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Abstract: Populations of large carnivores are declining globally, and analysis of public discourse about
carnivores is useful for understanding public opinion and influences on management and policy. Portrayal
of carnivores in the media affects public perceptions and support for their conservation. We conducted a
content analysis of 513 articles about Florida panthers (Puma concolor coryi) published from 2003 to 2006
in newspapers with local circulation in core panther habitat in southwest Florida and papers with statewide
circulation to compare the differences in the amount of coverage and portrayals of panther risks to people and
property on the basis of proximity of human communities to panthers. Local papers published significantly
more news articles and significantly longer news articles primarily about panthers. Articles in local and
statewide papers used both episodic frames, which focus on specific occurrences (e.g., a panther sighting or
predation) and thematic frames, which focus on general trends (e.g., abundance of panthers over time). Local
articles more often emphasized risks that panthers might harm people, pets, or livestock than statewide papers.
Our results are consistent with theory that proximity to human–carnivore conflict influences perceptions and
salience of risks posed by large carnivores. Most articles mentioned panthers as a secondary topic, which we
believe was a result of the relevance an endangered carnivore has in discussions of public land management,
development, and regulations in Florida. Claims made by sources quoted in each article had a neutral
to positive depiction of panthers, and most quotations were from federal and state agency scientists. We
suggest continued use by the media of agency sources provides the opportunity for clear, concordant messages
about panther management. Content analysis provides a way to monitor media portrayal of carnivores for
consistency with agency outreach goals.
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Análisis del Contenido de la Cobertura Period́ıstica de la Pantera de Florida

Resumen: Las poblaciones de carnı́voros mayores están declinando globalmente, y el análisis del discurso
público sobre carnı́voros es útil para entender la opinión pública y sus influencias sobre el manejo y la
poĺıtica. La representación de carnı́voros en los medios afecta las percepciones públicas y al soporte para su
conservación. Realizamos un análisis de contenidos de 513 art́ıculos sobre panteras de Florida (Puma concolor
coryi) publicados entre 2003 y 2006 en periódicos de circulación local en el centro de hábitat de pantera en
el suroeste de Florida y en periódicos de circulación estatal para comparar las diferencias en la cobertura y
representación de los riesgos de las panteras para la gente y la propiedad privada con base en la cercanı́a
de comunidades humanas y panteras. Los periódicos locales publicaron significativamente más noticias
y art́ıculos significativamente más extensos sobre panteras. Los art́ıculos en periódicos locales y estatales
utilizaron tanto marcos episódicos, que se concentran en ocurrencias espećıficas (e.g., un avistamiento o
depredación de pantera) como temáticos, enfocados en tendencias generales (e.g., abundancia de panteras
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2 Newspaper Coverage of the Florida Panther

en el tiempo). Los art́ıculos locales a menudo enfatizaron los riesgos que las panteras representan para
humanos, mascotas y ganado más que los periódicos estatales. Nuestros resultados son consistentes con la
teoŕıa de que la cercanı́a al conflicto humano-carnı́voro influye las percepciones y la prominencia de riesgos
que representan los carnı́voros mayores. La mayoŕıa de los art́ıculos mencionó a las panteras como tema
secundario, que consideramos que fue resultado de la relevancia que ha tenido un carnı́voro en peligro en las
discusiones de manejo, desarrollo y regulaciones de tierras públicas en Florida. Algunas demandas de fuentes
citadas en cada art́ıculo dieron una descripción de neutra a positiva de las panteras, y la mayoŕıa de las citas
fueron de cient́ıficos de agencias federales y estatales. Sugerimos que el uso continuo de los medios por parte
de las agencias proporciona la oportunidad para enviar mensajes claros y concordantes del manejo de las
panteras. El análisis de contenidos proporciona una manera de monitorear la imagen que los medios dan a
los carnı́voros y su consistencia con las metas de la agencia.

