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ABSTRACT 

Using 189 current affairs news articles addressing biomedical issues, this study sought to 

describe and define the context and structure of non-commemoration in the news by observing 

references to a past event in the collective memory—the Tuskegee Syphilis Study. The study 

results indicate that collective memory context relies less on official news sources and more on 

assumed public knowledge over time. Additionally, despite scholarship suggesting a singular 

collective memory, collective memory contexts are manifested in various narratives. These 

findings are among the first to propose a structure of non-commemoration, further suggesting a 

process theory of mediated collective memory. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

On Tuesday, July 25, 1972, on the heels of the Watergate story and the 1972 Presidential 

election, a newswire from Associated Press (AP) journalist Jean Heller appeared on the front 

page of the Washington Star: ―Syphilis Victims in U.S. Study Went Untreated for 40 Years.‖ 

Heller reported that since 1932, United States Public Health Service (USPHS) officials had 

withheld diagnosis and adequate treatment from syphilitic men in Macon County, Alabama. The 

men believed they were receiving proper care for a general health condition referred to locally as 

―bad blood‖ (Jones, 1993, p. 13). Heller‘s (1972a) article about the 400 or more ―human beings 

with syphilis [who] were induced to serve as guinea pigs‖ captured the attention of reporters at 

major newspaper publications (Heller, 1972b, p. 1). In the days following Heller‘s article, local, 

regional, and national news organizations picked up the story and placed it on their publications‘ 

front pages. The 1972 media coverage represented the first news about this human research study 

that the general public saw or read; prior to the media coverage, the study had been published 

only in specialized medical journals and presented at medical conferences (Solomon, 1985).  

Following weeks of news coverage and editorials, federal officials ended the study in fall 

1972 amid political pressure sparked by Heller‘s summer article and the subsequent media 

attention. Media coverage of the study, which was termed the ―Tuskegee Syphilis Study‖ (also, 

the ―Tuskegee Experiment‖), continued to appear periodically throughout the early 1970s, until 

the surviving victims received an out-of-court settlement from the U.S. government in 1974. By 

then, the Tuskegee Syphilis Study (the Study) was described as simply an ―experiment to test 

effects of syphilis on the human body‖ (Associated Press, 1974, p. 40).  
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Despite the decline in coverage, the story of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study remained in the 

American consciousness, both explicitly and implicitly, as evidenced by a series of books, films, 

and press conferences that referenced the study to describe or explain elements of present-day 

experimentation and health care. For example, author and medical anthropologist James H. Jones 

(1981) wrote the first New York Times’ bestselling book featuring the study, in which he 

suggested that the study represented the ―longest nontherapeutic experiment on human beings in 

medical history‖ (p. 91). Sixteen years later, in May 1997, President William J. Clinton 

apologized to the nine surviving victims of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study and used the occasion to 

unveil a series of federally funded research initiatives to promote adult and minority participation 

in clinical trials (Clinton, 1997).  

America‘s recollection of past events and how society recalls those events over time have 

been active subjects in communication scholarship (Schwartz, 1996). For example, Neustadt and 

May (1986) explored the implicit and explicit uses of history by politicians to engage, persuade, 

and inform public audiences, a tactic designed to ―put a familiar face on something strange‖ 

(p. 4). In the case of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, the ―something strange‖ was the ethical, 

social, and scientific complexity of human research and health (Reverby, 2009). Books and press 

conferences are not the only channels by which the past is recalled in order to make a connection 

to or provide an explanation about the present. News media and their articles referencing the past 

also play a unique and significant role in establishing and disseminating historical context for 

and to the public (Edy, 1999; Kitch, 2008; Winfield, Friedman, & Trisnadi, 2002; Zelizer, 2008). 

This aspect of communication scholarship is best represented through the scholarly concept of 

collective memory—a social metaphor of a past event that ―describe(s) or illuminate(s) some 

element of the present‖ (Edy, 1999, p. 71). 
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Journalists have increasingly used historical references in current events coverage to 

provide more context, background, and analysis of current events (Barnhurst & Mutz, 1997; 

Carey, 2011). Rowan (1990) suggested that these explicit references to the past can offer 

explanations and dispel myths when covering complex information. Moreover, media use of 

dramatic and adverse events increases public awareness of complex information, an awareness 

that may not have occurred without the widely disseminated messages that news media provide 

(Brossard, 1999; Gray, 1975).  

In 2010, the National Newspapers Publishers Association (NNPA) commissioned an 

eight-article series focusing on the legacy of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study. Through the series, 

the NNPA sought to promote research literacy and healthcare participation within the African 

American community (Martin, 2010). In order to explore present-day issues, journalists used the 

Tuskegee Syphilis Study as historical context to explain why, ―there is still the persistent fear 

and concern about being treated like a guinea pig‖ (Martin, 2010, para. 14). Although the Study 

has been described as ―notorious‖ research, scholars of mass media communication note two 

questions that need to be answered in relation to historical context (Edy & Daradanova, 2006; 

Fisk & Schduson, 2014; Hume, 2010; Schudson, 2014). First, what specific aspects of the past 

have been selected and deciphered to inform the general public about present-day science and 

health issues in the present? Second, how are news articles structured when contextual 

information is included in news content?  

Existing communication scholarship provides insights into these questions. First, a long-

term focus in mass media scholarship, influenced by McCombs and Shaw‘s (1972) concept of 

agenda setting, indicates that the news context structures that are employed by the largest 

national news publications are adopted by publishers at smaller news organizations. Second, 
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scholars have found that the news media typically cite the same vetted sources, leading to news 

articles lacking in diversity of expertise and context (Berkowitz & Beach, 1993; Conrad, 1999). 

Additionally, science and health reports most often rely on the perspectives of and quotes from 

experts such as study researchers, federal employees, and health professionals (Johnson, 

Sionean, & Scott, 2011). As well, key explanatory information, such as historical context, is 

often missing from news reports, thus allowing for a ―partnership of shared knowledge and skill 

between a writer‘s description and the (public‘s) understanding of that description‖ (Yaros, 2006, 

p. 289). 

A review of the specific details selected to describe the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, as well 

as reviews of other present-day research and health issues in news articles since the 1980s, 

provides a unique opportunity to further explore the use of historical context in science and 

health journalism. Applying the concept of mediated collective memory reveals three key 

perspectives that can be used to inform the current study. First, as evidenced by President 

Clinton‘s public apology, collective memory is assumed to be a publicly shared perspective on a 

past event. This shared perspective may negate the need for official sources to explain certain 

aspects of the past that are assumed to be known by the general public. Second, what is known 

about the past in the form of collective memory may indicate a national narrative regarding the 

heroes, villains, and moral of the story; yet, that narrative and its local adaptations are strongly 

influenced by cultural values (national values for the national narrative and local values for the 

local narrative). Third, the collective memory narrative is established over time; consequently, 

different values or aspects of the narrative may become important in different eras.  

