HIV AIDS Press Cover in the South Pacific.

Repeating Mistakes:
Press Coverage of HIV/AIDS
in Papua New Guinea and the
South Pacific.

Dr. Trevor Cullen
S. T. B. (Hons) Theology
M. A. (Hons) Religious Studies
M. A. International Journalism
PhD. Journalism

Department of Journalism
University of Queensland, Australia.

13 December 2000

Rev Dr Trevor Cullen.
Page 1



HIV AIDS Press Cover in the South Pacific.

Contents

Statement

Abstract

Acknowledgements

Tables

Appendices

Abbreviations

Conferences, lectures and articles

Chapter Page
1. INfrodUCHION ... 1
2, Literature ReVieW..........ccouiiiiiiiiiiinniiiiiniecicieccccnecsneeccee 13
3. METNOM.......eiiiiieeeeeectectee et ee e s ste e sae s s ssesesnesssaessnnesane 61
4, The Global State of HIV/AIDS ...........ccooviiiiiirinienniiiineencneccenaes 71
5. Press Coverage of HIV/AIDS in other countries............................. 89
6. Press Coverage of HIV/AIDS in the Pacific Region...................... 123
7. Press Coverage of HIV/AIDS in the PNG Press..........cccceeeeeennnnnee. 131
8. Interviews with 25 editors in PNG and the South Pacific............. 183
9. CONCIUSION.....iiiiietiiietrttr et 227

Bibliography ...t snreeee e e e e 237

APPENAICES......eeecccccccccccecccrrrrrrrcccceeseeee e e e sese s s e s e s s s snaen 279

Rev Dr Trevor Cullen.
Page 2



HIV AIDS Press Cover in the South Pacific.

Statement of Sources

The work presented in this thesis, is to the best of
my knowledge and belief, original and my own
work, except as acknowledged in the text. The
material has not been submitted, either in
whole or in part, for a degree at this or any
other University.

Rev Dr Trevor Cullen.
Page 3



HIV AIDS Press Cover in the South Pacific.

Abstract

The Problem

HIV/AIDS came late to Papua New Guinea (PNG). Yet, despite the
opportunity to learn from press coverage in other parts of the world, the press
in PNG during the 1990s repeated the same frends and mistakes that
occurred with coverage of HIV/AIDS in the Western press during the 1980s;
initially a slow response in which certain groups were targeted as the main
offenders and sufferers. This was followed by increased coverage after the
recognition of possible HIV infection in the wider population. Finally, there was
a gradual decrease in the number of news items on HIV/AIDS. This pattern
also reflected what Downs (1972) described as the ‘issue-attention cycle’ -
the rise, peak and decline of media interest in a well-established health issue.

Scope

The research material was based on a quantitative analysis of all
HIV/AIDS articles in the three main English newspapers in PNG from June 1987
- when the first HIV/AIDS story was reported - until December 1997 when the
National AIDS Council (NAC) was set up by an act of Parliament. To chart
more recent developments, a quantitative and qualitative analysis of press
coverage of HIV/AIDS in PNG was undertaken during a two-year period from
January 1998 until December 1999. In total, a 12-year period of press
coverage of HIV/AIDS in PNG was researched. Also, interviews with 25
newspaper and magazine editors in the Pacific region were conducted by
the author to discover the motivation for the inclusion or omission of HIV/AIDS
news items. Seven countries in the Pacific were selected so as to reflect the
three main racial groups and to assess if they adopted different approaches
to reporting HIV/AIDS. These countries included PNG and Fiji (Melanesia);
Tonga and Samoa (Polynesia); New Caledonia and Tahiti (French Melanesia
and Polynesia) and the Federated States of Micronesia.

Conclusions

Results show that press coverage of HIV/AIDS in PNG during the 1990s
followed closely the threefold chronological pattern adopted by the Western
press in the 1980s with variations in fiming and emphasis. Similar mistakes were
repeated, most notably an initial over-emphasis on risk groups instead of risk
behaviours and a lack of information about ways to prevent infection.
Interviews with editors in PNG and the South Pacific revealed a noticeable
lack of knowledge and understanding of the disease. Up until mid-1999, more
than 70 per cent of the editors intferviewed by the author believed malaria
was a more serious health threat than HIV/AIDS.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

The relentless surge in Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV)
infections, first noted in the early 1980s, continues. A report by the joint
United Nations programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) and the World Health
Organisation (WHQO), estimated that at the end of 1999 over 50 million
individuals worldwide had been infected with HIV, of whom more than
33 million were sftill alive and over 16 million had died (UNAIDS, 1999b).
The report, AIDS Epidemic Update - December 1999, estimates that 32.4

million adults and 1.2 million children were living with HIV at the end of
1999. AIDS deaths reached a record 2.6 million in 1999 while in the same
year HIV infections continued unabated with an estimated 5.6 million
adults and children infected (Table 1.1). More than 95 per cent of all
those infected live in the developing world and there are roughly 1,600
new infections every day. In 1999, an estimated 570,000 children aged 14
or younger became infected with HIV (UNAIDS, 1999b).

Despite this unfolding human tragedy, the Western press (North
America and Western Europe) report the disease only on rare
occasions such as World AIDS Day (1 December) or when there is a
possible scientific breakthrough in vaccine research. Admittedly, the
worst of the epidemic, especially in Western Europe, seems to have
peaked. As a result of scant press coverage, many people today in the
developed world perceive that HIV/AIDS is no longer a threat and
believe it has faded away and virtually disappeared. This is not correct
and the chronology of Western press reports on HIV/AIDS reveal the

press itself played a significant part in creating this false perception.
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Table 1.1
HIV/AIDS: Global estimates for 1999
People living with HIV/AIDS............uuueeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeenennnes 33.6 million
New HIV infections in 1999......cccvviiiiiiiniiiiiiiiiiiceeen. 5.6million
Deaths due to HIV/AIDS in 1999.....ccccvievviniirricireeeennnne 2.6 million
Cumulative number of deaths due to HIV/AIDS....... 16.3 million

In the early 1980s when HIV was first diagnosed as the virus that
eventually leads to Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS), the
Western press initially targeted high risk groups such as homosexuals
and drug users as the main offenders and sufferers. It seems these two
groups, because of their ‘alternative’ lifestyles, had imposed death
sentences on themselves and so warranted only limited coverage.
Then by 1986, with the acknowledgment of possible HIV infection
through unprotected heterosexual intercourse, press coverage of
HIV/AIDS reached saturation point sometimes bordering on ‘moral
panic’ (Wathey, 1987). Yet, within the following two years the disease
had been ‘routinised’ in the press and treated as just a regular health
story. It is safe to conclude that by the early 1990s - a ‘toning down’ of
sensational and stereotyping press reports about HIV/AIDS had
occurred and complacency about the disease in the Western press

had set in.

The chronology of Western press coverage of HIV/AIDS in the
1980s reveals that mistakes were made. During the first phase (1982-
1985), press reports initially concentfrated on high-risk groups rather than
risk behaviours. This led to the stereotyping and stigmatising of people

living with HIV/AIDS. Only homosexuals and drug users were considered
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as exposed to the disease. This early description of the problem left a
lasting perception in the public aftitudes towards the disease (Aaron,
1992; Watney, 1987). This phase of ‘narrow-casting’ was followed by
sensational and fear-based reporting (1986-87) when it was discovered
that the virus could threaten the wider heterosexual community. Finally,
since 1990, a decade of complacency has seen HIV/AIDS virtually
discarded as an issue and treated as just another common disease.
These points are fully discussed in chapter 2 - especially how the
chronology and shape of press attention followed closely what Downs
(1972) describes as the ‘issue-attention cycle’, the risk, peak and

decline of interest in health issues.

There is a link between Western press coverage of HIV/AIDS in
the 1980s and what occurred in Papua New Guinea (PNG) throughout
the 1990s. Basically, the press in PNG followed a similar chronology and
repeated the same frends and mistakes as their Western counterparts:
initially a slow response to the problem in which only high risk groups
were targeted followed by a short period of saturation coverage when
risk to the wider population was recognised. Finally, the disease was
relegated to just another routine health story. According to Senge
(1999b), one of the most respected newspaper editors in the South
Pacific, a common perception among people in PNG - 12 years after
the first news report on HIV/AIDS in 1987 - is that * this is not my problem.
It's just prostitutes and their clients that get AIDS.” (Senge Kolma,
1999b). As the author argues in Chapters 7 and 8, the press in PNG
have unwittingly played a significant part in creating this false
perception. Unfortunately, this could not have happened at a worse
time as the HIV/AIDS epidemic begins to take hold throughout the
country.

In 1996, while launching the United Nations report: Time to Act: The

Pacific Response to AIDS, the former Fijian Prime Minister, Sitiveni Rabuka,
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warned of the potential disaster of the emerging HIV/AIDS epidemic in

the South Pacific region:

The HIV/AIDS epidemic in the Pacific is a clear enough
signal that there is a storm gathering force; a storm that can
become a devastating hurricane such as we have never
before experienced and a storm which, if we do not take
the necessary precautions we will not live through or live to
regret forever (Rabuka, 1996 ).

This statement is now a reality in PNG: the HIV/AIDS storm has come
ashore and there is an urgent need to shelter from its ferocity and
destruction. The current figures for HIV infections in PNG are low. By
March 2000, 2,100 HIV/AIDS cases had been reported to the
Department of Health and another 661 people had died from AIDS
related illnesses (Senge, 2000). AIDS has now become the leading cause
of death at the largest hospital in the country, Port Moresby's General

Hospital. This may be just the tip of the iceberg.

Clement Malau, director of the PNG National AIDS Council
Secretariat (NAC), (which began operating in April 1999), is the official
co-ordinator of HIV/AIDS activities and policies in PNG. Malau (1999)
insists the massive epidemic of HIV/AIDS in many Sub-Saharan African
countries such as Zambia, Malawi and Zimbabwe - where HIV infection
rates are as high as 25 per cent in each country - could be repeated in
PNG.