Palabras Clave: análisis de contenidos, carńıvoro, comunicación, medios, pantera, público, puma

Introduction

A major obstacle to sustaining or restoring populations
of large carnivores is social acceptance (Enserink &
Vogel 2006; Karanth & Chellam 2009). Conflicts between
humans and carnivores arise from human perceptions
that carnivores threaten humans, livestock, or economic
security and limit recreation or land use. Antipredator
and antigovernment public attitudes in the United States
are associated with failure of efforts to reintroduce large
carnivores (Hook & Robinson 1982; Carbyn et al. 1995;
Kellert et al. 1996). A review of human–felid conflicts
worldwide found that a diverse combination of social
and cultural factors affects the severity of conflicts (e.g.,
frequency of actual or perceived predation on livestock,
attacks on people, and killing of felids by humans in re-
taliation for damages (Inskip & Zimmerman 2009). The
financial costs of human–felid conflicts are often borne
locally, whereas benefits of conservation may accrue na-
tionally or globally (Treves & Karanth 2003; Shrestha et al.
2006). Reduction of human–felid conflict is a primary
concern for conservation of at least 9 felid species world-
wide (Nelson 2009).

Successful conservation of carnivores depends on fa-
vorable social, political, and ecological conditions (Clarke
et al. 1996; Treves et al. 2009). Researchers have called
for investment in prolonged public outreach and the en-
gagement of social scientists to study public approval
of management tactics (Treves & Karanth 2003); greater
use of mass media for public relations to generate and
demonstrate public support for mammal reintroductions
(Kleiman 1989); and a better understanding of cultural,
economic, and emotional beliefs about large carnivores
(Kellert et al. 1996). Because news media help establish
parameters for public discourse, or how people think
and talk about a subject (McCombs & Shaw 1972), un-
derstanding the nature of media coverage of carnivore
conservation may help scientists and managers perform
more effective outreach or management activities.

Relatively few studies of media portrayals of carnivores
have been conducted, yet such studies may increase un-
derstanding of public perceptions of risk, tolerance of

management interventions, and policy preferences, as
well as provide guidance for responding and contribut-
ing effectively to media coverage (Wolch et al. 1997; Gore
et al. 2009; Muter et al. 2009). For instance, media cov-
erage has contributed to shifting public attitudes toward
predators (Messmer et al. 2001), and positive media cov-
erage can be an important component of efforts to con-
serve or protect animals (Gusset et al. 2008). We analyzed
newspaper coverage of the Florida panther (Puma con-
color coryi), which was listed as endangered under the
U.S. Endangered Species Preservation Act (predecessor
of the Endangered Species Act) in 1967 and has a recov-
ery strategy that seeks to “maintain, restore, and expand
the panther population” (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
2008: ix). Over 100 panthers inhabit mainly southwest-
ern Florida (McBride et al. 2008).

Mass-media coverage can influence public understand-
ing, perception, and, potentially, action (Wilson 1995;
Boykoff & Rajan 2007). Media professionals decide which
topics to cover and how much coverage to allocate to a
topic (White 1950; Reese & Ballinger 2001). As a result,
the frequency and content of environmental information
that reaches the public is determined in large part by the
media (Stamm et al. 2000). Mass media is a frequent and
pervasive indirect source of information about wild ani-
mals (Corbett 1995), and quantity of coverage influences
public opinion about an issue’s importance and relevance
through the so-called agenda-setting function of the me-
dia (McCombs & Shaw 1972; Mazur 1998; Weaver et al.
2004).

The framing of media coverage also can affect public
understanding, especially understanding of topics that
are not part of people’s daily lives. Framing is the process
through which the media selects certain aspects of an
issue or event to emphasize in a piece (Entman 1993).
A frame, sometimes referred to as a schema, is defined
as “the central organizing idea or story line that provides
meaning” for an event or issue (Gamson & Modigliani
1987: 143). By emphasizing different aspects of an issue,
media coverage may affect public interpretation of the
issue. For example, presenting a story from an economic,
moral, or conflict perspective may lead the public to
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give extra salience to these aspects of the issue and less
salience to other aspects (Semetko & Valkenburg 2000).

Framing of different management options can affect
risk perception by individuals (Kahneman & Tyersky
1984; Muter et al. 2009). Risk perception is usually re-
lated to a frame’s valence, or the clear positive or negative
depiction associated with the frame (de Vreese & Boom-
gaarden 2003). Negative interactions between panthers
and humans are more likely to generate media coverage
(Corbett 1995; Siemer et al. 2007) than are constraints
to panther recovery such as habitat loss (USFWS 2008).
Media coverage of negative events can amplify perceived
risk of harm from an animal species, potentially reduc-
ing public support for their conservation (Kahneman &
Tyersky 1984; Riley & Decker 2000; Gore et al. 2005).

