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Literature Review 

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 part of the project 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 will draw 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 is also going to provide some potential solutions such as 

contextual reporting and putting a positive spin on negative. However, many of these 

solutions may be more idealistic then realistic. 
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 Research Questions: 

RQ1: Are people’s optimism levels affected by the news? 

RQ2: What can reporters, producers, and news directors do to increase peoples’ 

optimism and wellbeing? 

 

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

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

purposes of the study, I do not differentiate between the types. 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 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 s 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.  
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 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 
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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 

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. Marshal MacLuhan first 

summarized this idea when discussing the fact that “good news is no news.”  

Simon gives the example of all the papers picking up reports about the 

catastrophic loss of farmland in the U.S., but when Simon investigated the situation he 

found that the statistics were wrong. Upon his discovery, the authorities admitted to 
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making a mistake, but no newspaper picked up the story that farmland was actually 

increasing in the U.S.  

The paper continues to discuss that as we progress as a society and journalists 

become better at attaining information more news will be published. This will lead to a 

greater amount of bad news.  

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 

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? 
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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 

 

Naturally, as the paper was published in the Journal of Happiness Studies, one of 

the main goals of the paper is to contribute to people having an optimistic outlook of life. 

While the overall idea of an optimistic media that reports few negative stories seems 

unrealistic, the paper touches on some interesting ways the media can contribute to 

making people happier. 

However, I believe that we cannot look at the media in isolation as a result in how 

people perceive the news and consequently the world. After all, it is people that perceive 

the news. As a journalism student, I have a basic understanding of how the news is 
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produced, but I wonder if readers and viewers understand that the news is not an accurate 

representation of what is going on in the world. To repeat a common metaphor, imagine 

you walk into a dark room and shine a flashlight at the wall. A newspaper or newscast 

represents the small beam of circular light and everything else is represented by the 

darkness in the room. Is a possible solution more news coverage or more realistic 

coverage that moves away from sensational examples to describe a point? 

Unfortunately, not many studies or papers have been written on people’s reactions 

to positive or negative news stories that is why this study is being conducted. However 

there was a study that analyzed western media coverage versus third world countries 

coverage of the third world. Anju Chaudhary of Howard University journalism 

department conducted a comparative study of the difference between the Washington 

Post and the Daily Times of Nigeria’s international news selection. Chaudhary begins by 

stating that the “Western media, especially the U.S. media, overplay ‘bad’ or ‘negative’ 

news when reporting about Third World countries.”10 People in these globally south 

countries see Western news coverage as being disproportionate of what happens in their 

country and ultimately distorted. 

However, from Eckersley’s study we see that the disproportioning is not just 

found in reporting foreign events, but also local stories. Chandhary mentions this point 

and also says that the many media outlets in the Globally South countries can also be 

criticized for overemphasizing negative news about Western countries. The author looks 

at what goes into making the news in each of the countries and begins with the point that 

“negativism” is listed as a news value in journalism textbooks. It is easier to find a 

negative story that fits the traditional news values such as timeliness, proximity, interest, 
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importance, size, conflict, consequence, unusual nature and sensationalism.11 Editors and 

professors have told me for years that I need a conflict or point of contention in the story 

for it to move into that “who cares” category of news. In this study, Chaudhary uses 

negative interchangeably with conflict as a way to describe a story and that may be a 

reason for him finding such a large number of news stories.  

He also brings up the idea that media in the Global South may have interest in 

reporting positive governmental goals to help the country develop. Positive reporting 

about issues, people and events can aid in nation building. But in contrast, the Western 

media, especially in the U.S., see themselves as more of a watchdog and do not hesitate 

to criticize the actions of government. In fact, rarely will one see a positive government 

story in Western coverage. Even if it is a positive story, a quote from a critic is always 

inserted to give the story balance. This is something one may not find in countries with 

less democratic ideals. This greatly increases the amount of negative reporting. There is 

the argument that if the media hold politicians accountable, the politicians will better 

serve the public. Does this also lead to a lack of confidence with government leaders?  

Chaudhary found that the Post had slightly more negative stories while the Daily 

Times has slightly more positive stories. But in both countries the largest number of 

stories were neutral. However, when it came to covering the Global South, the Post 

carried more negative stories (54.5%) and the Daily Times carried more positive stories 

(53.2%)12.  Even more significant was how the two papers covered the Western World. 

The Daily Times carried more negative stories (66.6%) while the Post was more balanced 
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in their coverage carrying 51% negative news stories. So why does each country carry 

more negative news about what was happening on the other side of the world?  