Not all past events, even those considered notorious or dramatic, are in the forefront of 

the public‘s memory. The Tuskegee Syphilis Study itself is not mentioned as a leading event of 
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the 20
th

 century by the general public without prompting, nor is it among the leading issues 

found in scientific and medical journals. However, when asked directly about the Study, 

researchers and potential research participants are aware of it and its significance in shaping 

modern-day research regulations (Green et al, 2006; Katz et al, 2007; Katz et al, 2003; Katz et al 

2006). This awareness indicates that it is perhaps the collective memory of the Tuskegee Study 

and not the actual event that resonates most with the American public. Consequently, it is not 

surprising that the Study has returned to the public agenda and resurfaced in the news coverage 

of present-day research and health issues, long after its initial coverage in the 1970s.  

The present research focused on exploring a specific case of collective memory—the 

Tuskegee Syphilis Study—as an example of the historical context structure provided in present-

day, current affairs news. In addition to providing a description of the local and national 

narrative of the case and how it changed over time, this case study also contributed to 

understanding the intersection of news proximity, cultural values, and sources in modern-day 

news coverage. It was the goal of this dissertation to inform future use of complex and 

controversial pasts as explanatory information in public communication.  

This dissertation begins with a literature review of collective memory scholarship and an 

identification of the missing links that guide the research questions. Chapter 3 provides an 

overview of the qualitative and quantitative methodology employed to produce research findings. 

The findings are presented in Chapter 4, followed by a discussion of the results and implications 

for future research in Chapter 5. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The purpose of this review is to provide an overview of collective memory, including the 

role of the news media in its establishment and its use in current affairs journalism. The chapter 

also provides a review of the history of biomedical news coverage and the Tuskegee Syphilis 

Study.  

Definition of Collective Memory 

America‘s collective memory of past events and how it preserves that memory for new 

generations have been active subjects in communication scholarship since the 1980 English 

translation of Halbwachs‘s On Collective Memory (Schwartz, 1996). In the early 20
th

 century, 

social and behavioral scientists identified a distinction between private, untold accounts and 

official texts, designated as history, and shared reflections by members of the public, considered 

memory. Among early scholars, French sociologist Halbwachs (Coser, 1992) distinguished 

memory as an active, continuous sharing of a past event by members of society subjected to 

remembering and forgetting, compared to history, which was viewed as a fixed account. 

Halbwachs further distinguished memory into two parts: the individual member function of 

remembering and the group function of collective memory. Remembering focuses on the 

individual‘s experience with the past and activates personal relevance, whereas collective 

memory focuses on the group‘s experience and activates societal relevance. In order to become 

collective memory, a past event experienced by a person or group must be a shared event that is 

disseminated through narrative form, recalled in the present, and relevant for both the individual 

and the group. What emerges is a socially constructed narrative that functions to bring a cohesive 

identity or collective understanding to a diverse mass society.  
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Neiger, Meyers, and Zandberg (2011) noted that in order to gain public attention, the 

collective memory narrative must consist of uncontested antagonists and protagonists with a 

clear and agreed-upon beginning, middle, and end. Zelizer (1992) observed that the subsequent 

retelling of past events beyond their initial occurrence highlights the details that the public agrees 

on the most and reveals the unresolved aspects of the narrative. It is the public‘s unrest with 

these unresolved portions of the retelling that allows for the resurgence of collective memories 

(Neiger et al, 2011). Until these unresolved elements of the narrative are resolved, the past 

reappears in public recollections of the past (Kitch, 2003; Tenenboim-Weinblatt, 2008). For 

example, Schwartz (1982) demonstrated this function of collective memory through an analysis 

of Civil War commemoration. During the Congressional hearings regarding the 13
th

 

Amendment, members of the divided U.S. Congress formed a story narrative that identified the 

Civil War‘s heroes and villains, thus informing the initial national memory of the Civil War. The 

American public became aware of the Congressional version of the Civil War through 

ceremonies commemorating the anniversary of the end of the War. This tangible manifestation 

allowed the narrative to ―exist outside ideology (one‘s mind) and into a physical construct‖ with 

the purpose of retelling the narrative with ease to the present and future generations in order to 

build a collective and cohesive understanding of the past (Neiger, Meyers, & Zandberg, 2011, p. 

xii).  

As social conditions change, collective memory also changes. As a result, collective 

memory transitions from functioning as a source of national unity to a source of generational 

identity (Lang, Lang, Kepplinger, & Ehmig, 1993). This is because collective memory is 

dynamic, constantly shifting to fit current societal values regarding the definitions of the 

antagonists, the protagonists, and the aspects of the past that are acceptable. The goal is to make 
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the memory familiar and controversial and to maintain the memory‘s significance in the present. 

Schuman and Rieger (1992) observed the emergence of generational identity in a survey of 

Vietnam War memories. Clear distinctions in memory emerged between respondents who were 

adolescents during the Vietnam War and those who were a generation older. Respondents who 

were adolescents during the Vietnam War viewed the Vietnam War more favorably than 

respondents who were adolescents during World War II. Moreover, although it was unclear from 

the study if the survey respondents were directly involved in the Vietnam War, among family 

members of Vietnam soldiers, or consumers of the mediated broadcasts of the Vietnam War, a 

clear distinguishable generational memory emerged. Considering once again Civil War memory, 

the subtle inclusion of the role of Buffalo Soldiers and Juneteenth celebrations as a part of the 

collective memory of the Civil War represents the continuous shaping of collective memory 

(Hume & Arceneaux, 2008).  

The Role of the Media in Memory Building 

Although news media are not the only channels by which collective memory is 

disseminated, scholars have noted that the news media play a unique and significant role in 

establishing and reintroducing collective memory for and to the public (Edy, 1999; Kitch, 2008; 

Winfield, Friedman, & Trisnadi, 2002; Zelizer, 2008). As Weinblatt (2008) suggests, journalists 

may maintain stories of the past in the news by focusing on the unresolved elements of the past‘s 

plot that create suspense. Consequently, journalists play an important role in drafting, building, 

and sustaining a collective memory of the past (Edy & Daradanova, 2006).  

To further explore how collective memory is used and structured in news media, a four-

step process to mediated collective memory is presented in the next sections of this literature 

review. The first two steps in the mediated collective memory process aid the public in 
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remembering the past: (1) drafting memory through the first news reports about an event or 

issue; and (2) building memory through follow-up news coverage. The last two steps aid the 

public in interpreting the past in the present: (3) sustaining memory through commemoration; 

and (4) retrieving memory through new contexts, or non-commemoration.  

