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In a book called The Power of Positive Thinking by Norman Vincent Peale, he 

tells the story about two men discussing their sleep the previous night over breakfast in a 

hotel lobby. The one man complains that he barely got a couple hours of sleep and spent 

most of the night tossing and turning. The other man says that he slept like a baby and 

inquires to what the first man does before he goes to bed. The first man says that he 

watched the news and there were nothing but crime stories on last night. Peale talks about 

sleep being directly related to ones wellbeing.1 Anxiety and thinking bad thoughts will 

occur as a direct cause in poor sleeping, but do the media perpetuate the situation?  

A number of studies have proven and are drawn out in anecdotes in such books as 

this one and more recently, the bestselling novel The Secret, that how you view life 

directly affects what will happen to you. If you always think negative thoughts and view 

the world through a pessimistic lens bad things will happen. However, you will never 

have a bad day if you always think you are going to have a good day.  

This is an introduction to the literature on the idea that the media have an impact 

on our wellbeing and the outcomes of our lives. It draws from different papers that 

examine what make people happy, the correlation between happiness and positive 

outcomes, the advent of positive psychology and whether media prefer to report negative 

news stories. It also provides some potential solutions such as contextual reporting and 

putting a positive spin on negative stories. However, many of these solutions may be 

more idealistic then realistic. 
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The idea that the media show more bad news stories is not new. Numerous 

content analyses studies have shown that bad news exceed good news by a considerable 

margin.2 Although too much bad news can be detrimental to the outlet. The upside to bad 

news stories is that they are particularly newsworthy, immediate and informative. They 

are the stories that will shock and excite you. They are also the stories that leave a 

memorable impression on the audience. For example, I can remember the exact photos 

and video from the Columbine shooting, but couldn’t tell you a good thing that has 

happened in my own city within the past week.  

While there is a fine line between the two types of stories sometimes, Biswas 

gives a few examples of headlines for good and bad news stories. Two examples for the 

bad news stories are “Terror in the new Germany: the red army faction returns with a 

brutal killing” and “ Sudan: the ‘silent dying’: Once again, famine is ravaging northeast 

Africa.” A picture of a gaunt adolescent and soldiers in firing position followed the 

second headline. Two examples of good news story headlines are,” A breath of fresh air: 

How to kick smoking, the spa way” and “Victory’s dividend: don’t expect miracles, but 

victory in the gulf should boost the economy.” A picture of happy shoppers at 

Bloomingdale’s accompanied the second story.3 Examples of good and bad news 

television stories can be found within the newscasts on my website, however for purposes 

of the study, I do not tell the audience which stories are positive and which are negative. 

While Biswas’ list is in no way an exhaustive list of headlines it is brief example to the 

12 different stories (six good news and six bad news) respondents were asked to read for 
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his study. All of the stories for this particular study were shorter magazine pieces. The 

study was conducted to see how readers would respond to the different stories. 

If a viewer watches three stories on the evening news about bank robberies, what 

are the chances the viewer will be scared to go into a bank. The first set of results looks at 

the hedonic valence which is a composite of ratings of depressing/uplifting, 

pessimistic/optimistic, disturbing/pleasant, and negative/positive. The second looks at the 

interest value between good and bad news stories to see if one set is more interesting or 

boring to the reader. Bad news stories ranked low on the hedonic valence scale, which is 

no surprise, but on average bad news stories also ranked slightly lower on the interest 

value scale. Therefore good news doesn’t have to be boring so why do we continue to see 

far more bad news in the media?  

In an article by Gerald Stone and Elinor Grusin, it was found that the average 

amount of positive news on ABC, CBS and NBC was 25.1 per cent. This is not to say 

that the rest is negative. Almost half, 46.8 per cent was found to be negative. The other 

28.1 per cent they called indeterminable. For this reason, I will be using similar ratios for 

my mock newscasts. The three controlled newscasts will have one out of four packages 

be positive, two negative and one indeterminable.  

 In research by Grace Ferrari Levine, it was found that “local newscast of three 

network-owned New York stations found helplessness a point of focus in 71.4 per cent of 

the time devoted to news. The authors argue that broadcast news is teaching a form of 

learned helplessness. Because of this, there will be a short line of questions devoted to 

helplessness and an attempt to see if more positive news can make people feel less 

helpless.  



 Research by Mary-Lou Galician and Norris D. Vestre states that “print journalists 

rated bad news as more important and more newsworthy than good news” and “news 

directors, who themselves estimated that they present more bad news than good news on 

their own typical evening newscast.” This continued to say, that “news directors agreed 

that large amounts of bad news on television depress and desensitize viewers…too much 

bad news has an undesirable effect on viewers, including making them feel depressed.” 