Given the current situation in PNG, we could go the same
way as many Sub-Saharan African countries; we've got a
large sex industry and unconfrolled sexually transmitted
infections; we've got a very young sexuadlly active
population and we've got to a certain extent denial in some
provinces. So given that sort of setting, | think that it's not too
much of an exaggerated statement to say that PNG could
end up with extremely high infections rates as has
happened in these Africa countries (Malau, 1999b).
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Describing the spread of HIV/AIDS in PNG, Peter Piot (1999).
executive head of the United Nations AIDS programme (UNAIDS),
predicts a potentially devastating outcome if decisive action is not taken
to slow the spread of HIV/AIDS.

Although, it is difficult to predict precisely the future, the
potential is definitely there and it will depend on how the
country is going to respond to it that will determine the
course of the epidemic (Piot, 1999b).

Preparations , however, to stave off the HIV/AIDS onslaught have
lacked a sense of urgency and commitment. Instead, since the first
known HIV case was diagnosed in PNG in 1987, denial of the disease
and discrimination against people living with HIV/AIDS have been
common reactions to the problem. These two negative responses
seriously hamper effective prevention strategies and are often based on
ignorance of the situation and the perception that HIV/AIDS is the

problem of someone else.

This is where the media in PNG and the press in particular, can sfill
play a vital role in destroying the myths and misinformed perceptions
that surround the disease by imparting reliable information to improve
understanding. Researchers such as Singer and Endreny (1987), Wallack
(1990) and Childers (1992) argue that the press is an important source of
health information for individuals and that the press may also influence
health policy development by helping (or not helping) to put health
issues on the public agenda. News coverage of a health problem like
HIV/AIDS may tend to legitimise that problem, leading news consumers
to give greater support to efforts to solve those problems than those that
receive less coverage. Baker (1986) states that analysis of press coverage
of HIV/AIDS in the United States suggests the press may have
encouraged policy makers to respond to the HIV/AIDS crisis by helping to
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educate them about the potential threat to mainstream constituents
(Baker, 1986: 188).

Admittedly, there are high illiteracy rates in PNG which would
seem to lessen the importance and influence of the press to reach large
sections of the population. (Appendix 19). Yet, newspapers in PNG are
frequently used by radio and television news editors to provide a basis for
their daily news stories (Eggins, 1997). Moreover, they are read by the
decision-makers in government and business who ultimately influence
national policy and funding. Also, the press keeps issues and debates in
the public forum and potentially can move items onto and up the
political agenda. This is vital for providing the impetus for a national
response to the HIV/AIDS epidemic. In contrast, television tends to be
more of an urban phenomenon while radio, which has the potential to
be the most effective medium for spreading information to the wide-
flung communities dotted throughout PNG, has been under-funded,

under-staffed and plagued by frequent maintenance problems.

Despite the potential influence of the press to alter public
perception of the disease, the author argues throughout this research
that the press in PNG in the 1990s followed the trends and mistakes that
occurred with press coverage of HIV/AIDS in the Western press during the
1980s. A closer examination of the content of news stories on HIV/AIDS in
Chapter 7 shows that a large number of them concentrated mainly on
the latest statistics for HIV/AIDS or statements from the National AIDS
Council (NAC). There was little in the way of ‘mobilising information’ (M)
which involves informing people about how to respond to a preventable
disease such as HIV. The concept of Ml will be discussed in the Literature

Review.

Significance
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This is the first research of its kind to examine press coverage of
HIV/AIDS in PNG. The author chose to concentrate mainly on PNG
because it has the greatest number of HIV/AIDS cases in the South
Pacific, more than the combined figures of all the other South Pacific
countries (Appendix 20). Secondly, it has the largest news media in the
Pacific (Robie, 1999: 4). Thirdly, it is the largest of the South Pacific Islands
in ferms of physical size and population. It covers nearly 80 per cent of
the land area of the South Pacific and is home to 4. 6 million people out

of total Pacific population of 6. 8 million (Andrews, 1997: 9).

AIMS

The overall aim of the research is not to point the finger of blame
but to help newspaper editors in PNG and throughout the South Pacific
avoid repeating the same mistakes in press coverage of HIV/AIDS as
occurred in the Western press, especially the aspects of stereotyping,
sensationalism and complacency. The urgency of this task is underlined
by the statement of the current PNG Prime Minister, Sir Mekere Morauta.
Speaking in Port Moresby at the launch of World AIDS Day on 1
December 1999, Sir Mekere described the HIV/AIDS situation in the
country as a “ silent catastrophe.” The Prime Minister warned that there
were between 10,000 and 20, 000 HIV positive individuals in a population
of four and half million people and that the rate of HIV infection could
be grossly underestimated because there were an estimated 10 cases of
HIV positive individuals for every diagnosed case (Morauta, 1999).

To obtain a wider picture, the author interviewed 25 newspaper
and magazine editors in seven Pacific countries (PNG, Fiji, Samoa, Tonga,
Micronesia, French Polynesia, French Melanesia). Editors were chosen
because as previous researchers have shown, they wield considerable

influence in the selection of new stories (Breed, 1954; Gieber, 1956; White
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1964; Sigelman 1973; Janowitz 1975; Baker, 1980; Layton, 1998b). The
seven countries reflect the three prominent ethnic groups in the South
Pacific, namely the Melanesians , Polynesians and Micronesians. The
author set out to detect if there were any differences in the presentation
of HIV/AIDS new stories within the various ethnic groups and whether this

was dependent on cultural, political or social factors.

The main motivation for this PhD research stems from the author’s
two-year appointment as head of the Journalism Department at Divine
Word University in PNG from 1996 -1997. Initial private research into levels
of HIV/AIDS awareness among the media in the country, first among the
students and staff in the journalism department and later among editors
and journalists in the capital, Port Moresby, pointed to a high degree of
denial and ignorance about the disease. Despite the fact that in the
mid-1990s, the former PNG Health Minister, Peter Barter, made repeated
statements about the increasing spread of HIV/AIDS throughout the

country, denial and complacency remained firmly in place.

For the author, it was like watching in slow motion a repeat
performance of the prolonged period of denial towards HIV/AIDS in
Malawi, southern Africa, where the author worked from 1981-1999. In
1981 there were no recorded cases of HIV. By 1991, when the author
departed the country, at least 10 per cent of the population (aged 15 -
49) were infected with the HIV virus. At end of 1999, nearly 25 per cent of
Malawians were living with HIV (UNAIDS, 1999a). The fear is that the
HIV/AIDS epidemic in PNG, although at an early stage, could reach
Malawian proportions within the next 10 years. Peter Piot (1999),
executive head of the United Nations programme on HIV/AIDS, told the

author in an interview that:

When we look at country like PNG with such an incredibly
high incidence of classic sexually transmitted diseases and
sexual behaviour patterns, everything is there for an AIDS
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epidemic on African proportions. Although it is difficult to
predict precisely the future, the potential is definitely there.
(Piot, 1999b).

Piot (1999) emphasises that the country’s response to HIV/AIDS is
crucial. This involves the active participation of all sectors of PNG society
especially politicians, local and international non-government
organisations (NGOs), medical personnel, church leaders and the
media. The author believes the media and the press in particular has a
key role to play in providing reliable facts about the epidemic and

explaining ways to avoid or even cope with HIV infection.

PNG is certain to experience a massive AIDS epidemic within
the next decade if it does not respond quickly and
effectively to the current crisis. In this context, the press have
the potential to inform not only public opinion but especially
politicians and future public policy. They can tell people
about HIV/AIDS and ways to protect themselves. Basically,
they are in a position to improve the understanding of HIV, to
counteract stigma and discrimination. Their contribution is
vital especially if the media helps eliminate stigma because
this is the key to break the silence and to move the response
forward (Piot, 1999b).

Outline of Chapters

The following chapters examine what role the Western press and
the PNG press in partficular have played in their coverage of HIV/AIDS.
Chapter 2 analyses several media theories in connection with HIV/AIDS
especially the limitations placed upon press coverage of HIV/AIDS by
traditional news gathering and values and the use of language to

select, construct and interpret the disease. Chapter 3 details the method
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used in this study while Chapter 4 situates PNG on the global HIV/AIDS
map. Chapter 5 examines how the North American, European, African,
Australian, and South East Asian press covered the HIV/AIDS story while

Chapter 6 looks in parficular at what happened in the South Pacific.

Chapter 7 provides an in-depth analysis of HIV/AIDS press reports
in PNG from 1987 - when the first HIV case was discovered in the country
- until December 1997 with the launch of the National AIDS Council
(NAC). Apart from this ten-year period of analysis the author provides
more recent data by examining the categories and contents of HIV/AIDS
news items from January 1998 until December 1999. In total a 12-year
period of press coverage of HIV/AIDS in PNG was researched. Chapter 8
involves an analysis of interviews with 25 newspaper and magazine
editors in several South Pacific countries in an aftempt to discover the
motivation for their coverage or omission of HIV/AIDS news items.
Conclusions follow in chapter 9. Throughout this research, the
abbreviated terms HIV and AIDS are combined (HIV/AIDS) so as to
include people living with the virus and those who have already
developed AIDS.
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Chapter Two Literature Review

Twenty years ago, no one had ever heard of HIV/AIDS. But from
1981-1995, an extensive library of material on the disease appeared
throughout the Western world. Then, with the ‘routinization’ of the disease
in the early 1990s, public interest and the flood of academic literature
subsided. In direct contrast, little information, research and analysis has
surfaced in the South Pacific despite a significant and worrying increase

of HIV/AIDS since the first case was discovered in 1986.

The literature review, therefore, concentrates on the main issues raised
by media coverage of HIV/AIDS around the world, while at the same
time highlighting aspects that directly concern the South Pacific. Where it
is possible, the focus is on the press. The chapter begins with a review of
recent studies on the press and journalists in the South Pacific followed by
an analysis of the role of the media and its effects in regard to press

coverage of HIV/AIDS.

1. Surveys of the press in the South Pacific

Richstad, McMillan and Barney (1973) were the first to undertake a
comprehensive review of regional newspapers in the South Pacific. To
achieve this, the researchers sent questionnaires to Pacific editors and
publishers in an attempt to record the growth of the press in the region.
Their research reported on 63 publications. However, they omitted
certain categories such as scholarly and literary journals, the religious
press and annual reports (Layton, 1992: 5). In 1989, Layton (1992)

updated this survey which had preceded the independence of many
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South Pacific Islands and highlighted an impressive growth in various
sectors of the Pacific press: the number of newspapers had nearly
doubled and the circulation of weeklies had nearly trebled (Layton,
1992: 12). Richstad stated that most of the newspapers he surveyed
were small with an average of 18 pages. By 1989, the number of pages

had increased 40 per cent overall (Layton, 1992: 13).