Drafting collective memory. Researchers have investigated how collective memory first 

takes shape in the news media by exploring the content of early media reports of popular events 

(Hume, 2000; Kitch, 2003). Journalists are among the first storytellers to write about breaking-

news issues or events (Edy, 1999), resulting in what collective memory scholars refer to as the 

first draft of the past (Kitch, 2003). In reporting the news, journalists collect and disseminate 

information about an event, often producing one of the first mass-disseminated accounts through 

which the public may come to learn of an issue. Thus, the public learns about events in the 

absence of personal experience. This first draft facilitates the invention of mediated collective 

memory. While journalists play a unique role in consolidating and organizing the images and 

information available to the public to tell a story, the details selected and the resulting narrative 

may be influenced by journalists‘ memory of past events (Edy & Daradanova, 2006). In their 

study of the breaking news surrounding the 2002 Columbia shuttle explosion, Edy & 

Daradanova found that journalists both explicitly and implicitly referred to the memory of the 

1986 Challenger shuttle explosion during the press conferences and news team meetings.  

Building collective memory. As the news cycle continues, memory is formalized 

through subsequent adaptation in the media (Noon, 2004; Tenenboim-Weinblatt, 2008). Using 

the journalistic principles of timeliness and newsworthiness, journalists are among the first to 

update the media‘s draft of the past through subsequent news coverage and reporting. Hume 

(2000) observed that some events, such as the 1919 Spanish influenza, have not been ―publicly 
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legitimized‖ through being remembered over time because they lack a clear story narrative 

during this memory-building phase. In other words, a clear beginning and end and identifiable 

heroes and villains are missing. As the event or issue is retold through subsequent accounts, 

journalists and their news organizations have the important task of rewriting history and 

selecting key elements of the event that will most easily resonate with the public. This task is 

observed in both the immediate aftermath of an event and in subsequent coverage. Follow-up 

news stories may appear in the months and years following the event, as the event updates 

continue to be relevant and timely. In addition to shaping public knowledge and understanding of 

the issue, Tenenboim-Weinblatt (2013) found that journalists‘ follow-up news coverage also 

reminds the public of what has been accomplished and what remains undone, further drawing the 

narrative toward a clear end, which makes it more likely to be retained in public memory for 

future use (Hume, 2000). In an analysis of news magazines within a month of the September 11 

attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon, Kitch (2003) observed that after the initial 

period of spot news coverage detailing the classic ―who, when, where, and how,‖ journalists 

began exploring the ―why and how come.‖  

Sustaining collective memory. News media are not the only channels through which 

collective memory is disseminated, but they are essential in establishing the first account of 

collective memory. Once the public learns of an event through the mass media, journalists may 

maintain the event‘s importance through follow-up news coverage in the aftermath of the event, 

until there is some resolution or closure. Journalists may also participate in the resurgence of the 

past for the purpose of illuminating some theme about the past.  

The ability of collective memory to provide context and templates by which to report 

both individual memories and cultural issues in the present establishes the concept as a unique 
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field of study in communication scholarship. Zandberg (2010) found that collective memory is a 

―tool that guides our reading of the past and shapes our understanding of the future‖ (p. 7). As 

collective memory is retained over time, its longevity is marked by its relevance and sense-

making capabilities in the present (Edy & Daradanova, 2006; Weinblatt, 2008). Schudson (1995) 

suggested memory and collective memory are ―process[es] of encoding information, storing 

information, and strategically retrieving information…‖ (p. 348).  

Considering this function of collective memory, the medium by which collective memory 

is disseminated can play a significant role in the types of details encoded, the aspects of the 

narrative stored, and the components considered relevant to retrieve for understanding present-

day issues. For example, commemorative journalism allows journalists to ―[tell] stories of 

individuals and occurrences that are connected to [memory‘s] specific identity and yet that also 

represent broader American values‖ (Hume, 2010, p. 48). Also known as anniversary 

journalism, commemoration journalism highlights milestone anniversaries or special events such 

as ceremonies of individuals and locations related to the event. In most instances, journalists and 

news organizations decide when and how to commemorate the past through the images chosen, 

the details offered, or the interpretations made about the past‘s implications on the future, 

thereby reminding familiar audiences about the topic and introducing the topic to a new 

generation of audiences (Edy, 1999). For example, through the feature articles following the one-

week, two-week, and one-month anniversaries of the September 11 attacks, journalists applied 

cultural values of loss and triumph to aid the American public in its collective grieving process. 

Even at the one-year anniversary mark, Somerstein (2014) found that American journalists 

positioned feature articles on the anniversary of the September 11 attacks as opportunities for 

cultural grieving. Using the same images and details provided in the initial coverage allowed 
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journalists and news organizations to maintain the impact of featured articles written on past 

events with little or no reference to the present or future.  

Edy (1999) argued that it is through anniversary journalism that journalists have the 

greatest opportunities to sustain or change what the public knows about the past. This often 

prominent, highly visible form of journalism represents the most read and collected articles 

written about a past event and thus represents the focus of most collective memory scholarship 

(Hume, 2010; Kitch, 2002, 2008; Schudson, 1997). As the past is retold, newer journalists have 

the important task of rewriting the past and determining which key elements are important for 

and to the current society. Just as individual memories of the past are retained through personal 

stories, the larger and consolidated version of the past distributed through the media is retained 

through news stories. Kitch (2003) and Edy (1999) found that when retelling the past as the 

primary focus of a news story, such as in the case with commemorative collective memory, 

journalists have the space and permission to expound upon details that were often contested. 

Reinforcing these events through repetitive reporting over time enhances the historical 

significance for new generations who are without personal experience of the event and retains 

significance for individuals whose personal experiences are subjected to the natural and 

inevitable course of forgetting (Tenenboim-Weinblatt, 2013).  

Retrieving collective memory. However, not all past events are prominently presented 

in the media; yet, some may be influential on the civic agenda (Schudson, 1997). Moreover, as a 

continuation of the media memory cycle, journalists may use past events in the telling of new 

events in the present. In doing so, journalists build the first draft of a new event while retelling 

the narrative of a past event. In instances where the past serves as context rather than the focus, 

these articles can be classified as non-commemorative collective memory. Lang and Lang (1989) 
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suggested that among the many news articles contributing to collective memory, there is a 

distinction between those articles primarily concerned with recounting the past (with minimal or 

no reference to the present such as in anniversary journalism), and articles primarily concerned 

with the present (with implicit or minimally explicit reference to the past). As previously 

discussed, the former type of article represents commemoration, defined as retrospective 

commentary about a past event. In contrast, Schudson (1997) defined the latter type of article as 

non-commemorative collective memory. Considering the power of the media‘s memory in 

promoting civic agendas, scholars have been encouraged to observe these less-commemorated 

forms of collective memory to further inform collective memory scholarship (Neiger, Meyers, & 

Zandger, 2011).  

