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Abstract

     This paper examined how civic journalism impacts newspaper coverage by analyzing the media 

coverage of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita in five newspapers published in some of the affected 

areas.  Specifically, this study focused on newspaper story sources – official v. non-official. The 

findings suggested larger newspapers used more official sources.  Additionally, official sources 

were more common in the official stories while non-official sources were more common when the 

story focused on citizen-oriented topics.
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Civic Respondents: A Content Analysis of Sources Quoted in Newspaper Coverage of Hurricanes 

Katrina and Rita

When Hurricane Katrina struck the Gulf Coast, hundreds of reporters from all over 

the world flocked to the region. It was the most destructive and costliest natural disaster in the 

United States and reporters were not content to just report the story standing on the outside. In the 

weeks following the tragedy, television viewers watched as journalists reported while riding down 

flooded streets in boats. Countless times, these same reporters broke down in tears or vented their 

frustrations at the government’s slow response. In newspapers, reporters provided detailed witness 

accounts about the deteriorating conditions in New Orleans and the struggles in helping the 

survivors.

     Brown (2005) said Hurricane Katrina was an event where journalists could not help 

but get involved in some form or another. Van Belle (2000) said that the role the media 

plays in covering disasters cannot be ignored. In the United States, 80 percent of survey 

respondents indicated that they had no direct experience with natural disasters. In turn, 

nearly 75 percent relied on electronic media for disaster information, while nearly 70 

percent relied on newspapers (Van Belle, 2000, p. 51):

As an integral part of the social and political response to these events, news media 

coverage plays a crucial role in the immediate reaction to disasters, the shaping of disaster 

policy, and even the efforts to prepare for and prevent future disasters . . . Therefore, the 

news gathering and dissemination institution are playing a significant role in providing 

disaster information to individuals, who then use this information to form their opinions 

and develop their policy preferences (Van Belle, 2000). 

3



 Civic Respondents    

  If, as Van Belle suggested, the media helps shapes opinions and views of society 

through its coverage of disasters, it would be beneficial to further investigate how the 

media covers these events. 

   This paper examines how civic journalism impacts newspaper coverage by 

analyzing the media coverage of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita in five newspapers published 

in some of the affected areas – New Orleans, LA; Biloxi, MS; Lake Charles, LA; Houston, 

TX and Beaumont, TX. Specifically, this paper explored the civic journalism concept by 

examining sources quoted in these local newspapers.  Though there have been some studies 

on media coverage and Hurricane Katrina (Gallagher, A. H. et. al, 2007, Sommers, S. R. et. 

al, 2006, & Moeller, S. D., 2006), this particular study focuses on Hurricanes Katrina and 

Rita and newspaper story sources, particularly the number of official sources versus the 

number of unofficial sources.  These variables are operationalized later in the paper.  There 

is little research on media coverage of Hurricane Rita. Our study provides research on 

media coverage on both hurricanes.  It also builds upon and contributes to the literature in 

civic journalism research by examining sources quoted in the sample.

For the most part, the government was criticized for its response to these disasters, so it 

would be beneficial to see how the coverage in the press differed from the information these 

officials were disseminating in the days and weeks after the storms. In his study on Hurricane 

Andrew coverage, Salwen (1995) suggested that government officials are often first to grasp at the 

political significance of a disaster: 

They recognize that news media coverage can affect their political careers because natural 

disasters offer citizens the chance to scrutinize the character and capacity of elected 
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leaders. An everyday local politician can take on a larger-than-life dimension, whether as 

hero or hapless victim, as reporters spin their stories of crisis and response. (p. 827)

As discussed earlier, a journalist’s involvement in the coverage can play a part in the way 

the information is shaped and presented to the audience. Thus, this study used the concept of civic 

journalism in examining the coverage of the disaster. 

Literature Review

Disaster Coverage

     Researchers have studied several aspects of natural disaster coverage in the media. A 

review of the literature revealed that many of the studies were conducted from a global 

perspective, often involving either foreign media covering its own disasters or American media 

covering disasters in other countries. Much of the discussion in these studies revolved around 

determining the factors that dictate a news organization’s coverage of a particular disaster. 

    Adams (1986) hypothesized in his study that natural disasters with a high number of deaths 

would attract more coverage and attention from television news programs that those not resulting 

in high mortality rates. To test this theory, Adams examined television network news coverage of 

35 natural disasters in several different countries from January 1972 through June 1985. For a 

month following each disaster, Adams measured how much coverage each event received on the 

major networks (CBS, NBC, and ABC) and found that there was no correlation between the 

number of deaths and amount of coverage. For example, a 1976 earthquake in Guatemala killed 

22,000 people and received approximately 12 minutes of airtime on each station. On the other 

hand, an earthquake in China later that year killed 800,000 people, but received less airtime, 

approximately 8 minutes on each station. Additionally, the networks provided just as much 
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coverage to another earthquake that year, this one in Italy, though it only killed 1,000 people 

(Adams, 1986). 

