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Abstract

This study contributes a historical perspective to communication that sur-
rounds health care policy. The importance of the role of media in the estab-
lishment of public policy is highlighted, as well as an administration’s ability
to educate the media and public about proposed legislation. Using content
analysis, the researchers examined how White House news releases and tele-
vision news stories represented the Patient Protection and Affordable Care
Act (PPACA) from its initial discussion in January 2009 through March of
2012. The results showed neither the White House news releases, nor the
network television news stories provided the public with a comprehensive
outline of the PPACA. Both the Obama administration and the media pre-
sented the PPACA as an important current issue, but both failed to define it
in ways that made the legislation accessible to the public. The lack of defini-
tive information created confusion for the public and this health care policy
remains a controversial piece of legislation which has been threatened with
repeal.
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1. Introduction

Affordable health care has been a dominant theme in American politics since the
1992 Clinton administration. In 2013 health care spending occupied more than
one sixth of the US economy (Kane, 2012). According to the Centers for Disease

Control, over 45 million Americans under the age of 65 were uninsured in 2011,
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prior to the enactment of the PPAC (CDC, 2012). The Obama administration
initiated health care reform in 2009, ultimately passing the Patient Protection
and Affordable Care Act (PPACA) in 2010 and implementing it in 2012 (White
House, 2012).

When legislation as monumental as the PPACA enters the media spotlight, it
raises questions about the role that media content plays in the comprehension of
the legislation by the public. Using content analysis, White House new releases
and television news stories representing the PPACA are compared. The data set
included releases and news stories from January 2009 through March of 2012.

By comparing the information distributed in White House news communica-
tions and the television news stories which ran concurrently, the researchers de-
termined that the Obama administration played a pivotal role in the inability of
the media to provide comprehensive information about the PPACA to the pub-
lic. While the frames used by the media contributed to a lack of comprehensive
information of the legislation, the analysis determined that because of White
House public relations strategies, the journalists lacked access to information

that would have helped them to better inform viewers.

1.1. Network News and Heuristics

Although Internet and cable news programs continue to gain audience mem-
bers, Americans continue to rely on network television newscasts as an impor-
tant source of information with audience percentages increasing by one percent
for network news in 2015 (Morris & Forgette, 2007; Sonderman, 2012). These
network news programs serve an important function by providing a summary of
current events and critical issues. Specifically, the public continues to rely on
network television news coverage for knowledge and comprehension on issues
in healthcare (Dan, 1992; Dorfman, Halpin Schauffler, Wilkerson, & Feinson,
1996; Morris & Forgette, 2007; Purcell, Rainie, Mitchell, Rosenstiel, & Olmstead,
2010; Sonderman, 2012). This brings the importance of network news coverage
and news releases to the forefront.

Most individuals base important decisions on heuristics, or short-cuts to
judgment and decision making. Previous research suggests that when individuals
have limited access to resources upon which to base these decisions, the deci-
sions are susceptible to the way issues are framed in available resources, specifi-
cally media coverage (Peters, McCaul, Stefanek, & Nelson, 2006; Slovic, 1995;
Entman, 1993). Since television provides an easily accessible heuristic for indi-
viduals seeking knowledge about what is going on around them (Wallack &
Dorfman, 1992), the way journalists frame these issues affects the audience’s
comprehension, perception, and acceptance of them (Culbert, 1998; Edy, 1999;
Ha-Ilan, 2001; Hallin, 1984; Tuchman, 1978). Behavioral science and mass
communications scholars suggest that the viewing audience uses news frames as
a way of understanding important issues, like the PPACA (Entman, 1993; Gitlin,
1980; Rhode, 1995; Tuchman, 1978; Tuchman, 1979; Wallack & Dorfman, 1992).
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1.2. Journalism Routines and Practices

Journalists routinely frame news stories from a specific perspective, choosing
one angle to narrow the story. Entman defines framing as the determination of
selection and salience (Entman, 1993). Using framing, an individual selects some
meaningful point of reference in a perceived reality and makes it more salient. In
terms of journalism, the journalist chooses a frame for a story in order to present
a topic more efficiently: covering one part of the topic, but not its entirety. Ent-
man (1993) emphasizes that this framing is a causal interpretation, or a treat-
ment recommendation which at times presents a moral evaluation of a subject.
This causal interpretation is particularly pertinent to health communication as
for many the news media are their sole resource for health information
(Dutta-Bergman, 2004).