Non-commemorative Collective Memory 

Non-commemorative collective memory ―set[s] the conditions about which people feel 

compelled‖ to use the memory of the past (Schudson, 1997, p. 5). A past event ―continues into 

and shapes the present‖ in three ways: ―personally as it is transmitted through individual lives; 

socially, as it is transmitted through law and other social institutions; and culturally, as it is 

transmitted through language and other symbolic systems (p. 6). Among the social institutions 

with the ability to transmit non-commemorative collective memory are news media (Schudson, 

2014). However, not all past events are in the forefront of the public‘s memory. This is 

particularly evident with the Tuskegee Syphilis Study (Green, Li, Morris, Gluzman, Davis, 

Wang, & Katz, 2011; Katz et al, 2008). Without prompting, the Study is neither mentioned as a 

leading event of the 20
th

 century nor listed among the leading issues found in science and 

medical news and publications (Griffin & Bollen, 2009; Logan, 2001). The Study, then, can be 

considered a non-commemorative collective memory.  
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Journalists have increasingly used references to the past in news coverage (Barnhurst & 

Mutz, 1997; Barnhurst, 2011), often for the ―storytelling opportunities they would otherwise be 

hard-pressed to employ‖ (Edy & Daradanova, 2006, p. 132). Rowan (1990) suggested that these 

references to the past can offer explanations and dispel myths when covering complex 

information. Specifically, references to dramatic and controversial past events are employed to 

increase public awareness of issues that may not have otherwise been told (Brossard, 1999; Gray, 

1975). In a recent analysis of journalism and memory, Schudson (2014) noted that non-

commemorative collective memory in present-day news reporting brings attention to complex 

issues, draws public attention to extraordinary examples of everyday living, and provides 

explanations that ―help the audience understand the story‖ (p. 87). Consequently, non-

commemorative forms of collective memory are found in everyday reporting.  

Edy and Daradanova (2006) pointed out that journalists use collective memory as a 

―thinking tool‖ both actively and passively in reporting current events. Collective memory helps 

journalists process complex information about current issues and identify preliminary questions 

to ask during their fact-finding and source-gathering tasks, resulting in both implicit and explicit 

references to collective memory (p. 140). Lang and Lang (1989) suggested that journalists 

strategically invoke collective memory for four reasons—―to delimit an era, as a yardstick, for 

analogies, (and) for the shorthand explanations it can provide‖ (p. 121). Key components of the 

resulting news story include the sources used to give voice to the past and the depth of 

information linking the past to the present (Hume, 2000; Winfield et al, 2007; Zandberg, 2010).  

The potential for the past to resurge in the form of commemoration indicates that 

collective memory maintains its value and importance through its mundane, explicit references 

in the present and through its implicit influence on journalists‘ views of new events and 
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information. Whereas commemoration demonstrates the authority and interpretative power of 

journalists in sustaining collective memory, non-commemoration represents the authority and 

interpretative power of the past event in providing context and sense-making tools for the 

present. Beyond the coverage of special events related to the past, the focus of commemoration 

often does not connect the past to everyday events and experiences (Edy, 1999). These everyday 

experiences provide the basis for the daily national experience. 

Consequently, journalists may use collective memory to provide context or analogies that 

represent socially understood symbols to both explain the past and to modernize collective 

memory through current-affairs journalism. These opportunities are less prominent than 

commemoration when using collective memory as a short-hand analytical tool in present-day 

coverage (Edy, 1999). Despite its decreased prominence, non-commemorative collective 

memory is no less deliberate than commemorative collective memory. As Schudson (1997) 

pointed out, non-commemorative collective memory establishes the conditions that compel an 

individual to use the memory of the past and represents the ―residues the past leaves with us‖ (p. 

5). As a journalistic tool, non-commemorative collective memories are often invoked to establish 

the progress or lack thereof made since a point in time, to offer analogies, and to provide 

shorthand explanations (Lang & Lang, 1989). Just as commemoration enhances the historical 

significance of the past for new generations, non-commemoration ―continues to shape the 

present‖ personally, socially, and culturally—―personally as it is transmitted through individual 

lives; socially, as it is transmitted through law and other social institutions; and culturally, as it is 

transmitted through language and other symbolic symbols (Schudson, 1997, p. 6).  

Edy (1999) observed that journalists use collective memory as both historical contexts 

and historical analogies, although both appear less frequently than commemoration. Authors of 
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historical analogies analyze how similar or different the past is to the present. The suggested 

connections between past and present are maintained by a collective understanding of the present 

and what people anticipate in the future. The collective understanding provides the language by 

which both the journalist and the public can describe the past and comprehend the complexities 

of the present. Schuman and Reiger (1992) found that older generations viewed World War II as 

more successful than the Vietnam War. If this is the collective understanding of World War II, 

then journalists can use the War as a benchmark for gauging the success of modern American 

war involvement as either successful like World War II or problematic unlike World War II 

(Noon, 2004). Without having to provide the details and complexities of the past event, the 

journalist can use a dichotomous description of the past as either one thing or the other to offer a 

depth to the present, contingent on a shared understanding of the past event. When there is 

oversimplification of the past or a lack of shared understanding between the storyteller and the 

audience, the resulting message can be confusing or misleading (Neustadt & May, 1986; 

Schudson, 1992). 

In addition to collective memory as historical analogy, Edy (1999) observed journalists 

using collective memory to provide historical context. Whereas historical analogies provide 

shorthand benchmarks to appraise how similar or dissimilar the present is to the past, historical 

context depends on the assumption that the present is similar to the past. The context provides a 

shorthand assessment by which to evaluate the amount of progress that has been made with the 

controversial aspect of the past in the present. Historical context establishes a frame to interpret 

and define a current problem by positioning the event as a benchmark. Because of its 

independence from the amount of information provided, historical context provides suggestions 

of progress and permanence. These suggestions occur through the evaluation of how conditions 
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have changed or remained the same. For example, the mid-20
th

 century Civil Rights Movement 

is often included in news stories to profile the occurrence of laws, successes, and failures since 

the 1964 Voting Rights Act (Griffin, 2004). However, when including the Civil Rights 

Movement, journalists must select the date and location at which the assessment will begin. 

Journalists must also include the relevant progresses or failures, thus using points between the 

past and the present to connect the two events. Scholars have not yet observed the consistency or 

fluctuation in the timestamp and in-between points as the distance between the past and present 

increases. Such observations could not only inform possible reporting traditions of the past, but 

could also reflect fluctuations or consistencies in collective memory over time.  