Chaudhary does not provide many answers, other to say that both outlets, more so 

the Daily Times, see an advantage to reporting a higher percentage of positive stories 

about their own part of the world when compared to their coverage of foreign issues.13 

This part leaves me with a lot of questions.   

Is the only 51% negative stories about domestic events and issues contradictory to 

the rest of the studies about a bad news bias? How does this relate to how people in the 

country perceive their own country and the other country? Finally, do we want to read 

negative things about other countries to affirm our belief that we are living in a good 

country?  

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.”14 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.”15 The topic 

grew out of an imbalance in clinical psychology, which focuses on mental illness. 
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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.16 To date little is written about many of these areas and how people 

react to positive events in their own and others lives. Many studies have looked at how 

partners in close relationships react to misfortune, but surprisingly little is known about 

how one responds to his or her partners triumph. Similarly, we think of going to see a 

family psychologist as a way to resolve a problem, not to help us laugh more.  

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

also exists 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.17 The filmmakers traveled the countries focusing on 

positive psychology. People who were profiled ranged in occupations, interests, locations 

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

suffering should be helped before those who are doing well.”18 This may be a motivation 

for the media reporting negative events.  

Similarly, Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkernauer, and Vohs state that “bad is 

stronger than good.” What they found and “argued is that negative events have more 

impact than positive events and that information about bad things is processed more 

thoroughly than information about good.”19 If viewers remember negative news stories, 

are they more motivated to act upon the news or talk about the stories afterward? And is 

this a motivation for news outlets to focus on negative stories? Or does this lead to the 

possible downward spiral effect as explained by Heyligher and Bernheim?  

In addition, one of the principles of newsworthiness is unusual nature. I had an 

professor who used to say “when a dog bites a man its not news, but when a man bites a 

dog it is.” It is also the number one principle used by tabloid magazines such as the 

National Inquirer. Gable, near the beginning of the positive psychology revolution, asked 

people to list the number of positive versus negative interactions they had in a week. On 

average, people reported 5.9 negative interactions and 19 positive interactions per week. 

That is over three times as many positive interactions. This also coincides with a study 

that found 90 per cent of Americans say they are “very happy” or “pretty happy” and a 

World Values Survey which found that 95.6 per cent of Canadian say they are quite 

happy or very happy. The connection to the media is that if most people report to be 

happy then it becomes unusual to have misfortune. But just because something does not 

happen all the time to everyone, does that mean it is unusual enough to be news? 
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But what is the advantage to being happy? “There is a great deal of evidence that 

optimism is associated with good outcomes (eg. health and well-being) and pessimism is 

associated with bad outcomes.”20 This goes back to Peale’s idea that simply states that 

optimistic thinking will lead to positive outcomes and sleeping better. Coleman and 

Thorson as well as numerous other researchers is that people are more fearful of crime if 

they are exposed to larger quantities of crime stories. The link that needs to be made is 

that if people are fearful of crime and think they may become a victim, it may be the 

reality. The link also exists, according to Putnam, that fear leads to isolation, which leads 

to less happiness.  

Iyengar found that “following exposure to episodic framing, Americans describe 

chronic problems such as poverty and crime not in terms of deep-seated social or 

economic conditions, but as mere idiosyncratic outcomes. However, when news coverage 

presents a more general analytic frame of reference…the public’s reasoning about causal 

and treatment responsibility shirts accordingly.”21 So once again we must wonder what 

can the media do to perpetuate optimism? 

First we must discover what makes people happy. John Helliwell examines more 

than optimism to discover determinants of subjective well-being. He found through 

national and international samples that well-being is effected by social capital, general 

trust and the workplace climate. Helliwell sets his stage by saying that a number of 

factors can determine an individuals well-being including demographics, income and an 

individuals personality, but says that there is a good case to be made for asking people to 
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evaluate their lives.22 It was discovered that people living-as-married or married are 

happier than people who are separated, divorced or widowed. Those just separated ranked 

the lowest on the well-being scale. He also found that being a member of an association 

and being connected to the community will also affect well-being.  

Similar to Robert Putnam’s main thesis in Bowling Alone, locking oneself in his 

or her house won’t be as happy. Being associated with a community also means that one 

has to trust others. From what Putnam found and is supported by the World Value 

Survey, people who are more trusting tend to be happier. It is a key factor in why some 

new communities in bigger U.S. cities are being built backwards. Communities such as 

Stapleton in Denver, Colo., are built with the roads and driveways in the back of the 

house and in the front are a porch, a lawn and a sidewalk. This is to encourage people to 

spend time walking in front of their houses and interacting with their neighbours.  