Frames in any given news story instruct the audience on how to think about
issues (Culbert, 1998; Curkan-Flanagan, 2000; Dutta-Burgman, 2005; Farnsworth
& Lichter, 2011; Terkildsen & Schnell, 1997). As television journalists prepare
stories for the evening newscast, they often make a conscious decision to cover a
story using a particular frame. While the PPACA news-of-the-day may involve
five different topics, the journalist decides on only one or two of these topics to
frame the entire story. Framing in television news prompts the audience to think
about an issue by presenting some frames, while ignoring others (Entman,
1993). Human impact, economics, and conflict are common frames in news sto-
ries. The most prevalent of these frames is conflict (Claes, 2012). It is clear that
the media contribute to our understanding of issues (Claes, 2012; Gamson &
Modigliani, 1989; Scheufele, 1999). Some scholars argue that the contribution of
media frames to public discourse on issues is strong (McQuail, 2005).

Story frames are also affected by the language journalists use to describe an
issue (Entman, 1993; Gamson & Modigliani, 1989; Gans, 1980). When emotive
language is used, it presents an issue or person to the audience in a particular
way (Rodman & Adler, 2002). If journalists present legislators as battling over an
issue, the audience is given a different picture than if journalists report that leg-
islators are discussing an issue. Language is critical to the frame of a story and
lends salience to what the reporter is saying (Entman, 1993).

Sound bites are an integral part of television news stories. The average sound
bite in 1968 of 45 seconds diminished to an average of 10 seconds by 1988, and
further dwindled to an average of seven to eight seconds by 1992 (Farnsworth &
Lichter, 2011; Lichter & Noyes, 1995). The reduced time availability in network
news production results in presentation of news through a simplified lens rather
than comprehensive presentation of issues (Farnsworth & Lichter, 2004;
Farnsworth & Lichter, 2011). This more simplified lens which arises from time
constraints, may have also contributed to the way in which network media pre-
sented the PPACA to the viewing public.

Journalists get sound bites by interviewing sources. Comprehensive news

coverage is only possible through reliable and informative news sources. A story
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without sources to confirm or deny information, will not air (Gans, 1980; Han-
sen & Ward, 1994). With the PPACA, the only available source was the White
House. Like other information sources, the White House relied on the White
House correspondents and other journalists to carry their message about the
PPACA to the public. The White House likely did not anticipate that journalists
would relay their messages verbatim. However, the White House framed the
PPACA information in the hopes that journalists would use similar frames to
publicize the message. The chronology of the flow of information also may have
impacted the frames adopted by the journalists. The rough draft of the PPACA
was released over nine months after the PPACA was announced by the White
House (Cortes, 2009). With no draft of legislation to refer to, journalists relied
upon the White House for the PPACA details.

In this study, we examine how the PPACA was framed by the White House
through news releases (RQ1l). We then examine how journalists framed the
PPACA in the news stories (RQ2). Looking at both sets of data, we compare the
media messages in the news releases issued by the White House to the network
news coverage presented by three specific media outlets (RQ3). Through this
comparison, we sought to determine if comprehensive information was pro-
vided to allow for complete coverage of this important new health care legisla-
tion by addressing the following research questions:

RQ1: What were the predominant representations of the PPACA in White
House news releases between January 2009 and March 2012?

RQ2: What were the predominant representations of the PPACA in network
news stories between January 2009 and March 2012?

RQ3: To what extent do representations in the network news stories reflect

representations provided by the White House news releases?

2. Methods
2.1. Sample

Content analysis was conducted on a representative sample of White House
news releases and network news stories. The first criterion for inclusion in the
data set was that the content focused on the PPACA and the legislative process
surrounding the health care bill. The second criterion for inclusion was the date
the information was released, or broadcast to the public. The date parameters for
both news releases and network news coverage extended from January 2009
through March 2012. These dates followed the White House’s proposed calendar
of healthcare reform actions (Table 1), a timeline which indicated the White
House’s communication intentions for the PPACA.

