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INTRODUCTION

In the summers of 1997 and 1998, 15 homeless and at-risk youth conducted a study of news coverage

in the San Francisco Chronicle as part of a summer community organizing and leadership program
called UNYTE (Unity Now, Youth Training for Empowerment). We Interrupt This Message assisted
UNYTE in examining Chronicle coverage of youth and crime. The youth examined the way youth
crime and violence is reported, the myths and stereotypes that reporting petpetuates, and the policies
and politics it impacts. At the same time the young people discussed the role of the media in their
lives, and how it shapes the way their parents, teachers, police, and policy-makers see them.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

San Francisco Chronicle coverage of youth crime

promoted a negative view of youth. Foremost,
youth were disproportionately reported as perpe-
trators of crime. Even though youth are more
often the victims of ctime than the perpetrators,
the Chronicle reported on youth as perpetrators
more often than reporting on youth who were
victims. Adding to this distortion the Chronicle
more often reported on youth who were victims
of other youth rather than youth who were vic-
tims of adults. This stands in direct contrast to
real world crime where youth are more often the
victims of adults. Youth murders comprised a

disproportionate share of youth crime covered

by the Chronicle. And root causes of crime were
almost ignored.

METHODOLOGY

15 teenagers took on the job of reading the Sa#
Francisco Chronicle. Using highlighting markers
and butcher-block paper, the young people sepa-
rated every article written about youth and
crime where youth were either victims or perpe-
trators of crime, or the article discussed juvenile
crime. They used coding categories to examine -
whether overall coverage portrayed youth crime
accurately.

The youth surveyed six weeks of coverage—
four weeks the first year and two the second. The
youth looked at one weck in each of the two
months before their summer project started
(April and May)} and two weeks during the pro-
gram (June) in 1997 as well as surveying two
weeks during their 1998 program (July).
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Dates of coverage examined
April 1, 1997 - April 8, 1997
May 8, 1997 - May 15, 1997
June 16, 1997 - June 30, 1997
July 1, 1998 - July 14, 1998

We looked at the following:

* Youth perpetrators vs. youth victims.

* How many youth victims covered were vic-
tims of youth. '

* How many youth victims were victims of adults.

* References: Gang-related references, indicat-
ing source (teportet, community member,
youth or police).

* Dossible solutions to youth crime and vio-
lence mentioned, if any.

SHANTE

From the inside put

we know pain

we know the smell of rape

the feel of broken bones

the sight of our mothers crumpled
under the weight of poverty,
unemployment, addiction

we know the imprint of a boyfriends fist
or foot or beif

we all have scars

and we live with them,

¢ We also looked to see if the following ques-
tions were addressed:
Does incarceration lower crime?
Was poverty patt of the background the
article covered or was the link between
poverty and crime mentioned?
* Youth Sources—the number of youth quoted
in the article. '
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FINDINGS

74 articles in the San Francisco Chronicle were
identified over the six week period as depicting
youth as perpetrators or victims of crime, or dis-
cussing juvenile crime.

1. Youth Perpetrators Overrepresented;
Youth Victims Underrepresented

In the Chronicle, youth were more often por-
trayed as perpetrators than victims of crime.
Fifty-three of the 74 articles portrayed youth as
perpetrators of crime, in contrast to the 38 arti-
cles which portrayed youth as victims.! A total of
113 individual youth were identified as perpetra-
tors of crime, as compared to the 101 youth who
were pottrayed as victims.

In reality youth are more often victims than
perpetrators of violent crime, Crime data report
that for every violent and sexual offense commit-
ted by a youth under 18 there are 3 such crimes
committed by adults against teens.’

2. Youth Victims of Adults Underrepresented

The majority of youth victims who were covered
were victims of other vouth. Out of 101 youth vic-
tims, 53 youth were victims of other youth, while
43 youth were victims of adults. Articles about
youth victimized by other youth were almost
equal to the number of articles which depicted
youth victimized by adults (21 verses 23).

In reality, youth are victims of adults much
more often than they are victims of other youth.
Sixty percent of violent crimes against juveniles
were committed by adults in 1996, And youth
between the ages of 16 and 19 are the victims of
violent crime more often than any other age
group.*

In addition, not only were youth victims of
adults underrepresented, the kids who were cov-
ered as victims wete disproportionately young.
Of the total 43 youth victims of adults who were
covered, 33 were children under 13. Of the 23
articles on youth who were victims of adult, 2
majority of articles (15) were about children

under 13 who were victimized by adults.’ Only 8
of the articles, 35%, depicted teenagers and
young adults (between the ages of 14 and 21) as
victims of adults.