Not only do people feel depressed and helpless, but their perception of a community’s 

benevolence is lowered. What this study does not address is one’s level of optimism. As 

many of these papers suggest, the ideal solution would be more contextualized news and 

the introduction of more legitimate, less fluffy good news.  

Heylighen and Bernheim in their second essay on global progress discuss the 

media’s necessity to report bad news in order to affect change.4 As we progress as a 

society, we raise our standards and expectations. We can now discuss and tackle 

problems such as poverty or pollution that were ignored in times past. The authors say 

that this is a healthy attitude because you need to point out flaws in order to improve. It is 

similar to a coach even after a good race telling an athlete the things he can do to 

improve. The moment you are satisfied with a result is the moment you can stop trying to 

improve. However, the authors say that the problem is “that there exists an inherent bias 

which exaggerates the negative developments while disregarding most positive ones.”5  

They describe the bad news bias this way: “the positivity offset helps the 

organism to explore its environment and thus discover opportunities, while the negativity 
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bias helps it to avoid danger.”6 According to psychological studies, people believe 

ignoring a danger to be worse than ignoring an opportunity so we react in stronger ways 

to negative information can lose more. A story will only grab an audiences’ attention if it 

is different from the current state. Negative developments are usually sudden 

disturbances such as accidents or natural disasters, while positive developments are a 

result of the sustained work of many people over time. If a reporter needs to cover 

breaking news it usually isn’t going to be a positive story. It may take months to build a 

house and that is a positive story, but a fire will destroy the house in an hour and that 

news is more immediate and breaking. Therefore it tends to be better suited to daily 

television news. The authors go on to say that this negativity bias is amplified by the 

media.7 Because news organizations favour attention-grabbing, hard hitting, fast stories, 

they tend to focus on negative events such as murders, wars or famines. As many first-

year journalism students learn, if nothing is different it isn’t news. This idea discourages 

outlets from covering slow process of improvement stories.  

Global Progress continues to talk about quality of life and relates that to media’s 

impact on society.8 They discuss the difference between personal QOL, which is typically 

positive and social QOL, which is typically negative. The difference is based on how 

people perceive their own life and how people perceive society. Eckersley found that 

“people judge the state of society to be much worse than their own situation.” But how 

can this be? It is paradoxical for most people to be happy, but view society on a whole as 

bad.  The authors use the bad news bias to explain why people respond this way. People 

believe society to be what they see in the media and are therefore better off than the 
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misfortunate people who are the subjects of negative news stories. And because one is  

not the subject of these negative news stories, the individual can say that he or she is 

satisfied with life. In comparison to the subjects of the stories, who are victims of crime, 

corruption or poverty, these people are better off. 

However, Eckersley’s survey continues to say that many people’s personal QOL 

decreases because they worry about society at large. While, personal QOL may be 

increased through the bad new bias, we see a case where personal and social QOL are 

decreased as a result of negative news stories. I wonder how much impact the media have 

on people? Do people perceive society as what happens in their communities or what the 

news reports is happening in their city? 

The authors express that media justify reporting negative news as a way to 

motivate the public. But the survey shows that the negativity can be so strong that people 

react the opposite way. Instead of being motivated to improve the world, people believe 

that the situation is so bad there is nothing they can do on their own and do not even get 

involved. Once again we see the desire to be happy butting heads with the desire to 

improve. Furthermore, the media has a direct influence on improving or decreasing ones 

QOL. 

The authors conclude with something that sounds good in theory, but has yet to be 

practiced on a mainstream level and has numerous flaws that the authors completely fail 

to touch on. They conclude with this: 

“Unfortunately, the resulting tendency to worry is amplified by needless media 
bias towards bad news. It seems to us that much of the resulting pessimism and despair 
could be avoided by a more realistic – and therefore more positive – portrayal of the 
global situation.”9 

 

                                                
9 Heylighen, 372. 



To look at positive reporting, we need to trace the roots back to positive 

psychology. Much of thinking behind positive reporting is not coming from media 

research, but rather from psychology. Shelly Gable and Jonathan Haidt discuss how 

psychology was interested for decades in negative psychology or how to bring people 

from negative eight to zero. A lot was published about living with adversity, but little was 

written about “what makes life worth living.”10 However, a lot has happened since the 

beginning of this century in terms of thinking how to bring people from zero to positive 

eight. But what role does the media play in this narrative? 

“Positive psychology is the study of the conditions and processes that contribute 

to the flourishing or optimal functioning of people, groups and institutions.”11 The topic 

grew out of an imbalance in clinical psychology, which focuses on mental illness. 