In addition to frame valence, 2 specific types of frames
influence public perceptions: episodic and thematic.
Episodic frames convey specific events or characteristics
related to an issue, whereas thematic coverage empha-
sizes longer-term trends or contextual factors (Iyengar
1991). For example, an episodically framed story might
focus on the specific details of a panther kill of a domestic
animal, whereas a thematic framing of the same incident
might focus on the issues of panther decline and recovery
and loss of panthers’ habitat. Siemer et al. (2007) found
media coverage of black bears (Ursus americanus) in
New York is mostly episodic and does not present an
overview of issues affecting the success of bear manage-
ment (Siemer et al. 2007).

The sources quoted in news stories may also affect pub-
lic perception of conservation issues. State and federal
wildlife agencies often are the sources most frequently
quoted about wild animals because of their govern-
ment authority and availability (Corbett 1995). Sources
such as government, special-interest groups, and profes-
sional organizations help define a social problem or issue
(Spector & Kitsuse 1977). As coverage of an environmen-
tal issue continues over time, the sources that reporters
quote change from scientists to politicians or special-
interest spokespersons (Trumbo 1996).

The level of support for carnivore conservation often
differs according to proximity of carnivore and human
populations because human communities living closer to
carnivores are often exposed to greater risks of predation
events and concomitantly have lower tolerance of carni-
vores (Kleiven et al. 2004). For example, widespread me-
dia coverage of 7 fatal attacks by cougars in the western
United States (Cougar Management Guidelines Working
Group 2005) informed the local public that the num-
ber of human encounters with cougars was increasing in
specific areas (Riley & Decker 2000). In Florida, wildlife
agencies have a mandate to address both local risks of
panther predation and statewide benefits of panther con-
servation. In general, framing of media coverage may dif-
fer between urban and rural regions with respect to the
reporting of risk (valence), sources, and issues framed

(Tichenor et al. 1980; Burgess & Gold 1985). Survey re-
sults generally show less acceptance of large carnivores
by rural than by urban residents in the United States
(Kellert et al. 1996), parts of Europe (Kaczensky et al.
2003; Kleiven et al. 2004), and tropical regions (Conforti
et al. 2003; Treves & Karanth 2003).

We conducted a content analysis of media coverage
of Florida panthers in Florida newspapers. We com-
pared articles and opinion pieces on panthers in news-
papers with circulation within core panther habitat in
southwestern Florida, where livestock predation and pan-
ther sightings are concentrated, to those in newspapers
published elsewhere with statewide circulation. Pub-
lic concern for risks to people, pets, or livestock from
carnivores appears to increase as proximity of human
populations to carnivores increases, and mass media may
amplify perceptions of risk (Gore et al. 2009). We ex-
amined whether proximity of human communities to
panthers was reflected in differences between local and
statewide newspapers in their coverage of panthers in
terms of frequency, length, type of frame, sources used,
and positive or negative valence of claims about and pho-
tographs of panthers.

Methods

Content analysis makes replicable and valid inferences
on the basis of data derived from text or images (Riffe
et al. 1998). The units of our content analysis were arti-
cles, editorials, and letters in 6 newspapers. The newspa-
pers were identified from the member list of the Florida
Press Association. We selected 2 newspapers with lo-
cal circulation in southwestern Florida (Lee, Collier, and
Hendry counties), where panthers are concentrated: The
News-Press (approximate circulation 73,000) and Naples
Daily News (72,000), and 4 papers with statewide circu-
lation, St. Petersburg Times (292,000), Orlando Sun Sen-
tinel (187,000), The Florida Times Union (107,000), and
The Miami Herald (173,000). To identify articles, editori-
als, and letters, we searched for the terms panther, and
Florida panther (excluding names of sports teams) in Lex-
isNexis and individual newspapers’ electronic search en-
gines. This purposive- or relevance-sample (Krippendorff
2004) search process yielded all articles, editorials, and
letters in these papers pertaining to panthers from Jan-
uary 2003 through June 2006 (total 513 items).

We followed standard content-analysis procedures
(Krippendorff 2004) and classified the 513 articles, edito-
rials, and letters as either a primary panther article (pan-
ther appeared in the headline or first paragraph and at
least once in the remaining text) or a secondary panther
article (panther appeared at least once). We recorded
word length, areas of emphasis, valence, and presence
and description of photographs for both primary and
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secondary articles. We classified 11 areas of emphasis:
risks of harm to people, livestock, or pets; community or
educational events; land development and urban growth;
disputed science; regulations or policy; public lands man-
agement; recovery and monitoring; natural history; de-
scriptions of panthers in private zoos or centers; descrip-
tions of Florida plants and animals; and miscellaneous.
We also recorded areas of emphasis of the 15 press re-
leases distributed from 2003 through 2006 by the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service (1 press release), U.S. National
Park Service (3), and Florida Fish and Wildlife Conserva-
tion Commission (4), and 7 joint-agency releases.