3. References to Gangs

19 out of the 74 articles (24%) made references
to gangs with a total of 112 references. These 112
references were made overwhelmingly by
reporters and officials (lawyers ot police offi-
cers). 82 gang references were made by
reporters, 21 by officials (16 police, 5 lawyers)
and only 6 by people in the community where
the crime or violence was occurring, Only 3 of
the references were from a youth. Some of the
references made by reporters were questionable
such as putting a teenager in the category of
“gang members and hangers-on” based on the
fact that he was dressed in “gang garb.” Youth
and community members often have an impor-
tant understanding of what is actually gang-relat-
ed which can be different from police.

- 4. Most Covered Solution

to Youth Crime—Lock ‘em Up!

In reporting juvenile crime, 50 articles did not
mention any possible solutions to the problem of
youth crime. Many articles focused on isolated
events but even stories exploring larger issues in
juvenile crime rarely mentioned solutions .
Fifteen articles included calls for tougher penal-
ties, incarceration-related solutions, or better
policing practices. Eight articles included solu-
tions focused on impacting the individual (i.c.
midnight basketball). Only 7 articles suggested
any solution aimed at reducing societal risk fac-
tors proven to be associated with crime {i.e. anti-
poverty programs, gun control, economic devel-
opment or jobs programs). Of the 8 articles which
suggested individual impact solutions, a few of
these included after school activities and pro-

grams formerly offered by the public school sys-
tem. {The fact that these types of programs used
to be part of public education was never noted.)

Rocio

There are no children in this system

only wards of the courts and
delinguents

there are only rules, and lines, and
order

Juvenile Hall doesn™t know my friend

Doesn’t know his ?{}wer |

doesn’t know his pain

Silence keeps us from seeing

the faces of homelessness

we are removed by the courts

pushed out by abuse

kicked out because we are pregnant

or gay, or just neglected

because our families are being
strangled by this system

and they don't remember what it
means to hold us tight

instead of fighting for us they make us
bleed

but struggle makes us family
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CHART CODING CATEGORIES:

Article dates and titles

Total 74 articles i . see helow see below 33M 13R
AT s S o : :

4/3/97 Bost

459

4/8/97 Backpack B

Youth perpetrators by number

Youth victims by number

Youth perpetrators by article

Youth victims by article

Youth victims of youth by number

Youth victims of youth by article

Youth victims of adults by number

Youth victims of adults by article

Gang references

Il i S I I B T -

Sources for gang references
P=Police
L=Lawyer
C=Community member
Y=Youth
R=Reporter

L. Solutions offered
1=tougher penalties/incarceration
2=individual impact solutions

2;;2/97 Police Arvest Pair 3=societal/environmental impact solutions

Encarceration examined

Link between poverty and crime examined

Youth as sources

Mo =ZE

Youth murder and robbery by number
M=Murder :
R=Robbery

2527/97 U;SC S;?dtm Q.  Adult murder (of youth) by number

[ i :
6/29/97 Stares Taking Action
[ e &

Netes on Coding:

* We defined youth as being any perpetrator/victim who was
clearly identified as being 21 years old or younger.

We noted when the age of the youth perpetrator/victim

was 13 or younger.

Articles which described the same news item, but appeared

on different days were used.

* We decided that articles which focused on youth as perpe-
trators or as victims, would be coded by atticle, as well as
by individual perpetrators or victims,

* When an article portrayed youth as both victims and per-
petratots, we coded the article as both.

* When articles portrayed teens in general as

perpetrators/victims, without indicating individuals or

their ages, we did not code for number of youth, but for
the article focus,

Stories were coded for gang references by indicating the

number of times the word gang was mentioned in the arti-

cle. The source for each reference was also noted.

. I 0 * Where we coded for the solutions offered, we categorized

----- : e ; 8 the solutions into 3 types:

1) tougher penalties/incarceration-related;

2) individual impact—solutions which focus on changing
an individual’s behavior, Le. after school programs;

3) environmental impact—solutions which focus on
changing the environment in which crime happens or
eliminating risk factors {i.e. gun control legislation,

No solution =50 | 0 0 24 33M 13R | 16M jobs programs, anti-poverty programs)

7/2/98 Bike Ri
7

5
7/13/98 Killings Stan Antioch

Totals 74 113 101 49 38 53 21 43 23 112

P=16

R=82 n=15
L=5 2)=8
C=6 31=7




Violent Crime Arrests Adjusted for Poverty,
by Race and Age, 1993

133 violence arrests/
1,000 men in poverty

122

Il white non-hispanic

% non-white

age13-19 2029 30-39 4049 50+
Chart reprinted from Extral, 3/4, 1996

5. Effectiveness of Incarceration Never Examined

Although incarceration-related solutions were
the most often covered, not one of the 74 articles
even explored the question of whether incarcera-
tion lowers crime. This was true even when legis-
lation calling for more incarceration was identi-
fied as a solution.