     Adams (1986) concluded that news coverage was not dictated by the severity of the 

disaster. Instead, other factors influenced the coverage, including its geographic location and how 

well a typical American could relate to the area. For instance, countries popular with tourists or 

tied to viewers’ ancestral roots received more coverage as “The severity of natural disasters alone 

explains little (less than one-tenth) of the variation of their coverage on nightly U.S. newscasts” 

(Adams, 1986, p. 122).  

     In a similar study, Van Belle (2000) also examined natural disaster coverage on the three 

major networks (ABC, NBC, and CBS). However, he also analyzed coverage of the disasters in 

The New York Times. The disasters all occurred between 1966 and 1996 and were outside the 

United States. Similar to previous studies, he found that geographic distance from the United 

States was the major contributing factor to the amount of coverage the disaster received.  In other 

words, the closer the disaster was to the United States, the more coverage it got. However, he 

suggested that the human toll on lives played more of a role than initially given credit: “It appears 

to be the real human impact of the disaster that makes it dramatic, makes it newsworthy, and drives 

coverage” (Van Belle, 2000, p. 64). 

     Also in 2000, Cho and Lacy examined international news coverage of conflict and disasters 

in local newspapers in Japan. Specifically, they analyzed articles from 48 newspapers, looking at 

the amount of international news devoted to disasters and the use of wire services for content. 

They found that newspapers more dependent on wire services for international content devoted 

more time to international news and focused more on disasters than those that did not depend on 

the wire services (Cho & Lacy, 2000). 
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     Salwen (1995) studied newspaper coverage of Hurricane Andrew, which hit southern 

Florida in 1992. Specifically, he examined both national and community papers to see whether 

newspapers quote news sources in business and government more than sources not affiliated with 

business and government.  He also studied whether sources directed coverage to certain topics and 

statements of praise and blame. Salwen found that individuals were quoted far more often than 

government or business officials. Additionally, he found that sources often praised themselves and 

blamed others. Citizen sources often blamed nature, while local and state officials blamed the 

federal government for their failure in response (Salwen, 1995): 

Despite the "authoritativeness" of White House and federal agency sources and 

their access to the press, press attention to suffering storm victims constrained 

federal government and White House sources to interpret the news. The 

countervailing power of citizen sources was not that citizens were refuting what 

federal government sources were saying. Rather, the "power" of individuals 

quoted in the news was that their pleas had to be considered in the political 

context of disaster. (p. 836) 

     A review of this literature shows that several factors impact the approach journalists 

take in covering a disaster, including the location of the disaster and death toll. However, as 

Salwen (1995) suggested, citizens also become a big part of the coverage in situations like 

this. Therefore, in the context of this study, it would be useful to introduce and apply the 

concept of civic journalism to disaster coverage.

Concerning Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, Gallagher, Fontenot, and Boyle (2007) 

found that crisis communication is handled more effectively when an organization, such as 

FEMA, Homeland Security, U. S. Governors, and U.S. Senators, takes responsibility for it 
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role in the crisis.  The study further revealed that FEMA and Homeland Security could not 

and did not defend themselves when addressed in the media.

Moeller (2006) found that media used disasters and crises such as Hurricane 

Katrina as an opportunity to economically report on a sensational story of proven interest to 

their target audience.  

     Sommers, Apfelbaum, Dukes, Toosi, and Wang (2006) analyzed three aspects of 

media depictions of Hurricane Katrina, focusing on the relationship between race and 

coverage of the disaster.  The study looked at language use, story angle, and first-person 

accounts via nontraditional outlets such as email and blogs. The study concluded that race 

played some role in the media coverage of Hurricane Katrina.  For example, the study 

examined the use of the words “evacuee” and “refugee” in news stories.  “Refugee” was 

used more in stories about Hurricane Katrina and less in stories about Hurricane Rita. 

Also, these words were used, in reference to Hurricane Katrina, within ten words of “poor” 

or “Black.” 

Civic Journalism

  Jay Rosen (1999) and Edmund B. Lambeth (1998) defined civic journalism as an approach 

to journalism that addresses people as citizens and potential participants in public affairs, aids 

citizens in community involvement, and builds credible communication with the public.  