We classified the episodic or thematic frame content
of primary articles (Iyengar 1991; Siemer et al. 2007). We
identified the affiliation of the first and second sources
quoted in primary articles and associated directly with
claims by verbs indicating a direct quotation, such as
said, feels, or believes (Riffe et al. 1998). We identified
the valence (positive or negative) of each claim on the
basis of Siemer et al. (2007) and de Vreese and Boom-
gaarden (2003). Additionally, we calculated a mean claim
score for each article on the basis of the first 2 claims
identified in each article: (1) negative toward panthers or
indicated opposition to panthers or panther recovery; (2)
either neutral or neither positive nor negative; (3) pos-
itive toward panthers or indicated support for panthers
or panther recovery. We iteratively developed exhaus-
tive and mutually exclusive (Holsti 1969) classes of areas
of emphasis and framing and tested our coding protocol
with 30 articles published prior to the study sample. Two
research assistants were trained by the principal investi-
gators to code the data. All coding was reviewed by at
least one principal investigator, and disagreements were
recoded and reviewed again, following procedures out-
lined by Neuendorf (2002).

We analyzed data with SAS statistical software (SAS
Institute 1998) (α = 0.05).

Results

Of the 513 articles, 74% were published in local newspa-
pers and 27% in statewide newspapers. Thirty-four per-
cent of the articles were primary news articles about
panthers, 52% were secondary news articles, 5% were
primary letters and editorials, and 9% were letters and
editorials secondarily mentioning panthers.

Amount of Coverage

Local papers published significantly more primary news
articles about panthers than statewide papers (z = 6.27,
p < 0.01). Of 175 primary articles identified, the mean
number of words in primary articles in local newspa-
pers (646 words [SD 393]) was significantly greater than
in statewide newspapers (534 words [354]; t = 2.06,

p < 0.05). Local papers also published a greater num-
ber of secondary news articles on panthers (200 articles)
than statewide papers (67 articles; z = 8.14, p < 0.01);
however, the mean length of secondary articles in local
newspapers (820 words [408.17]) did not differ signif-
icantly from the mean length of secondary articles in
statewide newspapers (t = 0.47, p = 0.64).

The percentage of primary articles in local newspapers
that included a photograph (4%) was significantly less
than that of articles in statewide newspapers (15%) (χ2 =
20.39, p < 0.01). Few secondary articles included panther
photographs, with no statistical difference between local
and statewide papers (Fisher’s exact, p = 0.05).

Of 36 articles that included a photograph of a panther,
58% were attributed to a newspaper photographer or file,
9% to the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commis-
sion or U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 6% to a university or
zoo, and 26% lacked attribution. Twenty-five percent of
local papers and 52% of statewide papers published pho-
tographs of panthers with their mouths open and teeth
showing. One article in each paper depicted juveniles
rather than adults.

Content and Valence of Coverage

The distribution of episodic and thematic frames was
fairly even in primary articles in both local and statewide
newspapers. Forty-six percent of primary news articles
in local newspapers used episodic frames, and 54% used
thematic frames (χ2 = 0.76, p = 0.38). Similarly, 45% of
primary articles in statewide newspapers used episodic
frames, and 55% used thematic frames (χ2 = 0.42,
p = 0.52). The difference in frames between local and
statewide newspapers was not statistically significant
(χ2 = 1.01, p = 0.32).

Of the 11 areas of emphasis, the percentage of pri-
mary articles in 2 categories differed, between local and
statewide newspapers (χ2 = 14.25, p < 0.01). A larger
proportion of articles (23% vs. 9%) in local newspapers
focused on risks of panther attack (i.e., injury or death to
people, livestock, or pets), whereas a larger percentage
of articles in statewide newspapers reported on panther
biology (Table 1). The percentage of secondary articles
in local and statewide newspapers differed in one area of
emphasis: a greater percentage of articles (47% vs. 12%)
in local newspapers focused on land development and
urban growth (χ2 = 36.03, p < 0.01).