News releases were obtained from the White House website. A total of 13 re-
leases issued by the White House between January 2009 and March 2012 carried
information that pertained to the PPACA. Network news stories were obtained
from the Vanderbilt Television News Archives through grant money provided

by a Southeastern university. The three networks whose news stories were
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Table 1. White House timeline of Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (PPACA) through March 2012.

02/24/2009 President Obama Promises Health Care Reform in His first Address to a Joint Session of Congress
03/05/2009 The White House Summit on Reforming Health Care

09/09/2009 President Obama Lays Out His Vision for Health Care Reform during an Address to a Joint Session of Congress
01/27/2010 In First State of the Union, President Obama Focuses on Health Care Reform

02/25/2010 A Bipartisan Summit on Reform at the White House Leads to an Open, Honest, and Productive Discussion
03/23/2010 President Obama Signs the Affordable Care Act, an Historic Overhaul of the American Health Care System
06/10/2010 Seniors See the First Benefit of the Affordable Care Act as $250 Rebate Checks Are Sent

07/01/2010 Now Uninsured Americans with Pre-Existing Conditions Have Access to Coverage

09/23/2010 Patients Can Now Take Advantage of Their First New Set of Protections

01/01/2011 Free Preventive Care for Seniors

09/01/2011 Lowering Costs for American Consumers

12/14/2011 The Results Are In. Since the new law came into effect in September 2010, 2.5 million more Americans

under the age of 26 have received coverage by registering under their parents' health insurance plans.

02/28/2012 Protecting Taxpayer’s Money

Note: Source: https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/briefing-room.

included in the data set included ABC, CBS, and NBC. These networks were se-
lected for two reasons: 1) all three have evening newscasts, and; 2) these net-
works are available to the public without subscription to cable services, thereby
potentially reaching the largest available audience (Berry, 2009).

A few other criteria limited the sample news stories issued by the three net-
works during the selected time frame. First, special programs, such as ABC’s
Nightline were not included as they do not attract the same audiences as the
network evening newscast and differ in programming lengths and air times.
“State of the Union” addresses were also not included due to limited substantial
coverage of PPACA within the addresses. The data set included 73 network news
stories, totaling approximately five hours of news coverage. Stories were ga-
thered using an exhaustive search based on the dates of the timeline and the key
words “Health care and Obama”. The stories analyzed here include all stories
broadcast on those dates including at times, a day before and after those dates.
Forty-two of the news stories were aired on NBC (56.8%), 28 on CBS (39.2%),
and 2 on ABC (4%). The researchers hypothesize that few news stories were car-
ried by ABC because this network relied primarily on its special news magazine
“Nightline” to discuss the Affordable Care Act. “Nightline” episodes were not
included in the data set due to differences in audience makeup and the inherent
differences between the news magazine format and the evening news formats.
The fact that ABC broadcast so little coverage of the PPACA during the time pe-
riod is meaningful as it offers a means of comparison with the other two major

networks.

2.2. Measures

The units of analysis for the purposes of this study were the messages found in
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news releases and TV news segments. The news releases were defined by the
terms used by the White House to describe their communication with journal-
ists. The terms news release, briefing, and statement were used interchangeably
by the White House in reference to this communication and all such applicable
communications were then defined by this study as news releases.

A news segment was defined as either a stand-alone news story that consisted
of a news package and a live shot (when appropriate), or an entire segment de-
voted to the topic of health care reform. Some segments contained multiple news
packages presented by different reporters making up what the networks refer to
as “team” coverage of a topic. A ftelevision news package is defined as a
pre-produced story introduced by a television news anchor containing inter-
views and a voice track by the reporter, ending with an out cue (Tuggle, Carr, &
Huffman, 2007). Standard news packages are between one minute and a half to
two minutes in length (Tuggle et al., 2007).

2.3. Coding Categories

A two-step process was used to develop the coding categories for content analy-
sis. A previously validated coding framework that analyzed the Health Security
Act (Dorfman et al., 1996) formed the foundation for the coding categories. Four
categories defined by Dorfman et al. (1996) included financing, organization,
eligibility and administration. Using these categories from earlier research as a
starting point, a random number generator randomly selected 10 stories from
the data set to serve as a pilot test of the coding scheme and applicability for the
PPACA news releases and news stories. Three researchers coded the pilot sample
to determine if these four categories (Dorfman et al., 1996) were comprehensive,
that each was exclusive, and that each applied to the current research.

