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The logistics of international TV news analysis:

Availability, access and the conflict in Afghanistan

I want to talk to you this morning about the challenges of undertaking an  international content analysis study using videotape archives, from my own perspective as an academic.  There tends to be a wide gulf between the theory and the practice of international comparative projects, which with the best will in the world cannot always be bridged, to use the metaphor of the moment.

I’ll begin by introducing the project and some key findings to you, and then move on to the methodology and issues of access. My purpose is to make the case for some baseline principles of access from FIAT members and your colleagues in other broadcasting companies and national archives.

I have been part of a small team working on the British Film Institute’s comparative news agendas project, published in September this year as an interim report, After September 11th. In December 2001 we began the study to examine how TV news broadcasters across the world covered the events of September 11th and their aftermath, namely the war in Afghanistan.

The days we chose to examine were as follows:

Tuesday 11 September 2001

· Attacks on NYC and Washington

Sunday 7 October

· Start of bombing campaign and release of first Bin Laden video

Friday 19 October

· US special forces night drop/Israel invasion of Palestine

Saturday 10 November

· UN debate

Tuesday 13 November

· Fall of Kabul

Thursday 13 December

· Fall of Al Qaeda/Israel attacks on Palestine/attack on Indian Parliament.

Issues we were interested in included:

· How pro or anti-American was the tone of the reports?

· Which types of footage were used? How much direct suffering was 

· shown?

· Which types of news story were made a priority? – diplomatic, political, 

· humanitarian, domestic issues etc

· For how long did the war in Afghanistan remain a big news story?

· How were the attacks on NYC and the war in Afghanistan framed? In 

· other words to what extent was the situation in the Middle East and 

· specifically Israel-Palestine used as an explanatory or contextual factor?

· How was the same footage used by news organisations in different 

· countries?

In other words, the purpose and value of this project was to compare the output of news organisations across different cultures. It is enormously beneficial to see how other countries deal with the same news agenda issues, in order to throw light on domestic practices. It’s also interesting to see how far the assumptions that get made about how TV news covered a story are actually true in practice – in other words, whether public perceptions about coverage are correct.

What did we find? There are too many angles to discuss in depth in this short paper, but to give you a flavour I’d like to focus on a couple of items which illustrate some of the key themes.

Comparative contexts

First, that of the type of reference to the Middle East situation. On Sept 11th, footage was widely shown of Palestinians ‘celebrating’ the attacks on the WTC. As in other examples of contentious footage, there is fierce debate as to the veracity of this material – some say that the Palestinians were paid by CNN cameramen, some that it was old footage of an unrelated incident, some that it was indeed authentic, and so on. 

In the UK, the footage was used variably. Most broadcasters made caveats in 

their voice-overs to the effect that such scenes were uncommon or due to a likely lack of knowledge at the full death-toll. Others did not, choosing to use the footage as a segue into the issue of ME opinion and the rationale behind anti-Israeli opinion. For example, on the UK’s Channel 5 News there was a surprising articulation of the legitimacy of the Palestinian cause, given its predominantly tabloid or populist news agenda. A “Middle East expert” was asked to comment on the images and said: “America and the West have to understand what support for the Israeli government means” and noted that 750 Palestinians, “among them many children”, had been shot dead by the Israelis over the past several months. The anchor concluded: “so it’s almost inevitable?” [meaning the attacks on America] and the expert replied “yes, it’s just the scale that’s different”.

Evidence from other countries in the study reveals different types of weight and legitimacy given to the footage. French TV bulletins did not question or caveat the truth of the footage, taking it as a true representation of ‘many Palestinians’. In contrast, Tunisian coverage on ERTT did not use such pictures at all, but instead included its own correspondent’s interviews with Palestinians who expressed their condemnation of the attack: “we don’t like terror, we are civilized people and we don’t want to hurt civilians.” 

The US networks and CNN had shown the images of Palestinians celebrating 

earlier in the day, but by the time of the evening newscasts had dropped the footage. There was very little coverage examining the Israel-Palestine conflict, or assessing causal links. This set the tone for later weeks of the ‘War on Terror’, when the slightest suggestion of justification for the attacks was treated as treasonable by the American public.

While on September 11th there was some attempt made to link the events in New York with the possible root causes of such an attack, on other days in the sample Middle East events were not linked with those of the prosecution of the war in Afghanistan: an outcome of the dominant Western political discourse which preferred to see Usama Bin Laden and Al-Qaeda as maverick outsiders. 

The provision of contextual background is a thorny area for news broadcasters as they run the risk of being accused of partiality or bias. But the danger of not providing it – or of providing it and then withdrawing it – is that viewers simply don’t have the necessary framework with which to understand the events of the day. 