Edy (1999) observed less frequent explicit inclusion of the past in ―spot news‖ or current 

affairs news coverage. A focused analysis of current affairs news coverage that includes explicit 

references to the past has the potential to inform the evolution of both journalists‘ use of 

collective memory and the details of collective memory. Communication scholars have observed 

the role of journalists in gathering, selecting, and publishing information about the past in 

present-day news coverage. In an analysis of newspaper front pages from 1950 to the 2000s, 

Fink et al. (2014) observed five news types: fact-driven conventional, descriptive contextual, 

civic-focused investigative, social empathy, and the front-page editorial. Conventional news 

reports inform the public about the most recent issues and events that have occurred, will occur, 

or have been revealed ―today,‖ ―yesterday,‖ or ―this week.‖ In most of these articles, the 

reporters rely on official sources, such as government spokespeople and official activities, or on 

spot news, such as natural crises. These reports typically adhere to the inverted pyramid style of 

reporting, focusing immediately on the facts of those involved, those affected, and the location 

and timeframe, and often leave out interpretation or analysis as to why an event occurred.  
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Contextual news reports, or features, primarily focus on ―why‖ or ―how come‖ a recent 

event occurred. These news reports are often seen in special sections dedicated to news analysis 

as well as in editorials, expanding the facts known about a current event and past occurrence. 

Whereas timeliness is the basis for conventional news, the need for public engagement is the 

basis for contextual reports. Consequently, contextual news reports may be written in the present 

tense for issues that are ongoing to make the issue current and relevant for the public, or written 

in the past tense to address complicated or disputed issues from the past to build public 

awareness, debate, or consensus. Throughout the 50-year period in which Fink et al. (2014) 

observed the front pages of major American news publications, conventional news stories were 

the most prominent. However, in recent years, the focus on ―just the facts‖ has shifted toward a 

―bigger picture‖ focus. Although uncommon in the mid-20
th

 century, contextual news reports 

have risen in popularity over time. Fink et al. (2014) found that conventional news represented 

47% of headline news stories in 2003, while contextual news accounted for 45%.  

The authors also noted that the lines between conventional and contextual stories blurred 

in the late 20
th

 and early 21
st
 century, and that the news type of modern times was, ―difficult to 

define,‖ going beyond contextual news or explanatory reporting. Along with Fink et al. (2014), 

other scholars have also identified five news types, with conventional and contextual being the 

most common. The others are routine/nonroutine, hard news/popular news, factual/descriptive, 

and standard/investigative. Scholars have also struggled to distinguish between two distinct eras 

of journalism: the earlier fact-based reporting and the later interpretive/contextual reporting that 

tends to bridge the present with some element of the past. A desire to understand the influence of 

time on how memory and messages are structured guides the present study, as I consider both a 
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specific era of journalism and a specific event in time and how they influence memory and 

messages.  

Previously in this chapter, an overview was provided on how collective memory is 

established. The first draft of what is learned about an event is prepared and manifested in 

conventional news reporting. It is that first draft that guides the understanding of an event 

through follow-up news coverage in contextual news. As the timespan increases between the past 

event and the present, changing cultural values may affect the journalistic task of sustaining the 

collective memory. Previous scholarship has focused on the work journalists contribute in 

sustaining collective memory through commemoration (e.g., Edy, 1999; Kitch, 2003; Hume, 

2000). Through an examination of the contextual within conventional current affairs news (as 

defined in this study), I aimed to uncover how collective memory is retrieved in order to explain 

present new issues or events through the lens of non-commemorative collective memory. To 

accomplish this goal, I adapted Schudson‘s (2014) observation that specific news features 

influence the contextual power of content. Using this schema, I sought to uncover how 

journalists discussed, described, and explained the past in the present by considering the sources 

selected, as well as the placement and the depth of non-commemorative collective memory.  

Sources. Zandberg (2010) identified five types of historical sources in present-day news 

coverage. Observing references to The Holocaust in Israeli newspapers, Zandberg identified the 

source types as (a) official sources, such as politicians and government officials; (b) academic 

authorities, such as researchers and members of the academy; (c) biographic sources, such as 

survivors, survivors‘ advocates, and survivors‘ family members; (d) cultural sources, such as 

public reports and popular literature; and (e) professional-journalistic sources, where the 

journalists did not reference a source or attribution. In this last case, it was assumed that the 
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journalist represented the voice of authority. Additionally, Zandberg found that several source 

types appeared together to authenticate the news report. For example, survivor testimony was 

commonly supplemented by official and academic sources. Zandberg also observed that as social 

conflicts increased in the 1980s and 1990s, journalists less frequently attributed sources, thus 

becoming the sources for the past themselves.  

The authentication process, which is designed to give relevance to the past in the present, 

is not unique to commemoration. There is an opportunity to observe the types of sources of the 

past in current affairs journalism and to observe differences between the source for the present 

issue and the source of the past event. Additionally, when social unrest occurs at time points 

between the past and the present, scholars may observe an increased propensity of the journalist 

to reinforce memory in lieu of public negotiation and agreement on collective memory (Edy, 

1999). Although Rowan (199) and Stocking (1999) identified news attributes that were the best 

fit for newspaper coverage of complex information, it is worth noting the news sources selected 

by journalists further influenced interpretations of biomedicine and biomedical news. Kruvand 

(2009) found that bioethicists, rather than physicians, were frequently used as expert sources in 

the news media to help explain issues of ethics in science and medical stories and are often 

quoted to cite skepticism or criticism of the science or medicine. Additionally, scientists and 

experts have traditionally served as the sources in science news (Nisbet, Brossard, & Kroepsch, 

2003).  

Missing from the conversation are marginal voices from advocacy groups and research 

participants (Hivon, Lehoux, Denis, & Rock, 2010). Hivon et al. (2010) noted that the absence of 

marginal voices in articles about controversial health interventions is as important as their 

presence. Thus, the sources used and not used not only define who has the expertise to speak 
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about the complexities, but also provide quotes that may be repeated, becoming a part of the 

public vocabulary around the issue (Edy & Daradanova, 2006). When considering the use of 

sources to introduce historical references in biomedical news, it is important to evaluate not only 

who has the authority to speak about the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, but also who has authority to 

speak about biomedicine.  