     Merritt (1995) said that public life and journalism are inextricably intertwined. When 

public life is in trouble, so is journalism. Both citizens and journalists, as members of society, 

share common goals. Thus, it is important that journalists help citizens re-engage in public life. If 

they view their objective as merely telling the news in a detached way, journalists will not be 

particularly helpful to public life or the profession. 
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Paul Voakes (1999) stated that civic journalism involves several things: journalistic 

initiative rather than reactive coverage; it involves an interest in moving toward solutions to 

community problems that takes journalism far beyond the detached reporting of the problems; it 

involves ongoing, long-term commitment to the betterment of the public life; and it involves not 

only the reporting of important public issues but also nonpublished efforts  to probe citizens’ 

concerns and engage them in the public life.” (Voakes, 1999, p. 759).

     Civic journalism provides an outlet for non-traditional sources.  In other words, civic 

journalism allows journalists to use more diverse sources and fewer official sources than 

traditional news coverage (Kurpius, 2002). 

     Public or civic journalism efforts have been criticized.  Kennamer and South (2002) wrote 

that journalism traditionalists maintained that those who practice civic journalism become far too 

involved in the issues they are covering.  Instead of chronicling and observing news stories, civic 

journalists participate and create news.     

     Critics of public journalism argue the movement is responding to profit-driven media 

corporations and that their focus on the community compromises journalistic integrity and 

credibility (Glade & Perry, 2003; Effron, 1997).

     McMasters and Merritt (1996) wrote that many newspaper editors attempt public 

journalism without understanding its underlying philosophy, and those who understand its 

philosophy should realize that the results of any one project are unimportant. Public journalism is a 

partnership between journalists and their communities and if it is not viewed as a long-term 

commitment, it is destined to fail (McMasters & Merritt, 1996).

 McMasters and Merritt (1996) also argued that journalists need to be dispassionate and 

detached in their coverage of news just like doctors separate themselves from their patients’ 
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medical problems. Voakes (1999) said critics are concerned about the perceived loss of the 

“watchdog” responsibility as implied in the First Amendment. In other words, content will reflect 

what audience members want to consume rather than what journalists feel the audience should 

consume.

     Friedland (1996) argued that public journalism hangs on the proposition that news 

institutions depend on a vibrant public and civic life for their own survival.

     Finally, Rosen (1996) responds to concerns of pandering to the audience by arguing that 

journalists are members of a community and not a mechanism outside of it. While it does not mean 

that they become an advocate to the cause, it also does not mean they withdraw into a stance of 

“civic exile.” 

     Whether arguing in behalf of or against public journalism, several scholars have suggested 

ways the ideal of public journalism can succeed. For instance, Massey and Hass (2002) believed 

that public journalism’s ultimate goal is to help revitalize civic life. In order to do that, it must 

succeed in two objectives. First, journalists must be convinced that public journalism can be used 

to fix the damage that traditional journalism has been accused of causing to the public’s interest 

and participation. Second, public journalism must make a difference among news audiences. 

      McMasters and Merritt (1996) believed that successful public journalism comes after 

journalists take the “philosophical journey.” The first two steps in that journey include accepting 

the fact that journalism is a vital part of the system of public life while simultaneously recognizing 

that journalism’s integral role in public life imposes on its journalists.

Source Diversity and Civic Journalism
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     In a study comparing two southern newspapers’ coverage, one traditional and one civic, of 

a U. S. Senate race, Kennamer and South (2002) found that the newspaper utilizing the civic 

journalism approach use a much greater percentage of non-traditional or unaffiliated sources.     

     Moscowitz (2002), in a similar study comparing a civic-model paper with a traditional-

model paper, found that the paper using the civic journalism model was less likely to use official 

sources than the paper using the traditional journalism model.

     Kurpius (2002) writes that civic journalism assumes a stronger connection to non-

traditional sources, which leads to greater source diversity in news stories.  He also noted that 

crisis coverage usually includes more non-traditional sources.

Method

      This study investigated newspaper coverage of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita. Specifically, it 

investigated whether or not these newspapers practiced civic journalism through the use of sources. 

Thus, the unit of analysis was the source type: official or non-official. 

The researchers conducted a content analysis of five daily community newspapers. The 

sample came from cities where Hurricanes Katrina and Rita made landfall or were affected by the 

storms and included: The Times-Picayune (New Orleans, LA), The Sun-Herald (Biloxi-Gulfport, 

MS), American Press (Lake Charles, LA), The Beaumont Enterprise (Beaumont, TX), and the 

Houston Chronicle (Houston, TX). Newspaper articles were retrieved from the online archives of 

these papers. Only print articles that were related to the two hurricanes were collected. Articles 

from the web editions of these papers were not sampled. However, due to damage to the printing 

facilities of the Times-Picayune during Hurricane Katrina, the newspaper could not put out print 

editions for a couple of days. The paper released web editions of the paper so, between August 30 

and September 2, the articles from the web editions were collected. Only articles written by staff 
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reporters that were located in the news section(s) of the newspapers were examined. Articles in the 

features/lifestyle, entertainment, or sports sections were not included in the sample.  The authors 

did not differentiate between articles covering Hurricane Katrina and articles covering Hurricane 

Rita because many of the stories published after Rita made landfall referenced both hurricanes. So 

it was difficult to categorize the reports as “Hurricane Katrina articles” or “Hurricane Rita 

articles.” 