Even here, however, it should be noted that certain types of information do not necessarily get noticed or ‘heard’. According to the audience research component of this study, interviewees felt that UK coverage of the Middle East and Palestine was minimal and biased towards Israel. On the evidence of the days under review, this simply was not the case on the bulletins analysed. The mismatch reveals that even if certain stories are covered in particular ways, these may not filter into the viewing public’s consciousness.

A further point to make about this Palestinian footage is that it exemplifies the way that footage tends to be used as a springboard for a particular issue, rather than needing to be literally true (whatever that means). Whether or not the Palestinians in the footage were celebrating at the news of the WTC attacks is less important than how the footage was used by a news organisation to carry a particular message. In other words, the footage is not a carrier of intrinsic truth but an illustrative figure for a particular message that a TV news organisation wants to convey. 

This point emerges time and time again in international comparative studies. The same piece of footage can be used to mean diametrically opposite things by different broadcasters. A case in point last year was the fall of Kabul to the 

Northern Alliance on 13 November. Broadcasters were not sure whether this was a good or a bad news story, depending on the degree to which the Northern Alliance was trusted. In France, the event was seen as wholly positive, as the Northern Alliance was liked and respected within France. No reference was made within the day’s bulletins to the possible problems that might result from their taking control. This was in marked contrast to UK bulletins which stressed the negative consequences of the Northern Alliance control in a number of items within each bulletin. The same footage from Kabul – images of people celebrating in the street - was used to give either a positive or the negative view of the Northern Alliance – the commentator either saying this was illustrative of widespread behaviour or saying that this was a rare pocket of enthusiasm within an otherwise difficult day for the citizens of Kabul.

Access and availability

I want to return now to the issue of methodology and logistics. We had an initial list of 17 countries that we wanted to get involved. How to go about the task of getting hold of the material, especially as we had a limited budget?

We enlisted the help of Steve Bryant who suggested that this FIAT organisation would be a useful shortcut to finding much of the material. Steve sent out an email in January of this year to a number of his contacts in national archives and at broadcasters. 

The response was variable. I’m not here to name and shame, but just to say that while a number of FIAT members were extremely helpful and prompt with their replies, others either did not respond at all, or took many months to do so. 

As you will know, delay in some ways is more problematic to factor in than a rejection. If an archive or a broadcaster says ‘no’, then it is possible to draw a line under that enquiry and start a fresh one using different contacts. If, however, you are told that everything is possible and will happen, it is only human nature to believe in this eventuality. As the months progress, and the emails and phone calls build, there is a dawning awareness that the material is unlikely to be produced. 

Outside the FIAT participants, too, there was variability in the degree of success achieved in accessing archives. First, there was the issue of whether the material was physically available at all. We found that a number of channels do not routinely save programming that is more than a week old. A possible rationale for not saving such material is that a complaint about a news programme will be made immediately, and therefore that saving news bulletins for a week or a month is all that is necessary for regulatory purposes. Bulletins also tend not to be saved in their full form, but rather cut into footage or item compartments so that they can be easily re-used.  

Second, as is so often the case, who you know counts for a lot. In some cases, initial, formal, approaches to a broadcaster were rejected. However, if we went via a personal contact, then doors were opened and the material given without a problem. At issue here was whether to stress our academic credentials, or whether to downplay them. At some organisations the idea of academia was seen as a bonus, and at some a curse. We tended only to know afterwards which one was which!

Eventually, we collected a variety of taped material. Out of the initial 17 countries contacted – not all of whom were FIAT members - about half provided tapes.

However, the problems didn’t stop once the material had been received. In almost every case, some days’ bulletins were missing, with additional days being sent to us instead. Because of the delays in receiving much of the material, in a number of instances we didn’t discover this until the final moments, as tapes were being rapidly coded. Hence there was no way to request the remainder of the bulletins, and therefore in some cases comparative analysis between countries has not been possible, which is unfortunate. 

In summary

The methodological lessons to learn from this project are the basic ones, which many of you will be familiar with. However, I think it is worth spelling them out so that they may start to provide the framework for some sort of code of practice, perhaps. Or maybe they are an academic’s wishlist and simply do not fit with the very real constraints on an archive’s time and resources – I’d be very interested in your views!

An academic’s wishlist

· Timeliness of response

· Accuracy in recording

· Ensure that flow programming like TV news bulletins is kept as a whole

· Accept academic research as legitimate

· FIAT site to provide a one-stop-shop for TV archive information for 

· academics

· Dates

· Costs

· Speed of response

