25.7 27.1

22.9 15.7 11.4

complaint, they wanted a chance to address tlteir cotrcerns in a forum that

was seParate from the news organization's staff'

, Wlmt clid the contplninnnl lnpe lo ncconrylislt througlt llrc use

of the cowrcil?
Complainants mainly hoped to correct the record, to get media to give

more balanced coverage, to get an aPology.

o Wlnt did tlrc conrylnilrn,tt actunlly acconq,lislt tltouglr tlrc

use of llte couttcilT
Atmost all respondents thought they accornplished sonle of their

purposes, if nothing more than giving the medium a hard time. one

iespoudent said nredia think twice about hurting those who fight back. I-le

perceiverl  l l rat a medirrnr was a l i t t le tnore careftt l  wltcn i t  did stories abottt

his organization after his complaint. 
'I'hat was etlotrgh for lrinr. I lowever,

auoth;r comPlainatrt, whose food-indtrstry product received negative pub-

licity based o1 wlrat he felt were irresponsible journalistic Practices,.said the

nn*r organization avoided all coverage of his bttsiness because he com-

plained ti the Minnesota Counci l. [[e reported tha t his produc ts were lef t out

bf ull f,rture comparisons in the food pages, thereby denying positive cover-

age he felt his products deserved when compared fairly with similar prod-

ucts in the f ield.

o Wns tlrc conrylainnnt sntisfied witlt tlrc resulls?

Unless the determination was almostexclusivelyin the complainaut's

favor, few expressed satisfaction with the results. Even those wlto won their

cases were n;t satisfied with the publicity the decision received except in two

cases. Most felt the media slrould have an obligation to report on the decision

and were disappointed when nothingwas reported orwlten the decision was

buried in thebick pages after the original article had been mn orl front page.

o l-lnd llrc conrplni,ta,tt eucr used llte legnl system in n dispute

uith a nrcdin orgnniantionT
Twenty-four percent of Minnesota and 8'1% of National News Coun-

cil respond.ni, *or" attorneys, so they, of course, had been involved ill legal

Jirp,ri.r. A small nunrber of others 6ad filed suit, atld the reasons covered

a variety of areas of the law. A large number said they simply did not believe

ln sulng. One respondent, whJ reported he had received irresponsible

medical treatment that cost hinr a leg, said he was so glad to be alive he tlid
not corrsider srting. Someotre who refuses to sue for such a serious, perma-
rrerrt, life-threatening loss is highly turlikely to sue for damages caused by
words.

. Would conrylninnnts hnue used lhe legnl system if the press
cotutcil Ind not been nanilnble?

Again, many respondents simply would not consider going to court.
Several respondents reported they had been told they could probably win in
court, btrt they cltose the council because it could give vindication quicker
witlrout the expense. Looking back, at least two said court would probably
Irave been better than the council.

o Wlnt did contplninant llrink of the courrcil's legnl uaiaer
policy?

Most respondents recognized their complaint as inappropriate for the
legal system, and because of this did not object to the legal waiver. Others
thouglrt the legal waiverwas unfair because it wasone-sided. Some thought
it rroubindirrg, al'rd at least one sued on related issues after the council's
decision. This complairrant took issue with the news council's irrterpretation
of the waiver zurd obviously won the right to sue even though the waiver was
signed.

. lf tlrcre hnd been n clnrgefor press coulcil seruices, would tlrc
conrylninnnt lnue used lhe council?

A ntrmber of resporrdents would consider using the council if there
were a fee, but nrost of tltese complained on behalf of an organization or
btrsiness. Several thotrglrt the idea was "simply ridiculous." Almost lrone of
t l te responrlertts wlro cotnplained on an individrral basis reported a wil l ing-
ness to trse the courrcil if the fee were more than a few dollars.

. Wltich of tlrc two ,rcws comtcil systents - thnt of lhe Nntional
Ncttrs Cott r r c il n n d t I n t of lhe Mi nn csoln Ncrus Coru r cil - is t t tos t
worknble nntl why?

Minnesota News Council respondents clearly rated that council as
better than National News Council respondents rated the national council.
Data from tlre survey irrdicatcs a key can be found in tlre interaction allowed
by the Minnesota News Council process. This increased participation is
more practical because of tlre smaller geographic area covered, especially
since most Minnesota News Council cases come from the Twin Cities area.
Nntional News Corrncil respondents reported feeling trnimportant to the
process. Many said tlrey were forgotten after the complaint was made, and
several said the news council completely lost sight of the purpose of the
conrplaint and fclcused orr what respondents said were mini-issues or insig-
nif icant detai ls of the complaint, 

.  ,
c Wlmt clmngcs corild be mnde in tlrc syslem Io nnke it ntore
uorknble?

More attentiorr needs to be given to tlre reasons complainants rrse the
cotrncils. Basically tlrey want vindication and a fair airing of the complaint.
Complainants in t lr is srrrvey responded well  to an opportunity to tel l  their
side of the story. Cornplainants said speedier results and regional lrearings
wotrld be 

]le'eficiar' ,C'otlnc:'- 
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