Placement. Scholars have noted the challenges journalists face when reporting complex 

issues, specifically the risk and uncertainty of science and medicine (Hume, 2010). Len-Rios and 

Qui (2007) concluded that although biomedical research is only a small percentage of current 

affairs news coverage, biomedical news stories that do appear are often negative in tone, 

reporting risks such as death and harm. Managing the complexities of the past while offering 

explanations and context to the present presents unique implications for both the resulting news 

story and the collective memory. Observing the contextual within the conventional can reveal 

through the inverted pyramid style of reporting where and how non-commemorative collective 

memory is used. Whereas story prominence (as measured by frequency and location in a 

publication) indicates the likelihood that an issue will gain public attention, historical placement 

(based on its location within the article) measures the strength of past information.  

Scholars have observed the way journalists seek to maintain objectivity through the 

construction of the news narrative (Berkowitz & Liu, 2014; Tallman & McKerns, 2000).  Rather 

than reporting current affairs in chronological order, reporters begin with a summary of the 

events followed by in-depth reporting, which includes context and background information. 

According to Thomson, White, and Kitley‘s (2008) model for current affairs news construction, 

the historical placement variable, based on proximity to the leading paragraph, determines the 

role of non-commemorative collective memory. Thomson et al. described information 
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immediately following the lead as elaboration or reiteration that offers, ―more detailed 

description or exemplification of information…or describes the material…in different terms‖ (p. 

218). Information appearing farther away from the leading paragraph can be described as 

consequences or contextualization, providing a timestamp for the origin of the issue. This 

information provides social context by demonstrating, ―the consequences flowing from some 

element of the crisis to the present‖; appearing toward the end of the article, attitudinal 

assessments indicate ―some form of judgment or evaluation‖ on the present issue (p. 218) 

Depth. Logan (1985) pointed out that the explanatory and social impact aspects of issues 

were nonexistent in science news in the early and mid-20
th

 century. Yet as the inclusion of 

historical references has increased, so has the potential to explain and provide context in science 

news. Scholars have agreed that collective memory can provide context, background, and clarity 

to present-day issues (Edy, 1999; Lang & Lang, 1989; Neustadt & May, 1986; Rowan, 1992; 

Winfield et al., 2007). Winfield, Friedman, and Trisnadi (2002) found that depth of reference can 

be evaluated by how much space is devoted to the story and how much detail is provided. 

Moreover, scholars have observed the explanatory ability of contextual information in news 

media to be dependent on the type of details provided, the quality of the information provided, 

and how well the information relates to the present issue. In addition, as commemorative 

collective memory shapes the details that inform what is known about a past event, non-

commemorative collective memory shapes the relevance that the past and its details have to the 

present, demonstrating its power as a sense-making tool.  

Collective Memory and the Tuskegee Syphilis Study 

The Tuskegee Syphilis Study began in 1932 and was openly discussed in medical 

journals over the years (Caldwell, Price, Schroeter, & Fletcher, 1973; Deibert & Bruyere, 1946; 
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Heller Jr. & Bruyere, 1946; Maxcy & Brumfield, 1934; Olansky, Schuman, Peters, Smith, & 

Rambo, 1956; Olansky, Simpson, & Schuman, 1954; Pesare, Bauer, & Gleeson, 1950; Peters, 

Peers, Olansky, Cutler, & Gleeson, 1955; Rivers, Schuman, Simpson, & Olansky, 1953; 

Rockwell, Yobs, & Moore, 1964; Shafer, Usilton, & Gleeson, 1954; Schuman, Olansky, Rivers, 

Smith, & Rambo, 1955; Vonderlehr, Clark, Wenger, & Heller, 1936). Yet, it was not disclosed to 

the public until the story broke in the media in 1972. The lapse in coverage reflects the media‘s 

shift from passive reporting on the scientific community to contextual reporting. Prior to the 

1960s, the media primarily functioned as conduits to promote public support for scientific 

research funding (Nelkin, 1987). This era of public support promotion emerged in 1904 when the 

New York Times hired Carr Van Anda, a resident scientist who became managing editor of the 

first structured news section dedicated to science (Resenberger, 2009). Covered topics included 

Einstein‘s theory of relativity and the rise of nuclear power in the early 1900s. The popularity of 

science in news led to the creation of the first science news wire service in 1921. Created by 

E.W. Scripps, the service was aimed primarily at informing the public of scientific achievements 

(Logan, 2001). These efforts were not meant to engage the public in scientific discussion. 

Instead, the goal was to inform the public of scientific research discoveries and spotlight 

scientists to encourage public support of federal funding for research (LaFollete, 2002). Nelkin‘s 

(1987) overview of the early culture of science journalism revealed that journalists in this era 

were neither educated on nor prepared to address the uncertainty and controversy of science. 

Nelkin (1987) quoted Ed Edelson, science editor of the New York Daily News: 

I refuse to believe that [a science journalist‘s] purpose is to keep the public informed 

about the true nature of science research. If [the journalist] truly did tell people about 

most scientific research, it would mean an end to public funding of that occupation 

(p. 24).  
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Despite this perspective, a new era of journalism grew in the mid-1960s in response to 

public outrage over political and social discontent with such issues as the Vietnam War, followed 

by the Nixon administration‘s Watergate Scandal in the early 1970s. The shift was accompanied 

by new media regulations that benefited the press, including the Supreme Court‘s ruling in New 

York Times v. Sullivan and the 1966 Freedom of Information Act (Feldstein, 2006). In the wake 

of this new form of journalism, articles emerged that increased public awareness of the social 

implications of human science and the inclusion of controversies and ethical concerns in news 

coverage. For example in 1962, Shana Alexander, a writer for Life magazine, published an 

exposé on the rationing of medical care in hospitals across the United States. This trend in 

science journalism began to influence academic science journals. In 1966, the New England 

Journal of Medicine published an article by Dr. Henry Beecher in which he criticized the 

procedures and outcomes of 22 approved medical research studies from the 1950s. These studies 

included studies of pediatric cancer tumors and hepatitis in children (Beecher, 1966).  

The Willowbrook Study as precursor. Beecher‘s (1966) article and the hepatitis study 

mentioned in it were brought to the attention of New York State Senator Seymour Thaler. In 

1967, Thaler publicly questioned the research ethics of the study. The Willowbrook State School, 

a pediatric mental institution on Staten Island, New York, injected children with hepatitis as a 

part of a vaccination protocol (Maiorana, 1967). At the same time, the New York Times published 

a series of articles about the study and Thaler‘s objections. Doctors at Willowbrook disputed 

Thaler‘s claims through the popular press, charging that intravenous injections were justified 

because ―not one death [occurred]‖ (Mariorana, 1967, p. 1). The Thaler–Willowbrook story was 

covered by the New York Times from 1967 to 1971 and concluded with an apology from Thaler 

for his comments and praise for the doctors at Willowbrook for developing a vaccination (Jones, 
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1993). This attempt by politicians and the media to obtain authority and publicly question 

American human research was thwarted; however, the efforts uncovered the challenge in 

reporting and questioning science and medicine without the interpretive aid of the science 

community. 