In addition to trust, community and the obvious aspect of material well-being,23 

quick cross-tabulations using the World Values Survey found that people are also more 

likely to be happier when they have friends and family in their lives.     

Helliwell also mentions as Richard Layard argues that people feel comfort and 

security with longer-term engagement.24 Short-term commitments and individual, short-

term goals may be having corrosive effects on trust and loyalties. Anything that 

discourages trust seems to be directly linked to unhappiness.  

The large majority of Canadian citizens over the past two decades have 

considered themselves to be quite or very happy.25 The World Value Survey also shows 
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that a slightly higher percentage of Canadians consider themselves quite or very happy 

who do not read a daily newspaper regularly.26 Although the study does not isolate 

television news, the percentage of Canadians who consider themselves very happy 

decreases with the amount of television they watch.27  

To return our focus to the media, 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.28 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.  

I had a chance to ask a reporter for the Jerusalem Post how they decide what to 

report in the event of a suicide bombing. He stated they just report what happens. They 

were not interested in publishing any information that may improve the situation, bring 

people together or promote peace. It may come across as being naïve or idealist, but in 

conflict situations the media can promote peace, while stories about violence promote 

more violence.  

In the example of the Los Angeles riots, the news focused their coverage on the 

crime and naturally blamed individuals for it, while there are a number of other factors 
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that lead to the riots. Coleman and Thorson use the example that over a quarter of the 

bars and liquor stores in South Central Los Angeles were destroyed. They come to the 

study with the idea that crime and violence can be prevented, but that will involve the 

media changing the way it covers crime and violence. In the example, the residents, after 

complaining for years that alcohol outlets were magnets for crime and violence, formed a 

coalition to fight the rebuilding of liquor stores in their community. It was not just the 

neighbours complaining. A study conducted by Stevens in 1997 showed that “an 

additional 25 violent crimes occurred for each 10 percent increase in liquor stores in that 

area.”29 The coalition succeeded in getting the media to shift its focus from conflict 

stories between blacks and Koreans to the overabundance of liquor stores. Local officials 

began taking action to reduce the number of liquor stores. Instead of just reporting the 

conflict and associating blame on individuals or groups, the media began looking at 

social causes and tackling the issues as social problems that can be fixed. In this way, 

crime and violence can be prevented and we see the media playing a big role in this 

prevention. 

According to Stevens, we have already seen this change occur in reporting traffic 

accidents. Until the 1960s, traffic accidents were blamed on “the nut behind the wheel.”30 

“When researchers began identifying the role of societal and environmental risk factors in 

auto crashes, the media changed their reporting.”31 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.  
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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.”32 As a result, 

car accidents and deaths have decreased.  

Epistemologists say that crime is no different. If the media begin to associate 

factors that are related to high levels of crime and violence such as poverty, 

unemployment, child abuse and lack of education, we as a society can begin to decrease 

crime. It is all a part of including context to news stories instead of just the facts of what 

happened.  

 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.33 However, they also discovered that adding 

base rate information to exemplar stories as a way of adding context decreases readers’ 

liking for the stories. Readers of these stories found them to be less interesting, relevant, 

believable, informative, and important. Does this mean that readers want the narrative 

thread and a protagonist in the story to either place blame on or be the hero? The problem 

outlets face is that if stories are less appealing to the audience, how can they continue to 

be a profitable company? However, this contradicts Biswas, Riffe and Zillman’s finding 

that good news stories are slightly more likely to be interesting.  
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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.34 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 

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.”35 The ladder statements focus 

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

If people, after watching or reading the news, can move to thinking about 

society’s role in crime and violence rather than an individual’s role, they begin to take on 

some of the responsibility and think about ways of fixing the problem.  

Do the media need to be sensational with exemplar stories to make a point that 

will be exciting and relevant or can they present a story that reports ideas that will 

prevent such events from happening again?   

 

All authors’ mention that there is more to being happy than the one or two aspects 

their research examined because humans are complex and being happy is not a one-size-

fits-all scenario. But if we can isolate a couple of the more largely accepted aspects such 

as positive thinking then we can use them as a starting point to form positive news 

stories.  
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The point to positive reporting should not be to have more fluff in pieces. We 

have all seen the final couple minutes of a nightly news broadcast that has a story about a 

three-legged dog that overcomes his walking problem to save his owner. It is a feel good 

way to end the broadcast so people don’t walk away thinking the news just carries stories 

about crime, violence and conflict.  