No significant differences in claim scores were de-
tected between primary articles in local and statewide
newspapers. The mean claim score for local articles about
risks to people, pets, or livestock from panthers was 2.17
(SD 0.80), indicating a slightly positive portrayal with
a tendency to evaluate the frequency or consequence of
risk from panthers as low or within the control of people.
For example, positive claims focused on the low proba-
bility of panthers preying on pets or livestock or held pet
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Table 1. Frequency of 11 areas of emphasis mentioning panthers in primary and secondary news articles and primary and secondary editorials and
letters in local newspapers and statewide newspapers in Florida (U.S.A.) from 2003 through 2006.

Primary articles (%) Secondary articles (%)
Primary editorials

and letters (%)
Secondary editorials

and letters (%)

local statewide local statewide local statewide local statewide
(n = 129) (n = 46) (n = 200) (n = 67) (n = 16) (n = 8) (n = 31) (n = 15)

Emphasis
Risks of harm or

death to people,
livestock and pets

23 9 — 1 44 — 3 —

Community events
and education

13 2 4 16 — — — —

Development and
urban growth

15 24 47 12 19 — 42 40

Disputed science 15 11 1 0 — — — —
Regulations and

policy (general)
1 — 9 6 6 — 16 27

Public land
management

3 2 30 40 — — 6 7

Recovery and
monitoring efforts

13 22 — — — — — —

Biology 15 28 — — 31 75 — —
Private attractions

and centers
— 2 3 16 — 13 6 —

Florida plants and
animals

— — 1 1 — 13 — 20

Miscellaneous 2 — 6 6 — — 26 7

and livestock owners responsible for securing domestic
animals to prevent panther predation. The mean score of
articles in statewide newspapers was 2.0 (SD 0.82).

Mean scores for local (2.28 [SD 0.75]) and statewide
(2.78 [0.44]) articles about development or urban growth
indicated a tendency to support reducing or controlling
development to benefit panthers or other animals. Mean
scores for articles in local and statewide papers empha-
sizing recovery and monitoring efforts were 2.36 (0.70)
and 2.33 (0.71), respectively. The claim score for arti-
cles in local newspapers emphasizing panther biology
was 1.72 (0.67). The claim score for articles in statewide
newspapers was 2.08 (0.64).

News Sources and Agency Press Releases

Federal and state agency scientists composed 74% of
sources quoted in local articles and 72% of sources quoted
in statewide articles (Table 2). A greater percentage of ar-
ticles in statewide papers (21%) quoted zoo staff than did
articles in local papers (2%) (Fisher’s exact, p < 0.01).

Of the 15 formal press releases about panthers pro-
duced by government agencies in Florida from 2003
through 2006, 7 focused on risks of predation by pan-
thers, 3 on panther recovery and monitoring, 2 on public
lands management, 2 on panther biology, and 1 on a
community event about panthers.

Discussion

Mass media are an important source of information about
wild animals for an increasingly urban population world-
wide (Corbett 1995). Analysis of media portrayals of
carnivores can provide insight into potential strategies
for coexistence of carnivores and humans. Most people
never will encounter a large carnivore in the wild, mak-
ing portrayal by the media a key contributing factor in
public perceptions about the risks, desirability, and man-
agement of carnivores (Zucker 1978). Florida residents
are more likely to hear about human-panther encoun-
ters from local media than to have a personal encounter
or know someone who has encountered a panther. This
suggests mass media coverage may serve a social function
similar to first- or second-hand sources with regard to in-
fluencing attitudes toward risks presented by panthers
and other carnivores (McClelland et al. 1990; Riley &
Decker 2000).

Newsworthiness of Carnivores

Historically, representation of panthers (pumas) in pop-
ular and scientific literature was low compared with rep-
resentation of bears or wolves (Kellert et al. 1996). Yet
Florida newspapers published a variety of panther-related
articles from 2003 through 2006, which reflects public
interest in the topic. Local newspapers in regions inhab-
ited by panthers published a greater number of and longer
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Table 2. Frequency of source affiliations quoted first or second in primary news articles about panthers in local and statewide newspapers in
Florida (U.S.A) from 2003 through 2006.