Drafting and building the collective memory. As the press recovered from the 

Willowbrook dispute, former USPHS employee Peter Buxton, who first learned of the Tuskegee 

Syphilis Study in the 1960s, began sharing his concerns about the Tuskegee Study with an 

unnamed Associated Press reporter. The journalist passed the story along to a colleague, Jean 

Heller (Jones, 1993). The subsequent article, ―Syphilis Victims in U.S. Study Went Untreated for 

40 Years,‖ appeared on the front pages of the Washington Star, the Washington Post, the 

Birmingham News, and several papers throughout the nation between July 25 and 28, 1972. By 

October, several members of the U.S. Congress, including U.S. Senator Ted Kennedy from 

Massachusetts, Alabama U.S. Senators James Allen and John Sparkman, and Illinois U.S. 

Representative Ralph Metcalfe, who was a member of the Congressional Black Caucus, called 

for an immediate investigation into the Tuskegee Study‘s research ethics (Jones, 1993). African-

American magazine Ebony also published a multipage feature on the Study, including the 

November 1972 investigation, ―Condemned to Die for Science,‖ which was among the first 

accounts to discuss the social ostracization experienced by the Study survivors for being publicly 

identified as having a venereal disease (Slater, 1972). This issue was also the focus in other 

Black media, both print and broadcast, such as Tony Brown’s Journal. From late 1972 to 1974, 

the Study continued to appear periodically as news briefs with updates about the Study 

participants and the former federal Department of Health, Education, and Welfare nine-member 

advisory panel assembled to investigate the Study‘s merit. These news briefs and spot news 
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articles continued until the surviving victims received an out-of-court settlement from the U.S. 

government in 1974. By then, the Tuskegee Syphilis Study was described as simply an 

―experiment to test effects of syphilis on the human body‖ (Associated Press, 1974,  p. 40).  

Sustaining the collective memory. As observed with previous studies of collective 

memory, commemoration of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study began shortly after the initial wave of 

news coverage began. As the narrative began to draw to a close with the findings of the advisory 

panel and the settlement with the surviving victims, journalists began focusing on the past event 

to connect it to a cultural value. In the case of the Study, New York Times science journalist 

Harold Schmeck‘s 1973 opinion piece, ―Playing God,‖ among other opinion pieces, included the 

theme of protection, or the lack thereof, for the Study‘s victims. The cultural value may have 

informed the legacy of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study further with the publication of Bad Blood 

(Jones, 1981), which became a New York Times editor‘s choice (Rosenthal, 1981). Popular 

accounts were also recounted in stage adaptations of the Study, such as Leroy McDonald‘s play 

Tuskegee Subject #626, as well as in exhibits on bioethics in public museums. Among the 

cultural inspirations of Bad Blood was a play created by professor of theatre David Feldshuh in 

1987, entitled Miss Evers’ Boys. This theatrical production focused on the role of real-life Eunice 

Evers. Miss Evers, as she was known, was a black nurse with the Macon County, Alabama, 

Health Department, hired by the United States Public Health Service as a scientific assistant to 

transport research participants to and from appointments (Rivers et al., 1953; Jones, 1981). This 

play prompted the development of the 1997 HBO movie of the same title starring actors Alfre 

Woodard, who portrayed Evers as the protector of the Study‘s victims, and Laurence Fishburne, 

one of the three fictionalized representatives of the victims. The movie received an Emmy and a 

Golden Globe award.  
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This 10-year period revealed conversations about human research in the context of the 

human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) and the acquired immune deficiency virus (AIDS). 

Further informing this legacy and its cultural value of protection were the research regulations 

establishing the Study‘s legacy among the research community. For example, after the 1973 

advisory panel‘s findings that the Study was unethical and unjustified, the Regulations for the 

Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research was passed, establishing 

the procedures for institutional review boards and special protections for vulnerable populations. 

This period concluded with President Bill Clinton‘s 1997 formal address to the nine survivors of 

the Study; however, references to Tuskegee and bioethics in human research continued. The 

second 10-year period, from 1997 to 2007, represents an equal length of time from which to 

discern the impact of a public apology by a government official.  

Reverby (2001), a noted historian of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, concluded that 

attempting to address the complexities of biomedical research has resulted in ―sloppy reporting, 

lazy research, and willingness to believe what floats through a rumor-soaked culture,‖ (p. 23) 

and has in part fueled the American public‘s memory and understanding of the Tuskegee study 

as well as their desire to participate in research. Several details of the Tuskegee Study have been 

disputed, especially as those details are discussed in public forums such as the HBO film Miss 

Evers’ Boys. The details given by African-American health professionals like Nurse Eunice 

Evers, as well as about the role of the predominantly Black institution, Tuskegee Institute (now, 

Tuskegee University), are among the debated topics. Most common is the misconception 

regarding what constituted the unethical behavior in the Study. Public health literature 

commonly refers to public fears of being injected with diseases, prompted by the belief that the 

men involved in the Tuskegee Study were injected with syphilis.  
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In the investigation of collective memories that may affect biomedical research and 

healthcare, the Tuskegee Syphilis Study is among one of the most referenced (Reverby, 2009). 

Journalists, citizens, politicians, and scientists mention the Tuskegee Syphilis Study when 

addressing risk, disparity, and controversy in American biomedical science, as well as in 

American-sponsored international research (Reverby, 2009). With each reference, the collective 

memory of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study reflects what society has remembered and forgotten 

about the study over time (Schwartz, 1991, p. 302).  

Retrieving the collective memory in the present. The question remains: Is there a 

resolution in either how the memory is presented, or if it is presented at all?  I was particularly 

interested in the way in which the Tuskegee Syphilis Study appeared in current affairs news in 

the post-Clinton apology era. My intention was to identify the presence of a resolution in these 

news articles. After 25 years of popular press coverage of the study, the bioethics council 

assembled in the early 1990s urged President Clinton to make a formal apology as a truce among 

the American public, the government, and the medical community in the wake of HIV and 

biomedical research. The purpose of the council‘s recommendation was to encourage the 

American public to participate in the growing number of research initiatives that desperately 

needed adult and minority participants. When President Clinton apologized to the nine surviving 

victims of the Study in 1997, it was the first formal apology made on behalf of the federal 

government since the public learned in 1972 of the government‘s involvement in sanctioning and 

conducting the research of untreated syphilis in Black Alabama men.  