Layton (1992) questioned whether the increase in pages meant a
corresponding increase in news content, or simply more advertising. The
researcher pinpointed the installation of new technology as a major
reason for the surge in newspaper and circulation figures which she

argues:

Brought down the cost of producing newspapers and dramatically
improved the quality of their appearance. Three-quarters of the
periodicals in the 1989 study were computer typeset. Fifty per cent
of those, or one third of the total, were desktop published either in-
house or commercially (Layton, 1992: 14).

Layton’s 1989 survey showed a dramatic increase in the number of
local editors, up to 56 per cent. In 1973, nearly two thirds of senior editors
were still non-indigenous. The shift meant that local editors had greater
influence over the selection of news stories and the agenda-setting

process.

Pacific Islanders have, for the most part, been denied the power
to make editorial (and hence agenda-setting) decisions about
information flow in the community...By 1989 this had finally
changed...De-colonisation in the late 1970s and early 1980s
brought with it a new emphasis on the localisation of Pacific Island
workforces including the media (Layton, 1992: 15).

Because of the newly enhanced position of editors in the South Pacific
region in terms of position and power, this thesis includes interviews with

25 editors from seven South Pacific countries. These interviews were
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conducted in order to discover the editors’ views about HIV/AIDS and
why so many hesitated in responding to the serious public health threat
that HIV/AIDS posed.

The number of journalists employed full time in the region had
increased fourfold from (59) in 1973 to (241) in 1989. It seems that much
of this was due to the increase in media (Layton, 1992: 16).

Management structures also witnessed an expansion.

In 1973, 56 per cent of papers was produced by one person and
chief reporter organisations and 44 per cent by editor and editorial
board types. By 1989, 47 per cent was produced by one person
and chief reporter and 53 per cent by the editor and editorial
board (Layton, 1992: 17).

Layton (1992) noted a significant increase in foreign-owned private
newspapers and lists 55 privately owned newspapers of which 75 per
cent “appear at least principally owned by non-Pacific Islanders. Their
dominance however, is even more pronounced in terms of circulation.
Ninety three per cent of all circulation is produced by these non-
indigenous publishers” (Layton, 1992: 18). Private newspapers owned by
non-Pacific Islanders were concentrated in Fiji (17 titles), Guam (10 fitles)
and French Polynesia (4 titles). In 1986 and 1987, Rupert Murdoch and
Robert Hersant joined Gannett in Pacific Islands operations and by the
end of the 1980s, these three were responsible for 27 per cent of privately
owned circulation, or 18 per cent of the total press in the Pacific (Layton,
1992: 22).

Concern over the influence of these media multinationals in the
region prompted journalists attending a conference organised by the
International Federation of Journalists( IFJ) in Port Moresby (1989) to
express anxiety over “the potential for political and commercial interests

to diminish the diversity and independence of the media.” (cited in
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Layton, 1992: 22). Layton (1992) warned against the possible negative

impact of such an imbalance in newspaper ownership.

Murdoch and Hersant have international reputations for
influencing editorial policy and while conventional wisdom has it
that their Pacific holdings are too insignificant to warrant such
personal aftention, the Hersant papers in Tahiti have already been
accused of playing a “partisan role” during the recent
constitutional crisis (Layton, 1992: 23).

2. Surveys of South Pacific Journalists

The decade from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s saw a marked
increase in surveys of journalists around the world. Weaver (1998) outlines
two reasons for this. Firstly, journalists began to play a more important role
where there had been a fransition from an authoritarian to a more
democratic political system. Secondly, there was an assumption that
journalists’ backgrounds and ideas have some relationship to what is
reported in the various news media around the world, and that this news
coverage matters in terms of world public opinion and policies (Weaver:
1998: 2). Many of these studies were modelled on two major surveys of
United States journalists conducted by Johnstone, Slawski and Bowman,
(1976) and Weaver and Wilhoit, (1986).

The first research to focus primarily on journalists in the South Pacific
was conducted by Phinney (1985). The researcher questioned 42 Papua
New Guinean press and radio journalists on topics ranging from
demographics to possible government and editorial pressure and
whether they would stand as political candidates in future elections. Fifty
two per cent of newspaper journalists replied to his questionnaire. From
their responses, Phinney observed the potential influence these
journalists could exert over politicians, civil servants and other well-

educated Papua New Guineans. Despite the low percentage of readers

Rev Dr Trevor Cullen.
Page 25



HIV AIDS Press Cover in the South Pacific.

in Papua New Guinea (PNG), the press, he argues, gains its immense
importance because of its ability to reach the decision makers (Phinney,
1985: 46). Phinney states, moreover, that PNG journalists were well able to
defend themselves against possible government moves to impose
censorship on certain issues and was not surprised by the independent
attitude of the PNG journalists, many of which resembled those of their

Australian counterparts.

After all, Australian journalists set up the first newsrooms in Papua
New Guinea and trained many of the Papua New Guineans now
in senior management positions in both print and broadcast media
(Phinney, 1985: 125).

While Phinney’s research was restricted to PNG, Masteron (1989)
used a questionnaire to discover how journalists were regarded in the
South Pacific. He distributed it to selected journalists and certain
members of the public who were considered ‘intelligent and interested’
in order to discover how the media was regarded in the South Pacific.
He admits to the limitations of his research which did not aim to be
“comprehensive or statistically satisfactory. Both are difficult in this region.
Its justification is that it is the only such survey conducted in the South
Pacific” (Masterton, 1989 : 46).

The study on Pacific Islands journalists, undertaken by Layton
(1994), employed the questionnaire format to challenge Meller (1976)
who predicted that Pacific Islands journalists would become more
cautious in their reporting as a result of social and cultural pressures after
independence. Layton's research aimed to explore aftitudes on media
roles, responsibilities and ethical standards. A total of 164 questionnaires
were returned (60 per cent) and the researcher conducted 108 in-depth
interviews. Contrary to Meller's prediction, Layton shows that Pacific
Islands journalists have maintained a critical perspective of government

actions and are strongly committed to Western models of professional
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practice (Layton, 1994:1). Culture was acknowledged as a complication
in their work. But instead of bowing to if, journalists used cultural

mechanisms to further develop liberal media traditions (Layton, 1994: i ).

Layton (1994) divided Pacific journalists into three distinct ethnic
groups: Melanesians, Polynesians and Micronesians. Melanesian
journalists were found to be young, indigenous well-educated and
reasonably experienced in their jobs. Polynesians were younger but less
educated while Micronesian journalists were the oldest, most
experienced and best educated (Layton, 1994: 157). In terms of media
responsibilities, Layton’s research showed that over 90 per cent of Pacific
Islands journalists believed other sources should be found if their
governments denied them access to information and that the media
should be editorially independent (Layton, 1994: 197). Government-
employed journalists, however, cautioned against using reports that
could threaten national unity and image. Overall, evidence from her
research shows indigenous journalists in the Pacific maintaining a strong
professional value system and a strong sense of social responsibility
(Layton, 1994: 231). Layton's survey strongly suggests that Pacific editors
and journalists would be both willing and capable to report the HIV/AIDS
epidemic in their respective countries.

Robie (1999) began a preliminary research into newsroom fraining
for journalists in Fiji and PNG. The survey was prompted by apparent
differences in attitude between the media industries in PNG and Fiji
towards journalism education, fraining and in particular the usefulness
of work attachments. The initial survey was conducted between
December 1998 and February 1999. It involved the use of a
questionnaire  which was handed to journalists at 12 news
organisations. According to Robie (1999), 124 journalists completed the
questionnaire; 59 respondents from Fiji and 65 from PNG. Preliminary
findings confimed some of Layton's (1992) earlier research results,

namely that PNG journalists were both young and well educated.
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However, there was a decline since Layton's (1992) study from 16 to 13
per cent in the number of tertiary educated Fijian journalists (Robie,
1999: 65). Significantly, more journalists in Fiji (62 per cent) than in PNG
(46 per cent) favoured the western ‘watchdog’ model as the preferred
role of the media. However, more than double the number of
journalists in PNG (39 per cent) than in Fiji (15 per cent) saw the role of
the news media as the ‘defender of the truth’ (Robie, 1999; 65).

3. The role of the news media and HIV/AIDS

In an attempt to define the role and function of the media, the
researchers, Siebert, Peterson and Schramm (1956), identify four different
theories of the press; the authoritarian, the libertarian, the social
responsibility and the soviet communist theory. Layton (1994) argues that
the liberal model is the theory most commonly adhered to in the Pacific
region, even though it has undergone a number of refinements (Layton,
1994: 8).

The libertarian theory emerged in Britain and America in the
seventeenth century and was based on the philosophies of Milton, Locke
and Mill. The libertarian press referred to ‘a market place of free ideas’
operating without controls and where market forces were of prime
importance. Under the libertarian concept, the media had a threefold
function: fo inform; to entertain and to provide a basis of economic
support to ensure financial independence (Siebert et al. , 1956: 51). This
was slightly modified by Mayer (1964) who said there were three
perspectives on the functions of the press: as a business, a public ufility
and a mixture of both (Mayer, 1964: 46). The libertarian theory
encourages the notion that no matter how the media performs, its
performance per se is in the public interest. If it made mistakes, then the

truth would prevail in a self-righting process.
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Another theory seen as reflecting the function and role of the press
is that of ‘social responsibility’ which emphasises the idea of the media’s
duty to help meet the needs of society This has important implications
for press coverage of HIV/AIDS since in many countries it is either an
existing or emerging major public health threat. There is a ‘responsibility’
on the part of the press to inform the public about this impending

epidemic.

The theory developed out of the 1947 Hutchins Commission on
Freedom of the Press which was set up in the United States to decide
whether press freedom was in danger especially from state intervention.
The Commission’s report entitled, A Free and Responsible Press, set five
standards of performance for the press: to provide a truthful,
comprehensive account of the day’s events in a context that gives them
meaning. Also, the press should serve as a forum for exchange of
comment and criticism and offer a representative picture of all groups in
society. Finally, the press should present and clarify the goals of society
and provide full access to the day’s intelligence (Siebert et al., 1956: 15).
Moreover, the Commission reported that the media had a duty to meet

socially required standards of performance.