Articles in local
newspapers (n = 129)

Articles in statewide
newspapers (n = 46)

Source affiliation %∗ frequency %∗ frequency

Federal government 37 46 48 20
Florida state government 33 40 24 10
State & federal government (e.g., state and federal officials) 4 5 — —
County government 7 9 2 1
Environmental groups 30 37 21 9
Other nongovernmental organizations 6 7 — —
Universities 7 9 5 2
Primary or secondary schools 3 4 5 2
Developer or builder 5 6 2 1
Citizen or local resident 15 18 7 3
Livestock owner 2 3 2 1
Zoo or wildlife center 2 3 21 9
Miccosukee Tribe member 3 4 — —
Other 7 9 5 2

∗Percentages for each row refer to the percentage of all local or statewide primary news stories that quote that source affiliation first, second, or
both first and second. Column does not sum to 100 because articles quoting people with different affiliations first and second are counted twice.

primary articles about panthers than statewide newspa-
pers, which is consistent with results of other research
that suggests the salience of carnivore issues increases as
proximity of human and carnivore populations increases
(Gore et al. 2009). In both local and statewide samples,
however, the preponderance of secondary articles about
panthers suggests panthers are relevant to discussions
of a variety of conservation and development topics in
Florida.

Pictures often are the most prominent aspect of an
article and can pull the eye to stories that might oth-
erwise go unnoticed (Stone 1987). Photographs of pan-
thers or other carnivores with open mouths may gen-
erate negative reactions and increase public perception
of risk (Clayton & Meyer 2009). Although our sample
size is small, the statewide papers in our study tended
to print photographs of wild panthers with their mouths
open and teeth bared, whereas local papers depicted
captive panthers with their mouths closed. Less than
7% of the photographs depicted juvenile panthers. The
availability of photographs increases a newspaper’s likeli-
hood of covering an issue. Photographs that depict attrac-
tive attributes of panthers, such as females with young
or adult panthers engaging in nonthreatening behavior,
could generate different audience perceptions (Corbett
2006; Jacobson et al. 2007; Jacobson 2009). Differences
in photographic depictions of animals have been noted
in other contexts, such as the greater prominence of pho-
tographs of animal trophies in hunting and fishing articles
published in rural newspapers than in urban newspapers
(Corbett 1995). Providing the media with high-quality im-
ages that depict animals in an attractive manner has been
associated with public support for conservation of un-
popular species. In Texas beautiful images of bats helped
transform public perception of a bat roost from nuisance

to tourist attraction (Primack 2010). Agencies and orga-
nizations often issue press releases or their personnel
talk to media representatives about wild animals; thus,
they may influence public perceptions of controversial
animals through the words and images they use.

Emphasis and Frames

Primary articles in local and statewide papers were almost
evenly divided between episodic and thematic frames.
This contrasts with results from a content analysis of me-
dia coverage of black bears in New York, which was
dominated by episodic frames (Siemer et al. 2007). Black
bears are more common and less wary of humans than
panthers. Few people, even long-time residents in core
panther habitat, ever encounter a panther; thus, panthers
are likely to be represented in general or abstract ways
by the media. Because thematic frames represent nearly
half of all primary articles, regular press releases updating
the public about general trends in the panther popula-
tion seem to be considered newsworthy by newspaper
editors.

Studies of news coverage of state agencies show a
strong relation between press releases provided by agen-
cies and subsequent newspaper coverage (Turk 1986).
Of the 15 press releases about panthers distributed by
government agencies in Florida during our 3-year study,
7 press releases focused on risks of predation by pan-
thers. Of primary news articles in local papers, 30 ar-
ticles (23%) focused on risk, and in statewide papers,
4 articles (9%) focused on risk, indicating that differ-
ences in coverage were not just due to local papers be-
ing more likely to carry news stories initiated by press
releases than statewide papers. Statewide papers, in
contrast, published a greater number of articles about
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individual instances of panther mortality than did lo-
cal newspapers. Both of these topics represent episodic
frames. Any reporting on human-panther interaction may
suggest to the public that the frequency of encounters is
increasing; however, predation events are more likely to
affect public perception of risk than are deaths of pan-
thers (Riley & Decker 2000).

Although more articles in local newspapers focused on
risk from panthers, claims in both local and statewide pa-
pers tended to evaluate risks as low or within the control
of people. Perceived risks from animals are a combination
of the probability of the occurrence of risk, severity of ef-
fects, and level of human dread or outrage associated with
the risk (Gore et al. 2009). Residents living both in and
outside of core panther habitat perceive low risks from
panthers, although a subset of residents in core habitat
are less tolerant of panthers (Langin 2007). A limitation of
the results of media content analysis is that findings may
suggest future shifts in public attitudes rather than cur-
rent public opinion. Media research suggests the former
is more likely because the press has an agenda-setting
function (McCombs & Shaw 1972).