     The Houston Chronicle was part of the sample because Houston was greatly impacted by 

both storms. Houston accepted numerous evacuees from Hurricane Katrina and was in the 

predicted path of Hurricane Rita for a couple of days before the storm shifted east.  

A content analysis was the appropriate for this study because it is an approach that provides 

researchers with an opportunity to examine information in an objective and quantitative manner, 

according to Kerlinger (2000). Berelson (1952) listed seventeen uses of content analysis, including 

the ability to expose propaganda and/or bias techniques. 

Some valuable functions of content analysis include . . . to audit communication 

content against objectives . . . to expose propaganda techniques . . . to identify the 

intentions and other characteristics of the communicators . . . to determine the 

psychological state of persons or groups . . . to reflect attitudes, interests of 

population groups . . . to reveal focus of attention . . . to describe attitudinal 

behavioral responses to communication. (p. 490)

Articles examined and analyzed for this study were printed between August 28, 2005, the 

day before Hurricane Katrina made landfall, and February 28, 2006, six months after Katrina’s 

initial impact.   Additionally, the articles appeared in the news section of each newspaper and were 

written by local staff members. Articles generated by the Associated Press or other outside 
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organizations were not coded because they were not generated by local reporters. Based on these 

criteria, a total of 487 articles were included in this study. 

Each article was coded to help organize the themes addressed. Five categories and 

operational definitions were developed. The entire news article was read and one overall category 

was identified for each. If an article had more than one possible category it could be assigned to, 

the category that was most prominently featured was used.  

A total of 487 articles were analyzed in this study. From this analysis, the following 

operationally-defined categories were developed: government response, relief efforts, economic 

recovery, health issues, and reports.i 

Government response 

Stories in this category focused on official statements, legislation, public officials’ tours of 

damaged areas, and anything else that acknowledged efforts the government took before, during, 

and after the hurricanes. 

Relief efforts 

Relief effort stories were those that included issues such as housing, environmental clean-

up, involvement of other governmental agencies and non-profit agencies such as the Red Cross, 

and any other efforts that did not include financial responses/donations to the crises. 

Economic recovery

This category was comprised of stories that dealt with issues related to financial donations 

and fund-raising efforts for the hurricane-affected areas. 

Health issues 

These stories dealt with pre- and post-hurricane information about health and general 

medical concerns for affected residents and volunteers. 
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Reports 

This included articles that provided detailed reports on deaths and damage assessments in 

addition to other related topics.

After the stories were organized into categories, each article was coded a second time for 

several variables. The date the article was published, the newspaper in which it was printed, the 

category it fell into, and the number of official and non-official sources. The authors only counted 

an individual as a source if the individual was directly quoted in the story. A direct quotation was 

considered any material appearing between quotation marks and explicitly attached to an 

individual (Salwen, 1995). According to Salwen, the direct quotation is a worthwhile tool for 

identifying sources because it represents their unfiltered comments. In order to simplify the coding 

process, the authors only counted human sources that were directly quoted. This was also done 

because the authors found it difficult to classify a nonhuman source as either official or non-

official. Additionally, quoted material from organizations or groups (such as quoting from a press 

release) was not tallied in the source count due to the inability to specify the number of sources 

within that group and their classification as an official on non-official source. 

The authors defined official sources as individuals tied to local, state, or federal 

government agencies. This included politicians, their spokespeople, police and fire employees, and 

any other individual either working for or representing a government agency. Non-officials were 

individuals who had no tie to the government agency or official. This included regular citizens, 

experts, individuals working for agencies like the Red Cross, the Chamber of Commerce, etc. 

     This study attempts to find if civic journalism, through the use of sources, played a role in 

news coverage of these disasters.  In an effort to answer the overriding question, the following 

research questions were developed:
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RQ1: Was there a significant difference between the number of official sources and unofficial 

sources quoted in newspaper stories based on publication?

RQ2: Was there a significant difference between the number of official sources and unofficial 

sources quoted in newspaper stories based on themes?

RQ 3: Was there a significant difference between the number of official sources and unofficial 

sources quoted in newspaper stories based on publication date?