Freedom carries obligations and the press, which enjoys @
privilieged position under our government, is obliged to be
responsible to society (Siebert et al ., 1956: 74).

The Hutchins report seemed to signal a significant theoretical shift
of emphasis with the introduction of the new social responsibility theory.
Yet, while the report insisted on the idea of a free and also a responsible
press, it failed to give practical guidelines to journalists in making daily
ethical decisions. The theory did gain widespread recognition in the US
press until the 1960s. There was, however, a stronger bias towards the

libertarian model and the desire to safeguard such ideals as the freedom
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of the press by promoting the right to be informed, the free flow of
information, freedom of access and a diversity of media (McQuail, 1994:
130).

While the libertarian and social responsibility theories are still
relevant to the general debate about the role of the media in society
and in partficular to media coverage of HIV/AIDS, an aftempt to
formulate consistent and workable theories of the press is exiremely
difficult because of the underlying differences of interest and political
ideology which are present in any society. Moreover, the frameworks for
the analysis of the role of the media offered by Siebert et al., have
generally derived from a simple and outdated notfion of the press as
providing only news and information. These theories are unable to
respond adequately to emerging needs created by the variety of mass
media types and services and with constantly changing technology.

An example of this is evident with growth of other theories such as
‘Development Communication’ media theory. This acknowledges that
societfies, undergoing a fransition from underdevelopment and
colonialism to independence, often lack basic material support and
technical skills. Because of these limitations, priorities have to be carefully
selected. These emphasize the fundamental role of the media to
promote national development, support democracy and offer solidarity
with developing countries. Likewise, the ‘democratic-participant’ media
theory or ‘grass-roots media’ developed as a reaction to the dominance
of the main mass media by private or public monopolies. The theory
supports the right to relevant local information and has resulted in the
underground or alternative press, community cable television,
neighbourhood media and media for women and ethnic minorities
(McQuail, 1994: 131).

4. Media Effects Research
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McQuail  (1994) argues that the entire study of mass
communication is based on the premise that the media have significant
effects. Yet there is little agreement on the nature and extent of these

assumed effects and considerable doubt remains.

The paradox can be partly explained in terms of the difference
between the general and the particular. We can be sure that
particular effects are occurring all the time without being able to
see or predicate the aggregate outcome or to know after the
event how much is attributable to the media. There can be many
effects without any overall pattern or direction. The media are
rarely likely to be the only necessary or sufficient cause of effect
and relative contribution is extremely hard to assess (McQuail,
1994: 327).

Despite these uncertainties, McQuail (1994) notes there is sufficient
data to examine the effects of the media even if much of the research
remains inconclusive. This is evident in the history of media effects
research which McQuail divides into four periods. The first phase, from
the turn of the century until the late 1930s and described as the ‘all
powerful media’, accredited the media with considerable power to
shape opinion and belief, to change habits of life and to mould
behaviour (McQuail, 1994: 328). The era of research in the 1940s and
1950s marked the beginning of the second phase which saw separate
studies being carried out intfo the effects of different types of media
content, of particular films and of entire political campaigns. Attention
was mainly focused on the possibility of using film and other media for
planned persuasion or information. Klapper (1960) set the seal on this
research phase by concluding that mass communication does not act
as a necessary or sufficient cause of audience effects but rather
functions through the pre-existing structure of social relationships and a

particular social and cultural content.
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In the third phase, there was a determined desire to rediscover the
power of the media and a reluctance to dismiss the possibility that the
media might indeed have powerful social effects and be an instrument
of exercising social and political power (McQuail, 1994: 330). To achieve
this, aftenfion was shifted towards long-term change, intervening
variables of content, disposition and mofivation and collective
phenomena such as the climates of opinion, structures of belief,
ideologies and cultural patterns together with institutional forms of media
provision. The fourth stage in the chronology of media effects research,
as outlined by McQuail (1994), saw a break with the ‘all powerful media’
concept and the emergence of a new approach to media effects
which is termed ‘social constructivist’ (Gamson and Modigliani, cited in
McQuail, 1994: 131). This views the media as having their most significant
effect when they construct social formations and history itself by framing
images of reality in a predictable and patterned way. Audiences,
meanwhile, construct their own personal view of social reality with the
help of meanings offered by the media. This allows for the power of the
media and for the power of the people to choose with a terrain of

continuous negotiation in between (McQuail, 1994; 331).

For a more focused analysis of the effects of the media in regard
to HIV/AIDS, this thesis highlights three aspects of effects research that
have influenced debate about media coverage of the disease. Firstly,
that the media construct social reality. Secondly, the media set the

agenda and thirdly, they can influence attitudes and behaviour.

4.1. Media constructing social reality.

The process of the social construction of reality holds a cenfral
place in communication research. Two basic approaches can be

distinguished. The first focuses on the social construction of reality as an
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important aspect of the relationship between culture and society. The
second, which this thesis highlights, concenfrates on the social
construction of reality as one type of media effect. The process is defined
as ‘social construction’ because it is carried out through social
interaction (Adoni and Mane, 1984; 323).

French researchers, Herzlich and Pierret (1989), describe how in
the early 1980s, the French press constructed HIV/AIDS as a social
phenomenon in four distinct stages: naming; comparisons with past
epidemics; popularisation of medical knowledge; and discourses about
the ‘other’ and in particular, homosexuals. The first stage, naming this
mysterious iliness, resulted in such labels as ‘homosexual cancer’ , ‘gay
cancer’, ‘the homosexual syndrome’ and ‘homosexual pneumonia’. The
second stage focused on the viral origins of HIV/AIDS and led to
discourses about possible contagion. Despite the emergence of
heterosexual infection in 1986, the lasting impression of HIV/AIDS,
constructed by the press in these two initial stages, proved to be the
most lasting: that HIV/AIDS was primarily a ‘gay plague’ (Herzlich and
Pierret, 1989: 1239).

Obituaries provide another source for illustrating the social
construction theory. The language used to explain early deaths among
young men from AIDS, omitted the cause in a deliberate attempt to
distance the deceased person from the disease and the risk group,
thereby perpetuating further stigma and fear. However, as more and
more people learnt how to decode this language, the obituaries,
ironically, created the opposite effect of signalling HIV/AIDS as the

possible real cause (Nardi, 1993: 163).

McQuail (1994) highlights the way the media structures meaning
and links it to the media’s presentation of news. The information they

convey, their visual and verbal messages and the tone of their
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presentations can define the significance of events, shape public
attitudes and challenge public policies. But it is difficult to measure if
“the direction, degree, durability and predicability of the effect are all
uncertain and have to be established case by case with only limited

possibilities for generalisation” (McQuail, 1994: 351).

Hammond and Freimuth (1989) discuss the influence of journalists
whom they see as holding a powerful and active position in the
construction of meaning. These researchers view journalists as people
who can franslate knowledge of news sources into understandable

information for readers to comprehend.

Journalists are not only the hub and repository, but are active
agents of organised life. As linkers and transformers of knowledge
in ifs most elementary forms, journalists offer perpetual articulations
on organised life; its problems and prospects, its excesses and
successes, its sense of failure and promise of progress. Thus,
journalists and their news products have a central place in the
knowledge of society (Hammond and Freimuth, 1989: 157).

But the extent of influence that journalists exert on their readers or
audience is limited. Donohue, Tichenor, Olien (1975), in their research on
the ‘knowledge gap’, re-examined the impact of the quantity of
information available to individuals from different social classes. Their
conclusions reiterated what Tichenor et al., (1970 and 1973) had found
earlier: that the better educated display greater gains in information

compared with the less educated (Donohue et al., 1975 : 4).

Aroni (1992), however, believes the social constructionist theory has
been the most influential factor in terms of media coverage of HIV/AIDS.
Aroni argues that the media do not just provide information and reflect
the social world but they structure it for us. This is achieved, not by
increasing our knowledge of it, but by helping to make sense of it (Aroni

1992: 127). To realise this aim, the media use frameworks.
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The primary framework that has been used in the print media to
understand HIV/AIDS is the medical model. The people who have
been asked to provide ‘authoritative’ imput are doctors who are
considered the experts. They are high up in the ‘hierarchy of
credibility’ (Aroni, 1992: 129).

4.1.1 The rhetoric used to report HIV/AIDS

Debate about whether the media construct reality by structuring
meaning is evident in the use of language. Nardi (1993) suggests that the
way people construct and interpret reality is related to language.
“Language provides the categories and ordered meanings for
experiencing the world around us. Language provides the means for
objectifying new experiences” (Nardi, 1993: 164). Researcher Van Dijk
(1991) highlights the need to observe both the topic and actual text
when analysing the underlying meaning of a news story. A news text can
be considered to be * like an iceberg of information of which only the tip
is actually expressed in words and sentences” (Van Dik, 1991, cited in
Lupton 1994: 181). It is not only the topic which reflects the ideological

systems but the language in which the topic is framed.

Nelkin (1991) suggests that selective use of language can frivialise
an event or render it important; marginalise some groups and empower
others; define an issue as an urgent problem or reduce it to a routine.
Nelkin (1991) adds: “the choice of language as a reflection of values is
strategic for language carries implications for formulation of policy”
(Nelkin 1991b: 303). An example of this is the use of metaphors which
have been extensively used to make sense of HIV/AIDS during ifs

construction as a new disease in the public consciousness (Ross and
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Carson 1988; Sontag, 1989; Treichler, 1989). The most prominent images

were military.

Sontag (1989), who was one of the first researchers to record the
influence that metaphors exert on cancer and HIV/AIDS discourses,
highlighted the use of military metaphors in the media such as ‘fight’ ,
‘struggle’, ‘battle’, ‘invasion’, ‘enemy’ and ‘war’ (Sontag, 1989: 10).
HIV/AIDS was framed as a foreign invader that people needed to be
protected against. Sontag argues against the negative effects of these
metaphors and adds that her book, AIDS and its Metaphors, is written
“not to confer meaning ... but deprive something of meaning” (Sontag,
1989:10). Sontag (1989) states that the use of metaphors does not sum
up the situation: often they are too simple and sensational, increasing
stigmatisation of the sufferers and fear in the general public (Sontag,
1989: 6).