Areas of emphasis in secondary articles about pan-
thers provide insight into the social context of endan-
gered carnivore management. Local papers were more
likely than statewide papers to publish articles mention-
ing panthers in the context of land development and
urban growth. Perceived conflicts between panther re-
covery and landowner rights may be at the heart of dis-
cussions of options for reconciling development goals
with protection of panthers. The relatively high inci-
dence of thematic frames found in newspaper coverage
of Florida panthers included broad concepts related to
management and policies necessary for panther recov-
ery. This contrasts with the narrow, episodic media cov-
erage of black bears in New York that limited local public
dialogue about management options (Siemer et al. 2007).

Social scientists have identified factors influencing
whether people like or dislike certain species (Clayton &
Meyer 2009), and media portrayal of specific attributes
that derive from the words used by sources (e.g., lazy
killer, rare beauty) may influence acceptance of man-
agement interventions. Researchers credit the quantity
and consistency of newspaper editorials in the defeat of
California Proposition 197, a ballot measure that would
have allowed recreational hunting of pumas, in 1996
(Wolch et al. 1997). In Canada media sensationalism
was blamed for generating misleading information about
pumas (Lemelin 2008). The quantity and quality of me-
dia outreach by agencies or organizations can influence
conservation outcomes.

News Sources

Most primary news stories about panthers quoted either
state- or federal-agency scientists. This suggests that re-

porters considered scientists a reliable and accessible
source for information about panthers (Corbett 2006)
and that public audiences view these sources as credible
(Fazio et al. 2001). In contrast to media coverage of many
environmental issues in which quotations from scientists
decline as the issue matures (Trumbo 1996), the contin-
ued dominance of quotations from scientists in our study
suggests that technical knowledge is still an important as-
pect of news coverage of endangered panthers in Florida.
Panther habitat on public lands is jointly managed by fed-
eral, state, and municipal agencies, making it essential
that messages delivered by these sources be consistent
in content and tone to maintain credibility.

Limitations

We focused on only one type of media. Content and
tenor of coverage of the Florida panther in other formal
and informal media channels, such as television, radio,
and internet, may differ from newspapers.

Content analyses are often conducted with articles
from a small number of newspapers or other mass media
(Krippendorff 2004), yet problems, such as pseudorepli-
cation (Hurlbert 1984), have not received much attention
in the communications literature. The concentration of
sampling units in a select number of newspapers might
ordinarily inflate the influence of individual gatekeepers
(e.g., editors and journalists), particularly because press
coverage in local and midsize newspapers frequently re-
lies on syndicated news-service sources (Gold & Simmons
1965; Einsiedel 1992). In the 2 local papers we examined,
70 different journalists’ bylines appeared in the sample
of primary and secondary news stories. Additionally, the
gatekeepers in local newspapers often edit, alter, and add
to wire stories (Vermeer 2002; Hedrick 2006) and dis-
play more independence when covering local concerns
(Callaghan & Schnell 2001; Jerit 2006). Thus, even when
articles in local or state papers may have been derived
from the same incidents or situations, it is likely that the
duplication of content and sources was minimal (Kaid &
Wadsworth 1989).

One of the main points of a study like ours is to look
for potential effects of media coverage and issue framing
on media consumers. The fact that the articles in each pa-
per may potentially come from a small group of editors
and journalists likely does not attenuate any influence
of these articles on consumers. Krippendorff (2004: 99)
writes that “analysts must define sampling units so that . . .

connections across sampling units, if they exist, do not
bias the analysis.” Given that the purpose of our analysis
was to examine the cumulative content of panther cov-
erage, any connections resulting from the small group of
editors and journalists should not bias our results in any
meaningful way.

The newspapers we used in this content analysis
also did not lend themselves to typical conceptions of
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resource differences between local and statewide papers
(a potentially confounding variable) because of Florida’s
large population and regional differences. The 2 news-
papers published in southwestern Florida, where pan-
thers are concentrated, The News-Press and Naples Daily
News, have circulations of over 70,000. The News-Press
was the second heaviest newspaper in the United States
on Thanksgiving Day 2008 due to the number of inserted
advertisements. This suggests that the local papers may
not be more resource-limited or more dependent on wire
services or press releases than the statewide papers, as
reflected by advertising revenue.
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