Analysis

Before conducting the study, the authors tested intercoder reliability by randomly selecting 

and coding 50 articles, or approximately 10 percent of the sample. Using the Holsti formula, the 

author measured the consistency between coders. The higher their agreement, the greater the 

intercoder reliability. The Holsti formula was used in order to gain a correlation coefficient that 

ranges from .00 (no agreement between coders) to 1.00 (full agreement between coders). The 

authors ran a handful of tests and made the necessary adjustments until the test produced a 

coefficient that exceeded .70, the minimum requirement for reliability (Holsti, 1969). The 

intercoder reliability test on the coding sheet as described above produced a coefficient of .84.  

As mentioned previously 487 articles were coded for this study. The authors determined 

that only one coder was needed due to the simplistic and straight-forward structure of the coding 

instrument. The analysis produced a total of 962 official sources and 637 non-official sources. 

There were 155 government response stories (31.8%), 152 relief effort stories (31.2%), 122 

economic recovery stories (25.1%), 34 health stories (7%), and 24 report stories (4.9%). 

Findings

RQ1: Was there a significant difference between the number of official sources and unofficial 

sources quoted in newspaper stories based on publication?
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The researchers first tested the effect of publication and article category on the percentage 

of official sources used in the stories. While the actual number of official and nonofficial sources 

in each story were collected, it was determined that it would be beneficial to calculate a source 

percentage variable because it would offer a more straight-forward analysis. However, analysis of 

variance tests were also run on variables reporting the actual number of official and non official 

sources because it would still be helpful to discuss the possible effects on the actual number 

variables. 

A single analysis of variance revealed that there was no significant effect of the publication 

on the official source percentage (F(4, 465) = 2.27, p > .05). However, there was a main effect of 

the different newspapers on the actual number of official sources used in the coverage of 

Hurricanes Katrina and Rita (F(4, 463) = 6.55, p < .01). A Student-Newman-Keuls post hoc test 

shows that the Times-Picayune and the Houston Chronicle (M = 2.61, SD = 1.92; M = 2.14, SD = 

1.72, respectively) used more official sources in their stories than the American-Press, Beaumont 

Enterprise and Sun-Herald (M = 1.32, SD = 1.35; M = 1.46, SD = 1.47; M = 1.49, SD = 1.64, 

respectively). Ultimately, while the Times-Picayune and the Houston Chronicle used a similar 

number of official sources, as did the American-Press, the Enterprise, and Sun-Herald, the Times-

Picayune and the Houston Chronicle used significantly more official sources as a group than did 

the American-Press, the Enterprise, and the Sun-Herald.  

An additional set of tests revealed that there was a main effect of the different newspapers 

on the number of non-official sources used in the coverage of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita (F(4, 

463) = 10.63, p < .01). A Student-Newman-Keuls post hoc test shows that the Houston Chronicle 

(M = 1.98, SD = 2.00), used more non-official sources in its stories than the Times-Picayune, 

American-Press, Beaumont Enterprise and Sun-Herald (M = 1.23, SD = 1.85; M = .70, SD = 1.01; 
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M = 1.30, SD = 1.94, M = .99, SD = 1.47, respectively). Ultimately, while the Times-Picayune, the 

American-Press, the Enterprise, and Sun-Herald used a similar number of non-official sources in 

their stories, the Houston Chronicle used significantly more non-official sources.  

RQ2: Was there a significant difference between the number of official sources and unofficial 

sources quoted in newspaper stories based on themes?

There was a main effect of the story category on the percentage of official sources in the 

stories (F(4, 465) = 21.78, p < .05). A Student-Newman Keuls post hoc test showed that 

government response stories used a significantly higher percentage of official sources (M = .84, 

SD = .27) than health, relief effort, economic, and report stories (M = .35, SD = .40, M = .49, SD = 

.41; M = .60, SD = .41; M = .63, SD = .45, respectively). Additionally, health and relief effort 

stories used a similar percentage of official sources in their stories while the relief effort, 

economic, and report stories also used a similar percentage of official sources.  

In addition, analysis of variance revealed a main effect of the article categories on the 

number of official sources used in the stories (F(4, 463) = 13.31, p < .01). A Student-Newman-

Keuls post hoc test shows that the government response stories (M = 2.80, SD = 1.79), had more 

official sources than relief effort, economic recovery, health, and report stories (M = 1.57, SD = 

1.58; M = 1.75, SD = 1.73; M = 1.18, SD = 1.45, M = 1.50, SD = 1.64; M = 1.98, SD = 1.77, 

respectively). Ultimately, while the relief effort, economy recovery, health and report stories used a 

similar number of official sources, government response stories used significantly more official 

sources.  