The metaphor, Sontag claims, cements the way particularly
dreaded diseases are envisaged as an alien ‘other’ or as ‘enemies’ in
modern war. She describes how the move from demonization of the
illness to aftribution of fault to the patient is an inevitable one.
Subsequently, the idea of ‘innocent’ versus ‘guilty’ is infroduced into the
HIV/AIDS discourses where the innocent are labelled ‘victims’, strongly
suggesting others are guilty (Sontag, 1989: 11). In fact with the use of the
term ‘victim’, implicit and explicit moral judgements became tied to the
disease. Despite strong criticism, Strong and Berridge (1990) see some
value in using the military metaphors if they are used not in the spirit of
militarism but to make the analytic statement that HIV/AIDS points to a

time of emergency (Strong and Berridge, 1990: 249).

Lupton (1994), however, emphasises the negative impact of
metaphors. In order to make sense of HIV/AIDS in Australia, the press in

that country seized upon the concepts of blame and guilt especially
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when comparing people with medically acquired HIV and infected gay
men. The latter were singled out for negative treatment as seen in the
use of metaphors such as ‘AIDS as punishment’, ‘AIDS is a moral
reformer’, 'AIDS as crime’ and ‘Sex is danger’ (Lupton, 1994: 136). The
Australian researcher describes how people living with HIV/AIDS were
described with one or a number of the following terms: ‘deviants’,
‘victims’, ‘innocent’, ‘promiscuous’, ‘survivors’, ‘battlers’, ‘homosexuals’,
or ‘drug addicts’. Each choice of term attempts to influence the way in

which readers construct their knowledge and aftitudes about HIV/AIDS.

In Australia, the most striking metaphor used by the media was that
of the ‘Grim Reaper’, an image that was used as an educational
advertising campaign where HIV/AIDS became “the replacement for
nuclear death as the ultimate threat to human existence” (Aroni, 1992:
135). The term ‘Grim Reaper’ has been traditionally designated to refer
to death in Western cultures. In newspapers and television
advertisements in Australia, the reaper’s powerless victims were bowled
over by this ruthless evil disease. This metaphor infroduced a strong sense
of powerlessness and inevitability for its victims. In other countries,
metaphors were also widely used. For example, according to Ross and
Carson’s study of HIV/AIDS in the American press during the early 1980s,
the disease was explained using four main metaphors: ‘AIDS is a plague’,
‘AIDS is death’, 'AIDS is a punishment for sin’, and ‘AIDS is a crime’ (Ross
and Carson, 1988: 240).

Early links between HIV/AIDS and the gay community in the United
States together with media focus on possible transmission routes, led to
the gradual ‘sexualization’ of HIV/AIDS (Alcorn, 1988: 89). The metaphor
‘gay plague’ became synonymous with deviant, permissive behaviour
and implied moral judgement. Karpf (1988) states that for long periods in
the United States media, HIV/AIDS was almost entirely buried beneath

metaphorical meaning especially the media’s characterisation of the
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virus as a ‘gay plague’, their differentfiation of innocent and guilty, their
promotion of sexual abstinence. It was, however, the ‘plague’
metaphor, depicting HIV/AIDS as a contagious disease, that helped,
more than any other metaphor, to fuel fear and stigma among the
public (Karpf, 1988: 144).

According to Aroni (1992), the negative impact of the ‘plague’
metaphor had a prolonged polarising effect on the public’s
understanding of HIV/AIDS in the United States, instilling a false sense of

security when confronted with the dangers of the disease.

The construction of the image of an HIV/AIDS patient has evolved
over the last nine years (1981-1990). The dominant image of a
person living with AIDS is still that of a male homosexual suffering
from a sexually fransmitted disease as a direct result of his sexual
practices. This runs the risk of focusing on risk groups rather than on
at risk behaviours and sexual practices (Aroni, 1992: 137).

Ross and Carson (1988), discuss the problem of the ‘plague’
metaphor which can easily become a model or analogue so that
HIV/AIDS is believed not only to be like a plague in some ways but shares
almost all the characteristics of plague. Sontag (198%) agrees with this
point, stating that unlike the military metaphors, ‘plague’ suggests an
uncontrollable disease that implies passive acceptance rather than
active resistance. There is a need, Sontag (1989) argues, for the inclusion
of more positive statements since HIV/AIDS victims and HIV/AIDS sufferers
suggest a passive or helpless response to the illness whereas people with
HIV/AIDS are often healthy active people getting on with life. The
phrases ‘people with AIDS’ (shortened to PWA) or ‘people with HIV' are
preferred. Some suggest people ‘living with AIDS’ to emphasize life rather
than death. ‘HIV infected’ and ‘HIV carrier’ are disliked because they

place more emphasis on the virus than the individual.
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American media researcher, Nelkin (1991), examines possible
reasons for such negative language and imagery and suggests that
when people see their way of life at risk, they characteristically become

less tolerant of social differences.

In their quest for order and control they consfruct distinctions
between normal and perverse, legal and criminal, innocent and
culpable, health and diseases. Labelling AIDS as a disease of
certain groups becomes a way to focus blame, to isolate the
sources of contamination and contagion and to deny the
vulnerability and the responsibility of the wider population (Nelkin,
1991b: 303).

4.2. The agenda-setting role of the news media

The term agenda-setting was first coined by McComlbs and Shaw
(1972) to describe in more general terms the phenomenon that had long
been noticed and studied in the context of election campaigns. Cohen
(1963) had earlier pointed to the influence of the press to focus public
attention in a particular direction. “The press may not be successful
much of the time in telling people what to think but it is stunningly
successful in telling its readers what to think about” (Cohen, 1963: 13). This

same point was re-emphasised by Lang and Lang (1986).

The mass media force atftention to certain issues. They build the
public images of political figures. They are constantly presenting
objects, suggesting what individuals should think about, know
about, have feelings about (Lang and Lang, 1986: 466).

The essence of the agenda-setting theory consists of data showing
a correspondence between the order of importance given in the media
to issues and the order of significance attached to the same issues by the
public and politicians. But such evidence is often insufficient to show a
causal connection between the various agendas. lyengar and Kinder

(1987) are critical of past agenda-setting research for neglecting the
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possible effects on what the people think concerning who is important,

where important things happen and why things are important.

According to Rogers and Dearing (1987), there is a need to
distinguish clearly between three different agendas: the priorities of the
media, those of the public and those of policy. They inferact in complex
ways and in different directions and while it is likely that the media does
confribute to a convergence of the three agendas it is not the same as
setting any particular one of them. Researchers Rogers, Dearing and
Chang (1991) describe agenda-setting as a plausible but unproven idea.
One negative consequence of this inconclusiveness has resulted,
according to Katz (1978), in social science research liberating the media
from responsibility for the evils of society. Their assumed powerlessness

means less responsibility, more freedom of movement and less control.

The potential agenda-setting role of the media is discussed by
Bonney and Wilson (1983) who note that it is stfrongly conditioned by the
concept of ‘news value' and its associated practices -- the professional
ideology of news reporters and editors. News values act as a crucial
element in the selection and organisation of news items and as a
consequence, they are significant in setting the agenda for editorial
comments, features and documentaries and in shaping media
audiences’ conceptions (Bonney and Wilson, 1983: 287). Henningham
(1990) lists several ‘traditional’ newsworthy criteria which affect whether
a news story is selected or shelved. These include: novelty, impact,
proximity, conflict, well known people, importance, significance and
general interest to a large number of people. (Henningham, 1990: 1)
Windschuttle and Windschuttle (1981) point to other news values:
disasters, celebrities, politics, human conflict and deviant behaviour.
(Windschuttle and Windschuttle 1981: 94)
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Apart from the importance of news values, media researchers
Galtung and Ruge (cited in Bonney and Wilson 1983: 301), outline three
principles which actually determine the marketability of a story in the
mainstream press. First, an event is more likely to become news if it
concerns elite nations. Certain aspects of HIV/AIDS reporting match this
requirement since the disease is world-wide, affecting elite nations such
as the United States and Britain. Second, elite people are newsworthy
especially if their illness can be described in personal terms and contain
negative consequences. Elite celebrities such as the film star Rock
Hudson and the singer Freddie Mercury fit this category. Their illness and
eventual deaths sparked intense media coverage of HIV/AIDS in the mid
1980s to early 1990s. Third, stories that show people coping with disease
or helping others cope, provide strong human interest angles. Chapter 8
discusses some of the cultural and social pressures that newspaper
editors in the South Pacific have to face such as trying to get people to

state the cause of their illness and share their story.

Rogers et al., (1991) followed the agenda-setting process for
HIV/AIDS in the United States from June 1981 to December 1988. The
researchers discovered a number of personal and political factors that
slowed the emergence of HIV/AIDS on the national media agenda. The
disease had no familiar face and it had not been acknowledged by the
President. But once on the agenda, especially after the death of Rock
Hudson, HIV/AIDS was accorded a high visibility. The simple fact was that
newsmakers and the general public were for the first time touched in a

direct, personal way by the epidemic.

Wallack, Dorfman, Jennigan and Themba (1993) see a
combination of roles working tfogether and find it difficult to separate
agenda-setting and ‘framing’. The media, they argue, have a two-step

function.
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First, they select certain people and events for attention and
therefore set the public agenda. Second, they frame the issue,
telling audience what is important to know about the story. The
media in effect make problems such as HIV/AIDS visible and
define a ‘frame’ or context within which related events can be
interpreted and understood. In this way, by simply publishing an
issue, media reports can set the policy agenda and significantly
influence political decisions (Wallack et al., 1993: 67).