Upon review, the three researchers noted that the four categories were not
comprehensive. A qualitative open coding process (Strauss & Corbin, 1998: p.
101) allowed the researchers to analyze the selected portion of the data set and
determine which categories formed a comprehensive, exclusive, and applicable
coding scheme. This coding process was accompanied by a textual analysis of the
language used by the White House and journalists to describe the PPACA. This
language analysis was used to determine the tone of the stories. Each story was
coded by three separate coders as being positive (representing the benefits of the
PPACA), neutral, or negative (representing the risks of the PPACA). When the
risks outweighed the benefits, the stories were coded as negative. Equal mention
of both risks and benefits was given a neutral coding, and a story which pre-
sented the PPACA as having more benefits than risks was coded as positive.

Fifteen categories emerged from the pilot test analysis: 1) the government cost
of PPACA, 2) PPACA premium & cost in the current healthcare system, 3) tax-
es, 4) government option, 5) eligibility, 6) benefits, 7) prescription drugs, 8) pre-
ventative care, 9) penalties of not having health insurance, 10) Medicare, 11)
Medicaid, 12) Congressional program, 13) Death Panel, 14) support of PPACA,
and 15) Opposition to PPACA. The four categories utilized by Dorfman et al.
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(1996) were included in these 15 categories, with 11 others discovered to com-

plete a more comprehensive coding scheme appropriate for PPACA analysis.

2.4. Inter-Coder Reliability

To check inter-coder reliability, the three researchers independently coded news
stories and news releases. A random number generator again selected a sample
from the data set of news releases and news stories. Six news releases (46.2% of
the total) and 16 news stories (21.9% of the total sample) were analyzed. Analysis
of inter-coder reliability (Cohen’s Kappa) resulted in overall agreement between
0.808 and 1. Scott’s Pi ranged from 0.735 to 0.786. Since intercoder reliability
rates were high, the researchers then coded the remaining data set with the 15
categories obtained through open coding.

3. Results

The main purpose of this study was to compare the content of White House
news releases and network news stories for representation of the PPACA. Fre-
quency analysis examined both the news releases and the network news stories
to answer the first and second research questions. Research questions asked what
the predominant representations of the PPACA were in White House new re-
leases (RQ1) and stories broadcast by three news networks (RQ2) Subsequent
analysis compared the two representations for variance. (RQ3). All data are pre-
sented in Table 2.

Table 2. Frequencies of news frames in network news and the White House News Re-

leases.
News Stories  News Releases
Frames
(N =73) (N=13)
The cost and/or budget of PPACA 46.6% (34) 46.2% (6)
Tax 34.2% (25) 7.7% (1)
Financing
PPACA i & cost
, premitm & cos 21.9% (16) 46.2% (6)
in the current healthcare system
Government Option 45.2% (33) 15.4% (2)
Eligibility 31.5% (23) 53.8% (7)
Benefits 16.4% (12) 23.1% (3)
PPACA contents Penalties/ Requirement of
R 12.3% (9) 0% (0)
health insurance purchase
Prescription Drugs 8.2% (6) 30.8% (4)
Preventative Care 0% (0) 23.1% (3)
Medicare 19.2% (14) 53.87 (7)
Current Government Lo
Medicaid 13.7% (10) 30.8% (4)
healthcare programs
Congressional 27% (2) 7.7% (1)
Rumors Death Panel 12.3% (9) 0% (0)
Public and congressional Opposition 58.9% (43) 7.7% (1)
attitudes toward PPACA Support 49.3% (36) 46.2% (6)

Note: Percentages do not add up to 100% because news segments could contain more than one topic frame.
Percentages for topics within categories are percentages of the 73 total news and 13 news releases, respec-
tively.
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News Releases: RQ 1

In RQ1, the two most frequent frames in the news releases were found to be
Medicare (53.9%, n = 7), and benefit eligibility (53.8%, n = 7), followed by the
cost of the PPACA (46.2%, n = 6) and the cost of the current health care system
(46.2%, n = 6). The news releases emphasized the demand of healthcare reform
as urgent by pointing out the abundant cost of the current health care system.
The White House also emphasized the philosophy of their reform as universal
and affordable health care emphasizing the eligibility frame, and implying that
the government could do the reform by enhancing Medicare efficiency (53.8%,
n = 7), not by increasing the tax burden (7.7%, n = 1).