 An analysis of variance also revealed a main effect of the article categories on the number 

of non-official sources used in the stories (F(4, 463) = 10.76, p < .01). A Student-Newman-Keuls 

post hoc test shows that the health stories (M = 2.29, SD = 2.25) used more non-official sources 
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than the government response, economic recovery, and report stories (M = .67, SD = 1.23; M = 

1.25, SD = 1.55; M = 1.29, SD = 2.01, respectively), but a similar number of non-official sources 

as the relief effort stories (M = 1.81, SD = 2.09) In other words, while the health stories and relief 

effort stories used a similar number of non-official sources as a group, there were significantly 

more non-official sources in the health stories than in the government response, economic 

recovery, and report stories. Additionally, the government response, economic recovery, and report 

stories used a similar number of non-official sources as a group, and the relief effort, report and 

economic response stories used a similar number of a group. Lastly, the relief effort stories used 

significantly more non-official sources than the government response stories. 

The authors also felt it would be beneficial to test for interaction effects between 

publication and story category on the source use. An analysis of variance revealed a significant 

interaction effect between type of newspaper and article categories on the percentage of official 

sources (F(2.87, 446) = 23.61, p < .01). A review of the associated means showed that government 

response stories in the Times-Picayune, Houston Chronicle, American-Press, Enterprise, and Sun-

Herald (M = .87, SD = .20, M = .72, SD = .34, M = .96, SD = .13, M = .86, SD = .22, M = .84, SD 

= .32, respectively) contained a similar percentage of official sources. Additionally, economic 

stories in the Times-Picayune, Houston Chronicle, Enterprise, and Sun-Herald (M = .69, SD = .34; 

M = .69, SD = .38; M = .63, SD = .42; M = .57, SD = .42, respectively). However, the differences 

were a lot more pronounced in report stories published in all five newspapers. In particular, report 

stories in the Sun Herald and the Enterprise used a higher percentage of official sources (M = 1.00, 

SD = .00; M = 1.00, SD = .00, respectively) than the health stories in the Times-Picayune, Houston 

Chronicle, and American Press (M = .62, SD = .47; M = .36, SD = .41, M = .00, SD = .00, 

respectively.
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Further tests revealed no significant interaction effect between the publication and the story 

categories on the number of official sources used (F(15, 463) = 1.00, p > .05). However, there was 

a significant interaction effect between type of newspaper and article categories on the number of 

non-official sources (F(15, 463) = 2.68, p < .01). A review of the associated means showed that 

government response stories in the Times-Picayune, American-Press, the Enterprise and Sun-

Herald, (M = .59, SD = .98; M = .09, SD = .29; M = .45, SD = .91; M = .61, SD = 1.29 

respectively) used a similar number of non-official sources, as did economic stories published in 

the Times-Picayune, Houston Chronicle, American-Press, and Sun-Herald (M = .1.46, SD = 1.77; 

M = 1.45, SD = 1.82; M = 1.36, SD = 1.03; M = 1.18, SD = 1.50 respectively). The differences 

were a lot more pronounced in health stories published in all five newspapers. In particular, health 

stories in the Houston Chronicle used more non-official sources (M = 4.17, SD = 2.17) than the 

health stories in the American Press, Times-Picayune and the Enterprise (M = .50, SD = .58; M = 

1.22, SD = .97, M = 1.40, SD = .89 respectively). 

RQ 3: Was there a significant difference between the number of official sources and unofficial 

sources quoted in newspaper stories based on publication date? 

An analysis of variance revealed that there was a main effect of the date on the percentage 

of official sources (F(6,463) = 2.62, p < .05). Specifically, articles published in February used a 

significantly higher percentage of official sources (M = .90, SD = .08) than stories published in 

August, September, October, November, December, and January (M = .56, SD = .07, M = .64, SD 

= .03; M = .65, SD = .05; M = .54, SD = .05, M = .62, SD = .06, M = .58, SD = .06, respectively). 

Results also revealed that there was a significant effect on the actual number of official 

sources used (F(6,480) = 2.57, p < .05). The Student-Newman-Kuels test revealed that stories 

published in February used significantly more official sources (M = .2.68, SD = .35) than stories 
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published in August, November, and January (M = 1.61, SD = .32; M = 1.51, SD = .22; M = 1.48, 

SD = .27, respectively). Additionally, the August stories used a similar number of official sources 

as stories published in September, October and December (M = 2.11, SD = .13; M = 2.13, SD = 

.20, M = 2.12, SD = .25, respectively).

Similarly, there was a significant effect of publication month on the actual number of non-

official sources used in the stories.  A Student-Newman-Kuels test revealed that stories published 

in August, October, and November used significantly more non-official sources (M = 2.10, SD = 

.32; M = 1.40, SD = .20; M = 1.52, SD = .22, respectively) than stories published in February (M = 

.36, SD = .36). Additionally, stories in February used a similar number of non-officials sources as 

stories in September, December, and January (M = 1.28, SD = .13; M = 1.28, SD = .25; M = 1.05, 

SD = .28, respectively). Finally, stories published in every month other than February also used a 

similar number of non-official sources as a group. 

