Bill Kopf

Media Sells Impending Doom


It has just been announced by a news anchor for a major television station that this summer of ’07 will be the worst allergy season ever. Though allergies do not affect me directly, other scare tactics that the media employ as a means to prompt us to tune in to their programs do. The perpetual false alarms of any given news program keep us all in a constant state of fear, subtly, negatively affecting our quality of life.
What the Media Exaggerates 

All around us there are messages suggesting that death and illness are imminent and that hard times and financial crises are soon to come. Among the more popular threats the media have embellished are child abduction, killer bees, AIDS, SARS, Mad Cow Disease, and shark attacks. Although some of these are authentic problems, they have been exaggerated to the point of absurdity. Mad Cow Disease in humans for example, is as unlikely an occurrence in America as a stampede of feral goats is in Scotland.
 Mad Cow Disease has been exploited by nearly every news station in America. ”It takes years to show up meaning that something you ate back in 1995 could strike you down next year. Are these not the ingredients for a media fright fest (Egendorf, 2007, p.2)?” The rarity of this disease is often overlooked.


Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) is another ideal non-issue the media has utilized to keep us defensive when no real cause for alarm is present. The SARS scare had many Americans worrying about this all but harmless illness while in the meantime the flu took the lives of several thousand. No mention of Influenza – one of the leading causes of death in America – was made while SARS was on the front page. No American who has contracted SARS has ever died from it.


The number of children reported missing is perhaps the greatest misconception in the news to date. The general consensus of researchers is that nearly a half million children go missing each year. Alarmed parents should be informed that these statistics include children who were gone for a few minutes or who stayed out past their curfew. Altogether, about three quarters of these half million missing children returned home within twenty four hours. The media chooses to omit such facts as these in order to arouse hype among the populace.
Why the Media Exaggerates
The underlying motivation for most businesses is almost always money. The world of news reporting is no exception. “Marketers and the media capitalize on people’s desire for risk-free living by appealing to their vulnerability (Spencer, Crossen, 2003, p. A1).” The sensationalization of harmless events is the best way to grab the attention of the people and get them to tune in to the nightly news or purchase the latest magazine so they can get information about where to go to get a vaccination for the approaching germ infestation, killer bee invasion, or whatever the crisis may be.
 Politicians influence the media to report in their favor by using intimidation. If reporters run a story that defies the position a politician takes on a certain issue, they could be denied work on certain stories and ignored at press conferences. Politicians are aware that news stations influence the minds of many Americans and they use them for their own benefit. However, there are ways to separate the facts from the embellished issues the media addresses.

How to Combat Media-Induced Fear
The trouble with media sensationalism is that it can be difficult to determine what has been sensationalized and what is legitimate. They know every technique that will help modify the truth while remaining ambiguous about their exaggerations for the sake of ratings. 
One way to get the unaltered truth is to know the facts for yourself. In the case of the child abduction scare, many would be elated to know that a child is far more likely to suffer from a heart attack – which is incredibly rare – than to be kidnapped.

If the news has you shaking in your boots over a particular issue, do yourself a favor and research the topic. There are other sources of information than the news. Below is a table listing the leading causes of death in the U.S., 2001, in thousands. You will not find SARS or Mad Cow Disease on it.
	Heart Disease
	699.7

	Cancer
	553.3

	Stroke
	163.6

	Chronic lower respiratory Disease
	124.0

	Accidents
	97.7

	Diabetes
	71.3

	Pneumonia/Influenza
	62.1




It is best to remain skeptical when we hear of threats to our wellbeing. The media will go to great lengths to boost their ratings or sell more issues. They will avoid truths, lie altogether, or exaggerate the truth, leaving it up to us to figure out what is truly a threat. Skepticism is perhaps the best ingredient for a life free of paranoia and fear.
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