While particular frames were emphasized by the White House, a story in Sep-
tember of 2009 reveals that the lack of information from the White House was
strategized. This contributed to journalists’ confusion and speculation. The CBS
story on September 9, 2009, ran nearly 9 months after the introduction of the
health care reform initiative. Then News Secretary David Axelrod stated in the
interview that the Obama administration had strategized specifically to not in-
itially roll-out a completed health care reform plan. Instead, they approached
health care reform as an idea which needed to be formalized and asked for bi-
partisan input on the final product (Cortes, 2009). This approach, while gather-
ing input and buy-in from various stakeholders, was strategically lacking in de-
tail, thus creating a barrier to journalists’ ability to accurately lay-out the plan in
full. With no formal plan in place until well into the roll-out, the White House
released little information on the PPACA. Within the over three-year time frame
of the study, only 13 news releases were published by the White House concern-
ing the PPACA. This sparse number of news releases had implications for jour-
nalists’ ability to understand the PPACA and provide detail to the viewing au-
dience.

News Stories: RQ 2

Four frames in the network news stories appeared more frequently. Those
frames were opposition (58.9%, n = 43) of the PPACA or support (49.3%, n =
36) from the public and congressional members, and cost of the proposed health
care reform (46.6%, n = 34) and tax issues (34.2%, n = 25). The latter focused on
the budget issues of the PPACA legislation. A tax on higher income individuals
and families was discussed as a possible budget source, suggesting that certain
individuals would assume a heavy financial burden with the passage of the
PPACA.

The news networks’ coverage was systematically lacking in information and
depth. Even when information was supplied, the stories ignored it and superfi-
cially covered the health care reform by polarizing supporters against
non-supporters and ignoring the specific contents of the PPACA. Apart from
the government option, details about the PPACA such as eligibility, benefits, in-
surance requirements, and prescription drugs were less frequently covered in the
stories. Preventative care was not discussed at all, although there is a substantial

part of the PPACA which provides for Mammograms and other preventive
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healthcare. Ironically, the government option was the most frequently discussed
frame regarding the contents of PPACA but was not included in the final legisla-
tion (Table 2).

The PPACA was most frequently covered in August 2009, one month before
the President first presented his vision of the legislation. Without concrete de-
tails provided by the White House, journalists often speculated on the proposed
contents of the bill, which resulted in inaccuracy in news contents. Numerous
stories (n = 33) discussed the possibility of and possible provisions of a govern-
ment run health care plan, however, the final legislation did not contain the
government option (US Government, 2019) (Table 2).

The overall tone of the news stories was found to be neutral (Table 3; 83.56%,
n = 61). However, an examination of the news tone by network revealed that
CBS had a significantly higher number of negatively toned stories, eight of ele-
ven respectively. Indeed, CBS maintained a relatively negative tone in its cover-
age of the PPACA issues among the three TV networks (Table 3; tone = —.285;
df=2, F= 4.4, p< .05),

Their negative perspective is reflected through their language selection. Re-
porters and anchors often introduced the health care stories by emphasizing the
President’s struggle to gain support. Comments like, “The President tried to
kick-start his health “overhaul” and “his efforts have been slowed by controversy
on Capitol Hill-especially by the cost,” by CBS reporter Chip Reid (Couric &
Reid, 2009) emphasized cost over benefit. Brian Williams stated, “The President
tried again today to be heard,” focusing on the partisan conflict (Williams &
O’Donnell, 2009) and on September 9, 2009, NBC’s Brian Williams described
the President as “bruised along the way...” (Williams & Todd, 2009). The news
stories often had over-the-shoulder graphics at the beginning of each story.
These graphics were often the first introduction to the frames which were being
presented. CBS’s graphics included “Health Care Compromise,” “Health Care
Consensus,” or “Health Care Battle,” whereas those of NBC were consistently
titled “Health Care Overhaul,” which may suggest that CBS framed the reform as
a political issue rather than legislation proposed to solve a social issue (Couric,
2008; Couric & Attkisson, 2009; Curry & Chuck, 2009; Curry & Todd, 2009).