The authors also tested for interaction effects between the type of publication and the 

month a story was published on the percentage of official sources used, the number of official 

sources used, and the number of non-official sources used. 

There was a significant interaction effect between type of newspaper and the month a story 

was published on the official source percentage (F(24, 435) = 1.65, p < .05). For instance, a review 

of the associated means showed that stories published in September in the Houston Chronicle, 

American-Press, the Enterprise and Sun-Herald, (M = .64, SD = .36; M = .57, SD = .46; M = .54, 

SD = .45; M = .62, SD = .36, respectively) used a similar percentage of official sources. However, 

the differences were more pronounced with stories published in November. In particular, stories in 

the Enterprise used a higher percentage of official sources (M = .79, SD = .23) than stories 
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published in the Times-Picayune, American Press, and Houston Chronicle (M = .53, SD = .40; M 

= .50, SD = .50, M = .34, SD = .40 respectively). 

An analysis of variance revealed there was not a significant interaction effect between the 

type of newspaper and month a story was published on the number of official sources (F(24, 452) 

= .90, p > .05).

Finally, there was a significant interaction effect between type of newspaper and the month 

a story was published on the number of non-official sources used (F(24, 452) = 2.53, p < .05). For 

instance, a review of the associated means showed that stories published in September in the 

Houston Chronicle, the Times-Picayune, the Enterprise and Sun-Herald used a similar number of 

non-official sources (M = .1.62, SD = .36; M = .1.18, SD = 1.76; M = .1.38, SD = 1.72; M = 1.28, 

SD = 1.53, respectively). However, in November, the differences in non-official source use were 

more distinct. Specifically, the Houston Chronicle used more non-official sources (M = .3.24, SD 

= 2.59) than the Times-Picayune, the Sun-Herald, and the Enterprise. (M = 1.43, SD = 1.28; M = 

.84, SD = 1.71; M = .50, SD = .76, respectively). 

Discussion and Conclusion

Based on the analysis, there are several findings that are worth further discussion. First, in 

answer to the first research question, there was a significant difference in the number of official 

and unofficial sources used in stories based on the newspapers in which they were published. 

Specifically, the two larger newspapers, the Times-Picayune and the Houston Chronicle, used 

more official sources than the other three newspapers. This is not necessarily surprising because 

the two publications likely had more access to official sources due to their size and prominence in 

their respective areas. Additionally, both newspapers had reporters assigned to a Washington, D.C. 

bureau, where they could file stories on the government’s response to the disaster. For instance, a 
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Sept. 1 Chronicle story reported on Pres. Bush’s reaction to Hurricane Katrina and included 

statements he made to reporters from the Rose Garden concerning the “difficult road” ahead. “The 

challenges that we face on the ground are unprecedented, but there’s no doubt in my mind we’re 

going to succeed,” Bush said (Mason, 2005). That same story, written by a Chronicle Washington 

Bureau reporter, also included quotes from Homeland Security Secretary Michael Chertoff.  

Some may also argue that the larger newspapers used more official sources because they 

are more detached from the community, due to their larger coverage areas, and thus would rely 

more on official sources. What is surprising are the differences in the use of non-official sources. 

Particularly, the Houston Chronicle used more non-official sources than the remaining four 

newspapers. Again, there are some possible explanations for this. First, many of the Hurricane 

Katrina survivors evacuated or were evacuated to Houston. Thus, particularly in the days just after 

the disaster, the focus in Houston was on the evacuees and many stories in the Chronicle reflected 

this. Additionally, Houston was involved in evacuation efforts surrounding Hurricane Rita, 

providing more opportunities to publish even more stories using citizens evacuating and preparing 

for that hurricane.  In essence, ordinary citizens became the central focus of the stories, so the 

Houston Chronicle utilized them as sources for the stories.  For instance, a Chronicle story 

published on Thanksgiving Day 2005 focused on how several New Orleans evacuees still living in 

Houston were spending their holiday. One of the evacuees quoted in the story left New Orleans 

with four children under the age of 11 and 95-year-old woman for whom she cared for. In the 

story, the woman talked about the anxieties she faced as an evacuee. “I just have to live day to day, 

dealing with this sadness. I thank God, though, that I have what it takes to keep going,” she said 

(Turner, 2005). 
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That being said, it is worth noting that the analysis involving source percentage revealed 

there was not a significant difference on the percentage of official sources used based on the 

publication. A reason for this discrepancy could be that while a story was using a particular 

number of official sources, for instance, they were using a similar number of non-official sources. 

Thus, the percentage of official sources in the stories was not significantly larger than the 

percentage of non-official stories.  