Editors are also influential in the selection of HIV/AIDS stories. Veitch
(1986) describes how news accounts are the outcome of a process of
negotiation between reporters, the news desk and the editorial line of
the news organisation. “I think we have failed to get through to the
people who really make the papers--the editors and sub-editors. They
decide what goes in to the pages” (Veitch 1986: 128). Editors, despite
their influence, are often not the best qualified to select stories on
HIV/AIDS due to lack of interest, knowledge or personal contact with the
problem. Hammond and Freimuth (1989) note that in the early years of
HIV/AIDS coverage, editors considering carrying a particular HIV/AIDS
story or using direct language, would always ask themselves whether
their subscribers would like to read this or that at the breakfast table.
Nelkin (1991) observes an intrinsic conservatism and caution among
mainstream editors and journalists. “They are more likely to cover
problems that might affect their middle-class readers than ‘other’
groups” (Nelkin, 1991b: 302). Nelkin argues that they tend to avoid

issues that may threaten the prevailing social, moral or economic values.

At its most basic level, the agenda-setting process of the media is
seen as essentially providing the first step towards public awareness.
Subsequently, by withholding attention, the media can sideline
important issues. Baker (1986) asserts the media can influence public
health policy by helping to put health issues on the public agenda.
Baker's (1986) analysis of HIV/AIDS coverage in the United States suggests

the media may have encouraged policy makers to respond to the
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HIV/AIDS crisis by warning them of the potential threat to mainstream
constituents (Baker, 1986; 185). This point is of vital significance to PNG
and the South Pacific countries who rely on the media to inform them

about what is happening in their communities.

Gaining access to the media in order to highlight a particular issue
may depend on where it falls in a cyclic media attention span. Downs
(1972) has identified a well-ordered ‘issues-attention cycle’ for health
problems such as alcohol and drug abuse. The first stage is the ‘pre-
problem stage’ when the health problem fully exists and can be serious,
but is yet to be discovered and seen as a problem by the broad public.
The second stage is ‘alarmed discovery and euphoric enthusiasm’ by
the media and mainstream public. The third stage involves a realisation
that to make significant progress, change may be necessary and that
this will require sacrifice (Downs 1972: 42). From this stage, Downs (1972)
concedes that it does not take long before there is a decline in public
interest and pessimism about whether change can take place at all.
The final part, ‘the postproblem’ stage, is a kind of twilight zone in which
the problem continues to exist but receives little media attention. When
the media spotlight fades, attention recedes. The lack of media spotlight
causes issues gradually to fall out of public discussion and to lose a sense
of legitimacy and urgency (Downs, 1972: 46). As | discuss in later
chapters, Down'’s ‘issue-attention cycle’ theory corresponds closely to
what has happened with press coverage of HIV/AIDS in many western

countries and to what is currently happening in the PNG press.

Wallack et al ., (1993), meanwhile, point to commercial pressures

as the prime reason for the lack of attention given to serious health issues.

The media shift because they sense that people are bored with
the issue or because some new, more pressing problem has
emerged. The media, after all, are in the business of attracting
large audiences and if they bore or threaten people because the
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solutions are complex or call for personal sacrifice, they will lose
their audience and their economic base (Wallack et al., 1993: 82).

4 . 3 The media and attitude/behavioural change

Surveys on behavioural change have shown how hard it is for
many people to adopt a cause-and-effect analysis to a behaviour that
extends over decades. For example, surveys that have examined the
depth of peoples’ understanding towards the dangers of smoking, find
that sizeable minorities of smokers do not appreciate even the most
rudimentary facts of smoking and health (Hertog, Finnegan and Kahn,
1994: 303). Clearly, there has been a breakdown in communication of
the health risks involved in fobacco use. Even if the media try to inform
and educate the public, how many people are still at the stage of
denial and subsequently avoid such information? As yet, there is
insufficient research on readers’ reaction to HIV/AIDS messages and
about how they read and understand the messages. In regard to
smoking, even if people possess the facts, they can often discount the
personal relevance of those risks. Rather, they will perceive them as
applying to other people because they have not internalised
generalised risks. Netter (1993) argues that if the media were such a
powerful source of public education, nobody in the United States would
be smoking cigarettes. While the media can raise the level of fear and
concern, it takes more than this to move people to take rational,

pragmatic action (Netter, 1993: 249).

The notion that knowledge of HIV/AIDS does not necessarily
promote change in sexual behaviour is becoming well documented.
Baldwin and Baldwin (1988) conducted surveys that show that while
people can be very knowledgeable about HIV/AIDS, only a few
perceive a personal risk of acquiring the infection and few reported any

intention of being tested for HIV. This discrepancy between adequate
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levels of HIV/AIDS knowledge and inadequate levels of behavioural risk

reduction reveals the limited effectiveness of the media in this areaq.

Difficulties with the media’s ability to affect behavioural change
were evident with HIV/AIDS messages in the United States media. Despite
the fact that HIV/AIDS awareness among adulfs is virtually universal,
large numbers of Americans continue to engage in behaviours that put
them aft risk of HIV infection (Brown, 1988: 168). By the early 1990s, the
percentage of Americans that perceived the HIV/AIDS crisis as
personally relevant to them was still zero (Kroger, 1993). People were not
persuaded that it might concern them and so failed to respond with self-

protective behavioural choices.

Valdiserri, Lyter, Kingsley, Leviton, Schofield, Higgins, Ho and
Rinaldo (1987) have shown that changes of attitudes towards high-risk
sexual behaviour are likely to succeed when small groups are targeted
rather than making a blanket attempt to reach everyone. Aggleton and
Homans (1989) support this view arguing that such methods are more
effective than impersonal media reports because they impart
information by word of mouth and personal contact. Yet, most media
reports still target the general public without acknowledging the differing
needs of certain groups (Edgar, Fitzpatrick, Friemuth, 1992: 107). Wallack
(1988) argues that to effect change, HIV/AIDS needs to be placed and
understood in a wider social context. “Public health problems such as
HIV/AIDS are linked to wider social conditions and in addition have

economic and political components.” (Wallack, 1988: 14)

In the early 1980s, research into press coverage of public health
issues, highlighted the concept of “mobilising information’ (MI).
Kristiansen and Harding (1984) define MI as information that mobilises
people into considering behavioural adjustments in the face of serious

harmful threats. The researchers argue that the media, and particularly
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the press, are commonly used as sources of information about health
issues because the public rarely refers to specialised medical journals.
The media, therefore, play an important role in alerting the public to
health issues. The effectiveness of the media in this regard depends on
how health issues are discussed. Often, they are omitted and this leaves
the public remaining ignorant of ongoing health concerns (Kristiansen
and Harding,1984: 364).

Kristiansen and Harding (1984) became concerned about the
standard of health reporting In Britain after analysing articles about
health issues in seven British national newspapers. These included; The

Times, Daily Telegraph, The Guardian, Daily Mail, Daily Mirror, Daily

Express and Sun. The research, undertaken during a two-month period

between July - September 1981, described coverage of health issues as

modest and lacking in essential information.

Articles usually originated from daily events and described health
issues superficially. Hence it is understandable that the public did
not regard health as an on-going concern and only becomes
concerned about health when something goes wrong. Such
results call for greater aftention to health issues generally, and
more indepth coverage, and the use of more reliable sources of
information, or at least the specification of sources so that the
readers can evaluate the reliability of information (Kristiansen and
Harding, 1984. 370).

Kristiansen and Harding (1984) try to explain the lack of interest in
health matters by stressing that “if the press appreciated the public’s
interest in health it would devote more attention to health” (Kristiansen
and Harding , 1984:. 370). When reporting on health issues, these
researchers encourage the inclusion of Ml because it fosters feelings of
greater control and the possibility of behavioural change in the face of

serious health hazards.
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Such communications are likely to promote a given behaviour
when specific details about actions that will counteract or prevent
the health threat are explicitly and precisely described (Kristiansen
and Harding 1984: 365).

Lemert (1984), however, states that the media rarely provide Ml in
health reports because they regard it as dull and expendable. The
preference is to focus on the issue rather than facilitate public
participation (Lemert, 1984: 243). Another reason concerns journalists
who either withhold or provide Ml depending on what the context of
the news item is. Lamert (1984) argues that journalists do this because
they confuse mobilising information with mobilising messages and regard
the latter as clearly partisan. This tilts the scales in favour of a particular

group or concern. (Lemert, 1984: 244).

Other researchers point to a more fundament requirement: that
basic information in health artficles needs to be understood. Dervin
(1981) has stressed that information in health articles is often couched in
technical jargon and will have an impact only when it is presented in a
way which allows the public to make sense of it (Dervin, 1981: 77). Taylor
and Thompson (1982) argue that articles which use photographs
together with concrete rather than abstract language, and that present
case histories rather than purely statistical information, are more vivid

and aftract the reader’s attention (Taylor and Thompson, 1982: 58).

5. The educational role of the news media ._

The potential educational role of the media figures prominently in
studies related to media coverage of HIV/AIDS. The debate concerns
whether the media are limited to a purely informational role or whether
they should provide an educational input. The distinction is important
because while the informational content of the media fries to impart

essential facts in an accurate and balanced way, an educational input
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should add to the readers’ understanding of HIV/AIDS or reinforce
existing knowledge. The main arguments center on whether the media
have ‘the means’ or ‘the mandate’ to expand the content of news

stories on health, and in particular, coverage of HIV/AIDS.

Many researchers point to the organisational constraints and
traditional news gathering practices as major obstacles to improving the
educational content of health-related news stories (Wallack, 1988:
Colby and Cook, 1992). These obstacles include: over-reliance on
traditional ‘news value’ criteria for news stories which results in coverage
of unusual and dramatic events rather than stories providing useful
health information (Kristiansen and Harding, 1984; Miller and Williams,
1993; Beharrell, 1993); rarely mentioning ‘mobilising information’ such as
preventive measures, and virtually ignoring factors such as causes and
treatments (Kristiansen and Harding 1984); reinforcing conventional
definitions of health problems to fit routine news practice (Wallack, 1988);
sensationalising and ftrivialising issues and ignoring context  (Wallack,
1988); using entertaining news elements such as sensational headlines,
lead paragraphs and photographs, often resulting in reduced concern
over the seriousness of the issues involved (Ericson et al., 1987); a heavy
reliance on official and well known sources while ignoring involved but
unknown sources (Aroni 1992; Colby and Cook 1992); and unquestioning
acceptance of ‘medicalised’ perspectives on AIDS (McAllister, 1992).
Other barriers include educational news copy being altered because of
differences in knowledge and understanding of HIV/AIDS issues between
journalists and their sub-editors (Miller and William, 1993); and the
growing routinization of HIV/AIDS stories promoting less vigilance (Colby
and Cook, 1992).