Naturally, there has to be something on the opposite side of mental illness that can 

explain joy, happiness and why people want to continue living. Positive psychology 

involves studying areas such as attachment, optimism, love, emotional intelligence, 

intrinsic motivation, gratitude, forgiveness, awe, inspiration, hope, curiosity and 

especially laughter.12  

This is not to say that misfortune or negative emotions do not exist, but it should 

also exist to study what makes people happy. Last year, CTV, one of the major Canadian 

television networks, did a documentary profiling the “happiest people” in Canada, trying 

to discover what makes them happy.13 The filmmakers traveled the countries focusing on 

positive psychology. People who were profiled ranged in occupations, interests, locations 
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and family situations, but the one constant aspect was their outlook on life. One of the 

first people profiled was a husband and father of three who owned a funeral home. Every 

time I’m at a funeral, I wonder how the organizer copes with life while being surrounded 

by death all the time. This one character said it was all about thinking positively when he 

got up in the morning. He would start every day by waking his children up with a catch 

phrase for that day of the week. There is “marvelous Monday” followed by “terrific 

Tuesday” and so on. If people can be happier and have more positive outcomes by 

thinking positively, can the media frame news stories in a positive way? 

One argument for studying mostly negative emotions is that “those who are 

suffering should be helped before those who are doing well.”14 This may be a motivation 

for the media reporting negative events.  

Reporters and editors also have decisions to make when reporting a story. They 

can choose to either report just the facts of a crime or they can delve into the deeper 

societal factors that may have caused the crime. By doing this the media can change their 

way of reporting events.15 Renita Coleman and Esther Thorson used the example of 

covering the riots in South Central Log Angeles that followed the Rodney King beating 

trial. Iyengar finds that TV news stories can be framed in different ways that will 

ultimately lead people to different conclusions. He found that reports often fall into the 

trap of “episodic reporting” or attributing responsibility on individuals instead of society 

at large. The media continue to rely on more sensational examples instead of adding 

context to the reports.  
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According to Stevens, we have already seen a change in reporting traffic 

accidents to include contextual information. Until the 1960s, traffic accidents were 

blamed on “the nut behind the wheel.”16 “When researchers began identifying the role of 

societal and environmental risk factors in auto crashes, the media changed their 

reporting.”17 Instead of blaming the person, the media began reporting possible flaws 

with the car, road and weather conditions, whether people were wearing seatbelts and 

whether alcohol was involved.  

Once people began to see that auto accidents could happen to anyone, they began 

to change their driving habits including the way they thought about drinking and driving. 

In addition, “more social policies were enacted to discourage drunk driving, build safer 

roads, and force more car manufacturers to design safety features into cars.”18 As a result, 

car accidents and deaths have decreased.  

Coleman and Thorson exposed readers to tradition crime and violence stories 

(exemplar stories that use one sensational example to tell the story) and contextual public 

health stories. They found that readers of traditional crime and violence stories place 

blame on an individual and are not as critical of society when compared to those who 

read stories with contextual information.19  

They also confirmed their hypothesis that “participants in the public health 

condition were more likely to support preventative measures than were participants in the 

control conditions.20 What they get at is that more people need to be walking away from 

news stories and instead of making statements such as “Any teenager who commits a 
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crime with a gun should be tried as an adult” or “We need to change the laws so that 

repeat violent offenders are locked up for at least 25 years,” they need to be making 

statements such as “Education and community involvement in prevention programs are 

more effective in reducing crime and violence in prisons.”21 The ladder statement’s focus 

on prevention and should be included as a part of positive reporting.  

What I am going to term as positive reporting shows up in conventional stories 

once in a while, but one example that I would like to draw upon is the way Oprah 

Winfrey and her correspondents report stories for her show.  

We all know race is a contributing factor to isolation, crime and violence in the 

USA. Instead of just reporting a race related crime, the media can improve peoples’ 

understanding of what causes it and how people can be brought together. Oprah used the 

entire hour to tell this story so it is not conducive to a traditional news story, but should 

be an expanded version of how the news can be. One of her correspondents, Lisa Ling, 

took part in a challenge day at Monroe High School that included students of all 

backgrounds.  

By focusing more on similarities and less on differences, the story can help 

viewers think along those lines and hopefully resolve some conflicts. It is less sensational 

and doesn’t fit the traditional he said, she said conflict news piece, but in the long run 

will yield more positive outcomes. 

“Drug and alcohol abuse and bullying in schools are only symptoms of the real 

problems students face,” says Yvonne St. John-Dutra, co-founder of the challenge day. 

"The biggest problems in our schools today, we believe, are separation, isolation and 
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loneliness. If our kids are feeling lonely, it's not because there's a lack of people. It's 

because there's a lack of love and connection between them.”  
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