Next, we examined which news frames contained negative tones. Out of the

11 negatively toned news stories, stories number eight and six included opposing

Table3. Frequencies of news frames in network news.

Negative Neutral Positive Overall Tone (range from —1 and 1)
ABC (N = 3) 0 3 0 0
NBC (N = 42) 3 38 1 —.048*
CBS (N =28) 8 20 0 —-.285%
Total (N = 73) 11 61 1 —.137

Note: chi-square test (df = 4, p = .078) = 8.387; negative, neutral and positive tones were coded as —1, 0 and
1, respectively. Mean difference between NBC and CBS is .263 (df = 2, F = 4.4, p=.016 < .05).
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and supporting opinions of citizens, respectively. Financing, tax, government
option and the death panel issue also were framed three times in the negative
toned stories. Benefits of the PPACA, prescription drug, and Medicaid were
framed twice negatively. Overall, the conflict frames and concerns of the cost of
the health care reform—such as financing and tax burden—projected negative
perspectives of the PPACA. Death panel also was one frame that conveyed a
negative viewpoint to the audience, although it was not accurate information
regarding the PPACA.

Comparing News Releases to News Stories: RQ 3

Lastly, we compared the representations of news releases with network news
coverage (RQ3). The analysis revealed discrepancies in framing between the
news coverage and news releases. For example, TV news pointed out faxes as the
main source of the reform budget (33.2% of network news frames), where as
news releases pointed to enhancing Medicare efficiency as the primary contri-
butor to the financing of the PPACA (53.8% of news releases frames). The White
House also, in contrast to the news stories, suggested that the need for health
care reform was a priority compared to the cost (46.2% of the news releases).
Television news, however, de-emphasized the issues facing the current health
care system, emphasizing instead the cost of healthcare reform (46.6% of the
news) (Figure 1).

As committees met, and drafts of legislation were presented to both the House
of Representatives and the Senate, several consistent threads emerged among the
stories. TV news stories focused on the controversial government option (45.2%,
n = 33), where as the White House news releases highlighted eligibility as the
most critical aspect of the PPACA (52.8%, n = 7). As would be expected, the
news releases highlighted supporting opinions from citizens and politicians
(46.2%, n = 6), while the TV stories focused on the polarization of opinions
about the PPACA (58.9% of opposing and 49.3% of supporting opinion). Cer-
tain controversial issues were emphasized in this conflict.

Several stories from both networks detailed heavily populated, out-of control

town hall meetings in which participants were yelling at the speakers. A CBS

16
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8
6
2
0 ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ T ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ T |
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Figure 1. Frequency of TV news coverage on PPACA by time line (2009-2012).
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story broadcast on August 7, 2009 showed angry crowds and described how one
woman was escorted from the meeting by police (Reid, 2009). On September 10,
2009, NBC and CBS covered an outburst by Representative Joe Wilson (R-SC)
on the floor of the House of Representatives in which Wilson called the Presi-
dent a liar during the President’s address to congress about health care reform.
This story continued in the media for days afterwards with the networks repeat-
edly showing the outburst and then subsequent interviews with Obama and
Wilson (Reid & Couric, 2009; Todd & Williams, 2009).

Although not as frequent a frame, the public’s fear of “death panels” was a
myth that TV stories drew attention to (12.3%, n = 9), despite a lack of evidence
of that in the legislation. However, none of the news releases responded or clari-
fied the issue (n = 0). Preventative care occupied a critical part of the PPACA
legislation, committing an entire section of the bill (Title IV) to the prevention
of chronic diseases and improving public health (US Government, 2019). News
releases discussed preventative care (n = 3, 23.1%), however the television news

stories ignored it (n = 0).