A closer examination of the organizational constraints faced by
journalists when reporting on HIV/AIDS reveals the complexity of the issue.

Nelkin (1987) refers to the pressure that journalists are under from their
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newsrooms who want definitive answers. Also, the quest for certainty
leads journalists to convey the idea that science is a solufion to the
problem of complicated issues (Nelkin, 1987: 59). Ericson et al., (1987)
argue that the general staff reporter does not know a great deal about
HIV/AIDS. With very few exceptions, journalists do not have specialist
knowledge in the field they report on. This is not a matter of low
standards for the occupation but an explicit recognition by newsroom
managers that specialist knowledge is not required to get the job done.
Specialist knowledge can be counter productive, leading the reporter to
look for complexity and to qualify his knowledge, when what news
discourse requires is a simple transformation into common sense (Ericson
et al., 1987:176).

Aggleton and Homans (1989) doubt whether the media is able to
provide effective public health education. “Journalists are not trained to
be educators. There is no classroom or controlled setting, no teacher to
provide answers to questions or immediately correct misunderstandings”
(Aggleton et al., 1989: 56). This lack of checks and balances, claim the
researchers, allowed the media to misinform the public by suggesting
that HIV/AIDS affects certain groups rather than being associated with

partficular behaviours (Aggleton, 1989: 56).

The lack of knowledge among journalists of medical issues led
researchers Galvin and Pearson (1994) to expose a tendency among
medical writers in Australia to rely heavily on single source material,
which was evident when doctors were consulted for stories and
comments which often led to “negotiation rather than confrontation”
(Galvin and Pearson, 1994: 110). They found the Medical Journal of
Australia (MJA) so highly rated that “in most cases the MJA was used
alone for the story without clarification or follow up from other sources”
(Galvin and Pearson, 1994: 114). The researchers revealed that journalists

were unable to link medical stories to wider issues and that journalists
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often failed to make obvious the distinction in coverage between “the
original research which was peer reviewed and opinion pieces which
were published as letters” (Galvin and Pearson, 1994. 119). The
mainstream  press, they argue, showed an over-reliance on news
agency copy, a tendency to confuse medical research with individual
doctors’ opinions, a deference to doctors as the primary authorities on
health related matters, an unqualified acceptance of their findings and
a reluctance to provide readers with background information (Galvin
and Pearson, 1994: 109).

The unsuitability of journalists to report fairly and accurately on medical
issues is discussed by Cohen (1993) who questions the ability of journalists
to interpret statistical evidence and record it accurately.

Journalists usually tend to err in the direction of over-interpretation
...You can’t usually write a snappy lead upholding the negative.
We almost have to overstate to come as close as we can within
the boundaries of truth to a dramatic compelling statement. A
weak statement will go nowhere (Cohen, 1993: 43).

Cohen argues that the media tend to over-simplify when there is a lack
of space or the desire to increase the impact of a story. This can lead
journalists to omit “an essential perspective with a heavy reliance on
‘authorities’ who are either most colourfully quotable or quickly
quotable” (Cohen, 1993: 44).

Galvin and Pearson (1994) stress that the problem lies with the very

nature of news writing.

Journalists must develop an angle, human interest story or
dramatic event that will define their writing as news. Then
the writing must fit the inverted pyramid style of reporting
which positions the most ‘newsworthy’ pieces of information
at the top of any story with the result that many less
newsworthy but no less important details or explanatory
facts are hidden at the end of the story (Galvin and Pearson,
1994:109).
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Meanwhile, journalists often defend their selection or omission of
health stories by appealing to certain ‘news values’ which often reveal a
genuine conflict between newsworthiness and other conceptions of their
role (Beyer, 1998: 183). An example of this is the demand for objectivity
and fairness. This forces reporters to balance different views and to give
equal time to different theories. So medical stories will often include an
emphasis on competing interests, disputed data, and conflicting
judgements about hazards. This leads journalists to adopt a middle-of-
the-road approach to the problem and results in the reporting of

evidence that is often inconsistent and confused (Cohen, 1993 : 46).

Atkin and Wallack (1990) highlight the difficulties journalists face
when writing health stories, by referring to the differing priorities of media

and health officials.

For example, the aims of the media could be seen as wanting to
entertain, persuade or inform; to make a profit; to reflect society;
to address personal concerns; to cover short term events and to
deliver salient pieces of material. Public health institutions, on the
other hand, want to educate; to improve public health; to change
society; to address societal concerns; to conduct long term
campaigns; to create understanding of complex information
(Atkin and Wallack, 1990: 16).

Klaidman (1990) re-emphasizes how the imperatives of journalism
differ from those of health professionals. Newsmakers are interested in
the novel, the sensational, the human interest angle and the dramatic.
This tension between journalists and health professionals is clearly stated
by Lupton, Chapman and Wong (1993b). Referring to journalists, the
researchers state: “Their task is to sell their commodity - news - not to
serve as the campaigning arm of health education bodies. The manner
in which journalists report issues such as HIV/AIDS can therefore detract

from the goals of health educators” (Lupton et al., 1993b: 6). It is,
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moreover, generally recognised that educating the public about
HIV/AIDS is not solely the responsibility of media. Moreover, scientists and
public health officials have often done poorly in educating and
cultivating journalists and in trying to be accessible and share information
(Miller and Williams, 1993: 136).

Such defensive arguments on the difficulties faced by journalists
have not silenced other critics. While claiming the media was an
important channel for communicating health messages, Wellings (1988)
pointed to the problem of journalists paying too much selective attention
to particular types of evidence compared with others, or simply getting it
wrong” (Wellings, 1983: 83). For example, he argues that British national
press coverage seemed to create and reinforce misunderstandings
about HIV/AIDS by being “far from accurate in its identification of the
causes of AIDS , the scale of the epidemic, the groups most affected by
it and the means by which the disease is transmitted” (Wellings, 1988:
103).

Several commentators criticised journalists for creating a moral
panic on the part of the general public (Watney, 1987: Treichler, 1989;
Patton, 1990). The expression ‘moral panic’, first coined by Cohen (1972),
is created by sensationalist reporting, inaccurate and confusing
language, and by the consistent linking of the epidemic to deviant
groups. This, together with the moral tone of the news coverage and its
focus on high risk groups, distorted the overall picture of the epidemic
and helped to stigmatise those with AIDS (Nelkin, 1991b: 304). Also, an
over-emphasis on death and frightening statistics with an under-
emphasis on HIV/AIDS prevention was designed to sell newspapers
rather than increase public understanding of the disease (Panos, 1990:
57).
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Kotulak (1993) highlights a significant amount of biased
stereotyping with coverage of HIV/AIDS. Instead of defining HIV/AIDS as
a serious public health risk that could be transmitted through sexual and
drug related activities, some reporters framed the epidemic as a
problem of “gays and druggies” and therefore not worth much attention

in the mainstream press.

Ratzan (1993) argues that the media could have given clearer
educational messages about the dangers of HIV/AIDS. Referring to
media coverage of HIV/AIDS during the first decade in the United States,
the researcher believes the media has been ineffective in encouraging

an adequate public response to the HIV/AIDS threat.

Information has been presented but usually in non-involving,
neutral and objective forms that a receiver could easily selectively
avoid (Ratzan, 1993: 184).

Ratzan questions whether the press pandered to public feelings of

avoidance rather than trying to educate them.

Media coverage that panders to the audience by giving people
the content they want, generates a false and self-deceptive sense
of security and distracts them from focusing on the information
they objectively and demonstrably need to act effectively in their
own self interests (Ratzan, 1993: 183).

The researcher suggests that the approach of giving people what they
want to hear should be replaced by giving the public what they need to

hear.

The economic self interest of media shareholders in pandering to
the mass media’s self-destructive avoidance, while rationalising
that they are serving the public interest through exercise of the First
Amendment rights, appears to dominate the editorial policy
regarding coverage of HIV/AIDS (Ratzan, 1993: 183).
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What could aid the educational role of the media according to
Meldrum (1990) is the use of specialist reporters and a distinction
between specialist reporters covering health and medicine and general
reporters. Meldrum notes that specialists correspondents have been
appalled at some of the antics of general reporters.  Few reporters,
however, have a scientific or medical background which often results in
scientists and doctors being viewed as the main source of authority.
Seldom do the press explore the scientific issues and readers are left with
little or no basis for making meaningful judgements about competing

medical claims (Meldrum, 1990: 79).

Patton (1990) encourages journalists to appreciate the complexity
of the issues related to HIV/AIDS and argues that they must do more than
present information which seems accurate, clear and accessible
because popular understandings of information are constantly in flux.
Media consumers’ interpretive processes are complex and even the
most straightforward media effort can result in many unanticipated

interpretations.

Clear-cut relationships between media consumption and the
individual or social attitudes or behaviours are difficult to quantify
because media use and interpretation are embedded in complex
social networks. No media message is interpretation free (Patton,
1990: 31).

Lupton (1994) notes that the aims and requirements of journalists
have changed during the different phases of the HIV/AIDS epidemic
and consequently, the supply of information has differed greatly. Lupton
(1994) refers to the improvement of HIV/AIDS coverage in the Australian
press during the early 1990s which she describes as less sensational and
is encouraged by the employment of more specialists reporters. These,
according to Miller and Williams (1993), are more likely to recognise that

what they write could affect their readers and regard themselves as

Rev Dr Trevor Cullen.
Page 54



HIV AIDS Press Cover in the South Pacific.

“socially responsible educators”. Moreover, Beharrell (1993: 242) argues
that the use of specialist reporters rather than general reporters does

reduce the level of sensationalism involved in a story.

Atkin and Wallack (1990) are confident that the media are still a
potentially influential vehicle in which to spread basic, yet accurate and
educationally responsible information about HIV/AIDS. By helping to
keep the issue in the public domain, the media can assist health
promoters to maintain HIV/AIDS awareness and keep it on the political
and cultural agenda. It is likely that accurate and well informed news
coverage of the epidemic could lead to a reduction in the stereotyping,
misinformation and sensationalising surrounding popular understandings
of HIV/AIDS (Atkin and Wallack, 1990: 28).