Engiliiang
i know someone

whose spirit is scarred

whose childhood, sliced and invisible

lives in helween the lines.

6. Link Between Economics and Crime Invisible
None of the articles looked at poverty as a pri-

mary or potential factor in crime. Only two arti-
cles linked unemployment to crime, one a story
of an anti-crime program which included a jobs
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program and one when a police officer men-
tioned the need for jobs.

This type of reporting makes youth poverty, the
factor most closely correlated to youth crime,
almost invisible. This leaves readers with few
choices but the impression that kids are more vio-
lent than previous generations; because of some-
thing innate rather than external factors, Yet if
poverty is factored in, higher rates for youth
crime than adult crime disappear. For instance, in
1993, teenagers living below federal poverty
guidelines had the same crime rate as similarly
impovetished adults in their 40’s, and well below
crime rates of those in their 20s and 30s.° '

7. Youth Underrepresented as Sources

Youth were dramatically underrepresented as
sources in articles about youth and crime. Only
14 out of 74 articles included quotes by youth.
Youth tended to be left out even in stories about
possible solutions. '

REsuLTSs VS, REALITY

The September 1994 Gallup Poll of 1,000 adults
found widely exaggerated views of juvenile vio-
lence. Although EB.IL crime statistics show that
juveniles commit only about 13 percent of all
violent crimes, the average estimate of that statis-
tic by Americans in the poll is more than three
times as high, at about 43 percent. Almost two
thirds believe that juvenile violence accounts for
more than 30 percent of all violent ctimes. One
fourth believed that youths accounted for over
half the nation’s violent crime.’ '

The San Francisco Chronicle coverage exam-
ined in this study promoted the inaccurate
impression that youth are responsible for a dis-
proportionately large share of crime. Coverage
did not reflect the reality of how often youth are
murdered by their parents ot guardians and
focused the majority of its coverage on youth as
perpetrators of violent crime. In reality youth are
much more likely to be victims of adult crime.

e T 3 TR e ST 0 e g

Last year juveniles accounted for only 3% of

. homicide arrests in San Francisco. (There were a

total of 33 homicide arrests, only one was a juve-
nile *) Representative Chronicle coverage of
would mean that only 3% of murder stories cov-
ered would be murders by youth.

Since we did not examine all crime coverage
but just youth crime coverage, we don’t know
whether more than 3% of murder coverage was
of youth murders. We suspect that it was.
However, 32% of youth crime coverage exam-
ined (24 out of 74 articles) was coverage of
youth-perpetrated murders.

Of the total San Francisco felony arrests last
year of 23,766, juveniles accounted for only
2,155 or 9%. Yet we suspect coverage of youth
crime was much more than 9% of all crime cov-
erage. Over 90% of felonies are done by adults
in San Francisco County. Given that there were
53 articles on youth perpetrated crime in six
weeks, representative coverage would have yield-
ed close to 450 articles on adult crime in those
same six weeks,

The only type of crime which juveniles were a
large proportion was robbery (537 out of 1,196
or 45%). Yet in six weeks, 33 youth-perpetrated
murders were covered and only 13 youth-perpe-
trated robberies. 32% of the coverage (24 out of
74 articles) examined was coverage of youth-per-
petrated murders—giving people a very skewed
picture of youth crime.

Understanding that reporters and editors feel
that murder is much more newsworthy than rob-
beries, coverage still paints a skewed picture of
the amount of murders youth commit. This
could be remedied by including the actual per-
centage of murders committed by youth in arti-
cles on youth-perpetrated murder.

And it should be noted that arrest rates actual-
ly inflate juvenile crime rates. According to the
FBI's Uniform crime reports juveniles account
for 14% of violent crime but for 18% of violent
crime arrests.

IMPLICATIONS

Distorted news coverage promotes distorted
public opinion. Reporting contained no econom-
ic analysis, no critical analysis of the effectiveness
of incarceration strategies, and little or no histor-
ical context or focus on the conditions which -
lead to crime. Coupled with incomplete report-
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TeResA
| know poverty

I know addiction

We are the result of a system that
seems to hate us

and we are not ashamed

We know rape

we know terror

we know domestic violence

and we are not ashamed

We know how to pack 10 people in
‘ one room

how to sleep while people have sex
in the bed éesidé us

we know how to beg

and we are not ashamed

Because we don’t beg aﬁym@z’é

we know we have the rightto a
community

that fights for us

we have the right to fight for.

ourselves
We have the scars to show
~ but we are not ashamed

we are alive.
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ing of this type, distorted news coverage pro-
motes bad public policy.