4. Conclusions & Discussion

The results of this study’s content analysis show a perfect storm between defi-
cient news releases distributed by the White House and the narrow angles jour-
nalists chose to represent the PPACA. How the issue was framed, and how much
information was provided, has implications for how the audience may have per-
ceived the PPACA. According to Rivers and Schramm (Rivers & Schramm,
1969: p. 27), the consistent power of the mass media should be thought of, “not
as a tidal wave, but as a great river”.

These results provide evidence that the burden of providing detail about the
healthcare legislation itself should not be completely born by the journalists. Al-
though the coverage of the PPACA begins in January of 2009, the President’s
inaugural year, the first draft of the legislation by the House of Representatives is
not unveiled until October 29, 2009; approximately ten months after the White
House announced the campaign to reform healthcare. As journalists scrambled
to cover the PPACA, they were given little help from the White House in clari-
fying how the legislation would impact viewers.

The literature suggests that while the media are not the only influence upon
public opinion, the framing of issues in specific ways does indeed impact public
opinion (Goffman, 1974; Porto, 2007; Scheufele, 1999; Semetko & Valkenburg,
2000). The results of this analysis indicated that the networks devoted what
seemed to be an adequate amount of coverage in their evening newscasts (with
the exception of ABC) to the PPACA. However, the findings also indicated that
the stories generally focused on peripheral aspects of health care reform, leaving
viewers in the dark about the concrete contents of the legislation and how it
would affect them as individuals. These stories often assessed the cost and risk to

key stakeholders, partisan conflict over the legislation, and individual’s health-
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care stories in which the reporters failed to relate the relevance of the story sub-
ject matter to the PPACA.

Mass communication scholarship supports the premise that television news
may rely on conflict and emotion to make stories interesting to viewers, while
ignoring other more critical aspects of a story (Farnsworth & Lichter, 2011; Git-
lin, 1980; Rhode, 1995; Tuchman, 1979). The reliance upon these news values
often results in the elimination of more legitimate coverage of a topic in the
pursuit of ratings. This study showed a substantial avoidance of concrete con-
tents of the legislation such as preventative healthcare and a reliance upon con-
flict by all networks.

Comparing the news stories to the news releases, Entman’s four functions of
framing (define problems, diagnose causes, make moral judgments and suggest
remedies) painted vastly different pictures of healthcare reform (Entman, 1993).
Prevalent news frames (Entman, 1993) in the news stories and the releases both
focused primarily on the first and second functions of framing, defining prob-
lems and diagnosing causes, but in different ways. The news releases were much
more likely to support reform as a remedy; the fourth function of framing, whe-
reas the news stories did not frame the PPACA as remedy, but as the problem
itself. Comparing the news releases to the television news stories, the news re-
leases often emphasized cost savings, defining healthcare reform as the remedy
for existing health care system problems, while the news stories defined the
problem as reform and not the current system, emphasizing its cost and the fi-
nancing and defining the problems associated with implementing healthcare
reform.

Conflicting frames between the Obama administration and the media served
to present the PPACA as a current event and issue but failed to define it in ways
discernible to the viewing audience. This lack of definition has implications for
the public’s understanding of the legislation and as a result, the PPACA remains,
as a controversial piece of legislation. While a preponderance of mass commu-
nications literature (Farnsworth & Lichter, 2011; Gitlin, 1980; Kohrs, 1998; Ste-
phens, 1996; Tuchman, 1979) has blamed the media solely for misrepresentation
or underrepresentation of issues, we found that the White House was at least

partially responsible for the superficiality of coverage of the PPACA.

5. Limitations and Future Research

This study makes a significant contribution to the literature by shining a light on
the lack of comprehensive information provided by TV news coverage of the
PPACA. The evidence suggests that the White House News administration
played a role in this lack of coverage by not providing a clear picture of the
PPACA. With this information in hand, there are several limitations in this
study that future studies should address.

Secondly, we discovered framing discrepancies between news coverage and
news releases. Further studies could investigate where journalists obtained in-

formation about the details of PPACA in addition to or external to news releases.
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In addition, only 13 news releases were available from the White House between
2009 and 2012. This may be evidence that the government diversified commu-
nication channels between the public and journalists. Future study needs to ex-
amine how the government utilizes new media channels such as websites like
healthcare.gov and social media to inform the public about pending and current

policies and legislation.
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