5.1 Reporting risk behaviour

When journalists report on risk behaviours, medical practitioners
and scientists frequently criticise them for failing to grasp important
distinctions in scientific information. This was highlighted by Kitzinger
(1993) in the British press, which up until the late 1980s failed to distinguish
between the two terms, HIV and AIDS, dismissing ‘HIV' as a “fancy word
for AIDS” (Kitzinger, 1993: 284). The researcher, Watney (1989), saw this
lack of distinction between HIV and AIDS as a major problem in that it
ignored the fact that HIV figures were more beneficial in understanding
the growth of the epidemic because the AIDS figures related to “the
transmission events that took place, on average, some ten years ago”
(Watney 1989: 183).

Nelkin (1991) is both critical and yet understanding of the media’s
performance on reporting risk. To begin with, journalists must cope with

complex and uncertain technical information and sort out conflicting
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scientific opinions. Even the definition of ‘risk’ may rest on prevailing
social or cultural biases. Nelkin stresses the frequent crificisms of risk
reporting partly reflect differences in the way scientists and journalists
employ the language of risk. Journalists write for diverse audiences and,
while scientists talk of aggregate data, reporters focus on the immediate
concerns of their readers: ‘Will | be harmed?¢’ But Nelkin acknowledges
that scientists worry that incorrect health risk information can cause

unnecessary panic (Nelkin, 1991a: 64).

In an attempt to improve this situation, Galvin and Pearson (1994)
stress that a high standard of professionalism and credibility can only be
reached if the journalists understand “the scientific process and adapt
information to the news format with as little loss of precision as possible”
(Galvin and Pearson, 1994: 120). But the reality in the newsroom makes
Galvin and Pearson’s suggestion seem somewhat ideadlistic and

unattainable.

Lupton et al., (1993) warn the media about the consequences of
confining the issue of risk merely to risk groups while failing to report risk
behaviours. It is possible, they argue, for this omission to lead to
complacency and this in itself creates a new threat (Lupton et al., 1993b:
14). The researchers add that an individual’s natural tendency for denial
of risk could be supported by press reports of safety. If the press continues
to report that the disease is no longer a problem in Australia, further

efforts to continue HIV/AIDS education campaigns may be weakened.

Public attitudes may turn to those apparent in the early days of the
epidemic when AIDS was reported as the disease of the ‘other’
that is a problem in other countries but not at home, a problem
confined largely to homosexual men but posing little threat to the
general public (Lupton et al., 1993b: 14).
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Other researchers wonder whether including information about risk
behaviour, however correctly or incorrectly reported, will make any
difference. Kitzinger (1993) stresses that in terms of risk, people are
influenced more by their peers and social contacts than by their
knowledge of technical details. The limited impact of the media to
influence attitudes towards an issue is upheld by Nelkin (1991) who states
that the general thrust of communications research shows the media
are not the primary source of public attifudes and ideas. They may have
significant influence but this depends on a number of contextual factors
(Nelkin, 1991b: 303). Patton (1990) expands this point and argues that the
perceived relevance of information on risk behaviour in relafion to
HIV/AIDS will be affected by whether HIV/AIDS is initially viewed as of

concern to individuals, communities, nations, or a mix of them.

For example, small communities in West African countries often first
heard about AIDS in sensatfionalist Francophone or Anglophone
radio broadcasts from Europe. These were variously dismissed as a
European plot or a catalyst for concern that the government was
not taking appropriate steps. Likewise, conflicts in local and
national media with their differing political investments shape the
interpretive practices of individuals and groups (Patton, 1990: 33).

6. Homophobia in the news media

Although this question has not surfaced in the South Pacific
because of comparatively low incidences of homosexuality, it has been
a dominant issue in connection with media coverage of HIV/AIDS in
other parts of the world. Some researchers suggest that the prominence
and frequency of the ‘gay plague’ metaphor revealed a deeper
ideological struggle that was openly homophobic. One reason for this
was that the connection of gay men with HIV/ AIDS resulted in a
slippage between the idea that gay men caused ‘the plague’ to the
idea that homosexuality itself was a plague (Weeks, 1989), (Watney,
1989), (Lupton, 1994).
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Lupton (1994) argues that homosexuals in the Australian press were
rarely given sympathetic atftention. One example Lupton provided
concerned how greater sympathy was extended to people with
medically acquired HIV/AIDS when compared with the representation
of gay men living with HIV/AIDS. This imbalance, Lupton believes, was
symptomatic of ‘overt homophobia’, more blatantly prevalent in the
early years of press coverage of HIV/AIDS in the Australian press. What
still remains, Lupton stresses, is “an equally discriminatory silence about
the mounting number of deaths of gay men while the small number of
children were publicly mourned” (Lupton, 1994: 124). In Britain, Wellings
(1988) claims the human faces given to people with AIDS (PWAs) have

been predominantly those of heterosexuals (Wellings, 1988: 92).

Lupton (1994) views the Australion media as willingly supporting
official attempts “to engender a new morality” and a “continuing
ideology of homophobia in the continued marginalisation of the plight of
gay men compared with other people living with AIDS” (Lupton, 1994:
124). She refers to conservative moral values underlying anti-gay
HIV/AIDS discourses:

One of the strongest threads running through the subtextual layer
of meaning in AIDS discourses in the news media has been the
State’s attempt to confrol sexual expression in any form not
conforming to heterosexual monogamy (Lupton, 1994: 125).

Lupton (1994) suggested, moreover, that the dominant framework for
AIDS reporting had been established early on: “AIDS had been socially

constructed as a disease of deviance” (Lupton, 1994: 125).

Weeks (1989) finds it unfortunate that the HIV/AIDS epidemic first
appeared in medical and press circles when it affected gay men in the

United States. *“This historical accident - as if HIV/AIDS was a peculiar
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property of gay men when most transmissions have probably been
heterosexual - narrowed the focus of reporting” (Weeks 1989 : 18). Shilts
(1987) claimed the news media in the United States regarded HIV/AIDS in
the early 1980s as a homosexual problem and did not like covering such

stories.

It was especially skittish about stories that involved gay sexuality.
Newspapers and tfelevision largely avoided discussion of the
disease until the death toll was too high (Shilts, 1987: 22).

Albert (1986) is not so critical and concludes his research on
media reports of HIV/AIDS with the statement: “Media coverage of AIDS
does not appear, for the most part, to have been intentionally
stigmatising” (Albert, 1986b: 176). He adds, however, that the media
tended to approach the story in ways that appeared to reaffim the
outcast status of at risk groups, especially homosexual men (Albert,
1986b: 177).

Solomon and Cohen (1997), however, reaffirm the trend to target

the gay community.

Despite numerous risk groups which have been associated with
HIV/AIDS, the disease has maintained its greatest hold on the
public imagination in terms of its connection to gay and bisexual
men...This perception coincides with an underlying and prevalent
homophobia (Solomon and Cohen, 1997: 122).

These two researchers stress that anti-gay prejudices, combined with a
common view of HIV/AIDS as a gay disease, continue to hamper efforts
to address HIV/AIDS as a health issue not only for gays and bisexual men

but for women, for intravenous drug users and for other populations.

On a positive note, Lupton (1994) claims that by 1986 there was a

change in Australia with discourses about HIV/AIDS. Lupton described a
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shift from reporting only about reviled deviant risk groups to a discourse
which extended the risk wholesale to every individual regardless of
sexual activities. The emphasis moved to promoting individual
behavioural change (Lupton, 1994: 316). This, she argues, has contfinued
with a ‘toning down' of reporting with less sensationalism and less

emphasis on sexual preferences.

7. The reporting of HIV/AIDS and other historical plagues.

Some researchers have examined possible comparisons between
the reporting of HIV/AIDS and other plagues. Firstly, it must be stated that
no two epidemics are the same in causes, courses or consequences. But
unlike the plagues which afflicted Europe, Asia and the Middle East in
different forms and intensity, HIV/AIDS, at least in its current virulent
epidemic form, appears to have unclear origins. Gallo (1987), whose
research team played an important role in identifying the human
immuno-deficiency virus (HIV) and its role in precipating AIDS, suggests
that the HIV virus was possibly due to fransmission from animal to human
and from a remote section of the world to the developed world (Gallo,
1987: 42).

The sociologist, Vliet (1996), highlights a number of other
discrepancies between the reporting of HIV/AIDS and other historical
plagues. Whatever the ultimate demographic outcome, he argues that
HIV/AIDS has a different modus operandi from the Black Death or the
Mexican smallpox epidemic. Both these pandemics came and went
within a short space of time. In contrast, by the time the first AIDS cases
were diagnosed, HIV had already been in existence among us for many
years, silently laying the groundwork for an epidemic. The long latency
period ensured that a healthy looking HIV infected person could

unwittingly spread the virus (Vliet, 1996 : 20).
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However, there were some similarities between the reporting of
HIV/AIDS and other historical plagues. In its search for a scapegoat to
blame for the great plague epidemic, Europe picked the Jews. In Basle,
Switzerland, during January 1349, several hundred Jews were burned
and the Jewish ghetto of Trastevere in Rome, where the plague had
claimed early victims, was sealed off and patrolled by guards. “Violators
were executed by firing squad or hanged from gallows. Like witch
hunting, they sought and found scapegoats” (Vliet,1996: 26). Likewise,
HIV/AIDS also produced fear and panic; scapegoats were found and
initially narrowed to gays but later expanded to include “druggies” and
prostitutes. Another classic example of ‘victim blaming’ occurred during
the plague of 1656 in Rome, when prostitutes and the poor were singled

out for condemnation. Tuchman (1987) offers an explanation:

While divine punishment was accepted as the plague’s source,
people in their misery still looked for a human agent upon whom to
vent the hostility that could not be vented on God (Tuchman,
1987:109).

But viewed historically, media coverage of HIV/AIDS probably has
a more striking similarity with previous moral panics about sexual
disease. ‘Deviant behaviour’ was closely linked to media coverage of
other sexually fransmitted diseases (STDs). During and immediately after
the first world war there was a rush of cinema films about venereadl
disease (VD) which implied that sexual promiscuity led to VD which was
presented as virulently contagious and an ever pres