The second research question addressed differences in source use based on the focus of the 

story. There were significant difference in both the number official and non-official sources used. 

For instance, government response stories used more official stories than other categories. Again, 

this was not surprising. As far as non-official sources, there were more used in health stories than 

in economic, government response, and report stories. However, health and recovery effort stories 

used a similar number of non-official stories. Again, this is not an unexpected finding as these 

types of stories traditionally focus on more sources outside of the government. Finally, the analysis 

involving source percentage also revealed a significant difference based on the story type. 

Government response stories used a significantly higher percentage of official sources, which also 

was expected. Stories focusing on how the government responded to the hurricanes would need to 

rely more on the official sources. 

Lastly, the third research question dealt with source differences based on when the story 

was published. Again, there were significant differences in the percentage of sources used based on 

the publication month. The results were the same with the actual number of official and non-

official sources. Contrary to the authors’ assumptions, stories published in February actually used a 

higher number and a higher percentage of official sources. The authors initially felt that more 

official sources would be used in the days and weeks after the disaster, when the focus was on how 
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the government was dealing with the crisis at hand. Thus, stories published in August and 

September would use more official sources. However, this was not the case. One explanation for 

the increased use of official sources in February could involve the investigations that were 

launched into the government’s response to the hurricanes. Government officials at local, state, and 

federal levels have been under fire since the hurricanes for failures in evacuation and response 

plans. Investigations at the national level got underway in February 2006, the last month analyzed 

in this study. Thus, more stories focused on these proceedings, which meant the number of official 

sources increased as well.  Several stories published in Times-Picayune in February 2006 focused 

on congressional hearings concerning the government’s response as well as a 600-page report 

released by a Republican House committee investigating the government’s role in the disaster. One 

story focused on the White House’s response to the report, which blamed Chertoff and the Bush 

administration for not acting quickly enough after Hurricane Katrina. The story quotes Frances 

Townsend, an assistant to Bush who disputed accusations that Bush was detached from the federal 

response to the disaster. “I reject outright any suggestion that President Bush was anything less 

than fully involved. He had regular briefings, had countless conversations with federal, state, and 

local officials, and took extraordinary steps prior to landfall,” she said (Walsh, 2006). 

Limitations of the study and suggestions for future research

     There are some limitations to this study. The first challenge came in the scope of this 

project. Coverage of these storms and the after-effects—at both national and local levels—was 

extensive. This study focused on coverage in only five newspapers in the affected areas. 

Undoubtedly, there are several other newspapers in the affected areas that provided coverage as 

well. Expanding the analysis to include more of the community newspapers could provide some 

additional insight into coverage patterns.  
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This study is part of an ongoing project which has examined the numerous roles of the 

media in communicating the hurricanes and their after-effects. For instance, previous work has 

examined the connection between federal government communication and print media coverage. 

Another analysis examined the role of public relations in the crisis. In relation to this present work, 

there are other aspects worth studying including the comparison of local press coverage to 

coverage in national newspapers. This type of study could aid in the examination of the role of 

civic journalism.
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Table 1
Breakdown of Story Types by Publication

Publication GR RE ER H RP
T

Times-Picayune 49 58 26 9 12
154

Houston Chronicle 44 26 31 12 5
118

American Press 22 23 11 4 0
60

Beaumont Enterprise 22 23 15 5 4
69

Sun-Herald 18 22 39 4 3
86

Total 155 152 122 34 24
487

GR = Government Response RE = Relief Efforts ER = Economic Recovery H = Health RP = 
Reports
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Table 2
Analysis of Variance Results for Official Source Use based on Publication, Story Type, and 
Publication Date

Variable df SS F p

Publication (PB) 4 16.88 6.55 .00

Story Type (ST) 4 34.31 13.31 .00

Publication Date (PD) 6 7.91 2.57 .02

PB X ST 15 2.58 1.00 .45 (n.s.)
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Table 3
Analysis of Variance Results for Non-Official Source Use based on Publication, Story Type, and 
Publication Date

Variable df SS F p

Publication (PB) 4 28.48 10.63 .00

Story Type (ST) 4 28.82 10.76 .00

Publication Date (PD) 6 8.08 2.53 .02

PB X ST 15 7.19 2.68 .001
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Table 4
Analysis of Variance Results for Official Source Percentage based on Publication, Story Type, and 
Publication Date

Variable df SS F p

Publication (PB) 4 .36 2.27 .61 (n.s.)

Story Type (ST) 4 2.99 21.78 .00

Publication Date (PD) 6 .42 2.62 .02

PB X ST 15 2.58 1.00 .45

PB X PD 24 .25 1.65 .03
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Notes

1 For a study employing a similar type of methodology, please refer to Williams (2007).