Positive reporting needs to include putting a different spin on regular exemplar 

stories. This may include adding context to stories with the goal of changing people’s 

mindsets after they finish watching the news. If a news broadcast shows two stories about 

armed robberies at ATMs one evening, a viewer may think such a negative events occurs 

frequently. If that viewer leaves his or her house thinking it may happen to him or her, 

the likelihood of it actually occurring increases. You always find what you are looking 

for.  

However, if the stories focus on what can be learned from the negative event, the 

story can be spun in a positive way. Hopefully the viewer will walk out his or her door 

thinking he or she will take certain actions to prevent the problem. 

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 

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.”  

The media will focus much of their time just talking about the reactions or the 

symptoms without actually reporting the societal causal problems. The public health 

model of reporting can also catch on in a wide range of violence stories. As Coleman and 

Thorson point out, the media needs to be taken with all stories past the initial reactions 

and symptoms stage to discover what is at the heart of the problem.  

I believe that positive psychology is a growing field because people want to be 

happy. As individuals’ happiness can lead to a more successful society, how can the 

media help people attain this goal while accomplishing its numerous other mandates?  

 
Sources Cited: 

Baumeister, R.F., Bratslavsky, E., Finkenauer, C., and Vohs, K.D. 2001. Bad is 
stronger than good. Review of General Psychology. 5. Pages 323-370. 

 
Bernheim, Jan and Heylighen, Francis. 2000. Global Progress II: Evolutionary 

mechanisms and their side-effects. The Journal of Happiness Studies. 1. Page 351-374. 
 



Biswas, Rahul; Riffe, Daniel and Zillman, Dolf. 1994. Mood Influence on the 
Appeal of Bad News. Journalism Quarterly. Vol. 71, No. 3. Autumn. Page 689-696. 

 
Byrne, Rhonda. The Secret. 2006. Atria Books. New York. 
 
Chaudhary, Anju Grover. 2001. International News Selection: A comparative 

analysis of negative news in the Washington Post and the Daily Times of Nigeria. The 
Howard Journal of Communications. 12. Page 241-254. 

 
Coleman, Renita and Thorson, Esther. 2000. The effects of news stories that put 

crime and violence into context: Testing the public health model of reporting. 
 
CTV takes a journey across Canada in pursuit of happiness. 

http://www.ctv.ca/servlet/ArticleNews/print/CTVShows/20060531/ratings_alert_200605
31/20060531?hub=Corporate&subhub=PrintStory. 

 
Eckersley R.: 2000. The state and fate of nations: implications of subjective 

measures of personal and social quality of life, Social Indicators Research (in press). 
 
Gable, Shelly L. and Haidt, Jonathan. 2005. What (and why) is positive 

psychology? Review of General Psychology. Vol. 9, No. 2. Page 103-110. 
 
Galician, Mary-Lou and Vestre Norris D. “Effects of ‘Good News’ and ‘bad 

news’ on newscast Image and Community Image.” Journalism Quarterly 64 
(Summer/Autumn 1987): 399-405, 525.   

 
Hilliwell, John F. 2005. Well-being, social capital and public policy: What’s new? 

Working paper 11807 (how am I supposed to site?) 
 
Iyengar, S. 1991. Is anyone responsible? How television frames political issues. 

Chicago. University of Chicago Press. 
 
Layard, Richard. 2005. Happiness. London. Penguin. 
 
Levine, Grace Ferrari. “Learned Helplessness in Local TV News.” 
 
Oprah’s High School challenge. 

http://www2.oprah.com/tows/pastshows/200611/tows_past_20061109.jhtml 
 
Peale, Norman Vincent. 1952. The power of positive thinking. Prentice-Hall.  
 
Putnam, Robert. 2000. Bowling Alone. New York. Simon and Schuster. 
 
Rodgers, Shelly and Thorson, Esther. 2003. A socialization perspective on male 

and female reporting. 
 



Scheier, M.F., Carver, C.S., & Bridges, M.W. 1994. Distinguishing optimism 
from neuroticism (and trait anxiety, self-mastery, and self_esteem): A re-evaluation of 
the Life Orientation Test. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 67, 1063-1078. 

 
Stone, Gerald and Hartung, Barbara. “Good News vs. Bad: A Relative Impact 

Investigation.” Journalism Quarterly 61 (Autumn 1984): 524-528. 
 
Stone, Gerald and Grusin, Elinor. “Network TV as the Bad news Bearer.”  
 
Veitch, Russel and Griffitt, William. “Good News-Bad News: Affective and 

interpersonal Effects.” Journal of Appolied Social Psychology 6 (January-March 1976): 
69-75.  
 