These misguided public perceptions of “violent
and crazy” youth affect the policies that control
young people's lives. The critical factors of
poverty and family violence are ignored by policy
makers. Responsibility is not placed on institu-
tions or society, but instead youth are the ones
who are scapegoated. Policy makers introduce
legislation calling for tougher penalties and more
incarceration, taking money from education and
support for families.

Generally, San Francisco Chronicle reporting
did not cover the causes of violent crime or the
risk factors associated with it. Significant facts
were absent from coverage which lead policy
makers to ignore factors that would lead to real
solutions and crime reduction. In not one of the
74 articles was the rise in youth poverty men-
tioned, let alone connected to violence. Yet
youth and young family poverty rose by 50%
from 1973-1991.°

The history of decreasing funding for public
schools and lack of jobs was almost always left
out as a root cause of crime and violence. For
instance, the fact that California is first in youth
joblessness' was not mentioned in any of the
articles, nor were lack of educational epportuni-
ties or the extent of youth poverty ever discussed
in depth.

Eight of the solutions that were identified in
the San Francisco Chronicle articles were pro-
grams, some of which were at one time part of
public education (after-school spotts, etc).
Reporting with no historical memory like this
blinds the public to causes of crime by obscuring

-the implication that if simple afterschool spotts,

education and job programs prevent crime then
perhaps the constant chipping away of such ser-
vices through public education cuts has the
result of causing crime. Such reporting prevents
the public from understanding the long term
results of public policy decisions.

SUGGESTIONS FOR BETTER
COVERAGE & MORE
BALANCED REPORTING

¢ Make sure that overall coverage is representa-

tive of reality. For instance, the percentage of -

stories on murders committed by youth
should be similar to the percentage of mur-
ders youth commit.

¢ Report crimes committed against youth and
crimes committed by youth in the same pro-
portion that they happen.

® When covering high profile cases which are
unrepresentative of overall trends in youth
crime, note that they are unrepresentative in
the atticle,

* Provide more in-depth articles, looking at the
conditions and underlying causes which lead
to youth crime.

* Hire youth reporters to cover youth issues.

® Support a youth media watch council which
reviews articles on juvenile crime and exam-
ines whether overall coverage is representa-
tive,

* Make linkages between policy decisions
which increase risk factors for crime and the
rise in juvenile crime.

¢ Focus on risk factors for crime (i.e. availabili-
ty of guns, poverty, lack of jobs, education
and economic opportunity) not just dysfunc-
tional family stories.

® Include reporting on the link between pover-
ty and crime in crime articles.

¢ Critically examine the effectiveness of incar-
ceration and other responses to youth crime.
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Footnotes

If stories had both youth perpetrators and youth victims we counted them in both categories.

Comparison of crime reports with the National Center on Child Abuse and Neglect report (5/93) cited in “Bashing

Youth: Media Myths About Teenagers” Mike Males, EXTRA! 3/4-94.

Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Report 1996,

National Council on Crime and Delinquency (1997). Reducing Crime in America.

* 1996 EB.IL Uniform Crime Reports, table 28,

¢ Bureau of Justice Statistics, Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics 1994; U.S, Census Bureau, Poverty in the United
State,s 1993, cited by Mike Males in “Wild in Deceit: How youth violence is really poverty violence in disguise”
EXTRA! 3/4-96. : .

? Moore DW (1994, September). Majority advocate death penalty for teenage killers. Gallup Poll Monthly, pp 2-4.

® According to 1997 arrest data for San Francisco County from the Criminal Justice Statistics Centet (which are garnered
from police and sherrifs reports). These statistics are for juveniles under 18. Although we looked at coverage of youth 21
and under, coverage that focused on juveniles under 18 also dramatically overrespresented youth perpetrated murder

* U.S. Census Bureau, Poverty in the United States, cited in Males, op cit.

 Children Now (1995), op cit, p. 18
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Juvenile Injustice is a study of the San Francisco
Chronicle’s coverage of youth and crime,

UNYTE is a training program in community orga-
nhizing and advocacy for homeless and formerly
homeless youth aged 14-17. The UNYTE Youth

A Joint Media !asc; IOJiQC'Of .the

NYTE Yout

Team is specifically committed o ending youth
homelessness in Alameda County.

We Interrupt This Message is a non-profit training
and resource center which assists community groups
seeking balanced and accurate news reporting.