Apologies ―identify victims…allocate or assume responsibility, and…make amends‖ 

(Harter, Stephens, & Japp, 2000, p. 24). Harter et al. (2000) stated that the purpose of the 

apology was to increase African Americans‘ trust in research and medicine. Since the mid-
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1990s, Katz et al (2006) conducted national surveys to answer two important questions: Are 

citizens aware of the Study, and what do they know about the Study? Their work, known as the 

Tuskegee Legacy Project Questionnaire and the Tuskegee Syphilis Study Facts & Myths Quiz, 

surveyed approximately 1,000 participants with seven questions that have been asked repeatedly 

of U.S. citizens of diverse ethnic, and regional identities. The authors drew several conclusions 

from the research. First, the data showed that knowledge of the Tuskegee Study did not lead to 

fear of participation in biomedical research (Katz et al, 2006; Katz et al, 2007). Second, Black 

males born in the 1960s and 1970s were more likely to have heard of the Study, compared to 

Black women, White men, or White women (Green et al., 2011). Third, out of the seven 

questions, at least 50% of the citizens surveyed provided the following three answers correctly: 

Black men were the subjects; the Study did not end when penicillin was discovered; and subjects 

were never told they had syphilis (Green et al., 2011). Equally informative was research 

conducted by Bates (2005), who argued that contrary to popular concerns about science literacy 

among nonscientists, the public analyzes complex science information critically. 

Current Study 

Journalists use non-commemorative collective memory for the analytical power it 

provides. Through historical analogies and historical context, journalists connect past events to 

the present and ascribe to specific sources a certain level of historical depth, thus revealing the 

influence of the past. Journalists also include relevant successes or failures and by doing so, use 

points between the past and the present to connect two events. Scholars have not yet observed 

the specific details or the amount of information provided about the past over time, as compared 

to the depth of the present-day issue. There was an opportunity to observe these phenomena in 

this current investigation.  
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Building on existing scholarship that investigated media influence on memories about the 

past, as well as how public memories of the past influence media representations and agendas, in 

this study, I explored a specific case of non-commemorated collective memory of a past event 

reported in current affairs news over time. Additionally, I observed the ways in which complex 

information about present-day issues was explained or contextualized using past events. The case 

of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study provided the context for examining approximately 40 news 

publications published throughout a 20-year period. The following research questions were 

posed:  

RQ1: What cultural values emerge from journalistic use of non-commemorative 

collective memory in biomedical current affairs news stories? 

RQ2: What news attributes (sources, placement, and depth) have journalists used to 

structure non-commemorative collective memory in biomedical current affairs news?  

RQ3: Does the structure of non-commemorative collective memory change over time, 

specifically after moments of national commemoration? In this case study, did the structure of 

the Tuskegee Study change in biomedical current affairs news after President Clinton‘s national 

apology to the surviving Study victims? 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 

This study focused on the use of non-commemorative collective memory to inform two 

aspects of communication scholarship. The first aspect involved how contextual information 

such as non-commemorative collective memory was structured in current affairs news, 

specifically focusing on the reporting of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study (the Study) in biomedical 

current affairs news as an exemplar. Second, I explored how collective memory transcends time 

to inform present-day issues and cultural values.  

An assumption of mediated collective memory is the belief that the public has equitable 

access to the information produced and disseminated by the media. In particular, newspapers 

have been studied for their ubiquitous nature, for their easy access and obtainability, and for their 

general representation of public concerns (Hume & Roessner, 2009). In order to explore the 

collective memory of an issue, this study used newspapers to capitalize on the ubiquitous quality 

of the medium, as well as to illuminate the likelihood of public exposure to the media content. 

This study used a timeframe, the 1980s to the mid-2000s, when the printed newspaper was 

among the leading sources of information in the American media landscape.  

As demonstrated in Bekken‘s (1996) ecological study of daily newspapers, scholars who 

seek to understand the unknown and expectedly complex topic of the media may benefit from 

integrating qualitative and quantities methodologies. Therefore, this study used a mixed methods 

approach consisting of two research methods: constant comparative analysis and content 

analysis. These methodologies differ in their approaches and goals. Constant comparative 

analysis is used to explore potential themes representative of larger cultural values not captured 

by predefined schemas. Content analysis identifies frequencies and statistical relationships 



32 

among predefined coding schemas informed by previous literature to make inferences about non-

commemorative collective memory‘s overall structure.  

Constant Comparative Analysis 

RQ1: Non-commemorative collective memory. The first research question involved the 

Study‘s non-commemorative collective memory, focusing specifically on the cultural values 

conveyed by reporters seeking to connect the Study to present-day biomedical news. To address 

this research question, the constant comparative method was conducted (Glaser, 1965). Constant 

comparative analysis methodology is rooted in theory building (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  In this 

study, the method was employed to better understand the beliefs and cultural values that inform 

mediated collective memory and to suggest a foundation for a theory of mediated non-

commemorative collective memory.   

Qualitative analyses of media content are frequently used in collective memory research 

(Zelizer, 2008; Hume, 2010). Researchers concerned with the printed text and the power and 

authority journalists maintain in building collective memory have used discourse analysis 

techniques (Hume & Roessner, 2009). Scholars may also employ similar methodologies, yet 

refer to their approaches broadly as qualitative research to inform themes and patterns of 

collective memory use (Zandberg, 2010). For this study, I used the constant comparative 

approach to extract the values about the past and the present from qualitative document analysis. 

Ideally, this approach complements the previous qualitative approaches while providing defined 

steps for future researchers interested in this phenomenon.   

Using constant comparative analysis, I read one article at a time with no predetermined 

coding scheme. Words, phrases, and paragraphs that resonated most within the article were 

noted, such as descriptions of the current biomedical issue, the transition from the biomedical 
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issue to the Study, the transition from the Study back to the biomedical issue, and whether the 

biomedical issue was local or national. Notations from each article were compared to the 

previous articles, and consistencies and discrepancies were organized into categories. Lincoln 

and Guba (1985) proposed expanding the scope and depth of the inquiry as a procedure to 

enhance a study‘s validity. Therefore, articles within each category were recategorized in the 

context of the adjacent articles appearing on the page. Once all articles in the sample were 

evaluated, categories were reevaluated and combined into emergent themes about the Study and 

about the cultural values and expectations of biomedicine. This procedure answered RQ1. 

Content Analysis  

Content analysis was determined to be the best primary methodology to evaluate the 

characteristics of news references to the Study across multiple American newspapers. Content 

analysis permits researchers to identify meaning as measurable units in written, recorded, and 

visual texts (Neuendorf, 2002). Texts are quantified and evaluated to identify patterns across 

time, sources, and publications. This evaluation process can reveal an emerging news structure 

that can be further tested and evaluated by future scholars. Gilmer Speed published the first 

content analysis of a media text in 1893. Since then, newspaper content has remained the 

medium of choice in mass-communication scholarship, in part because researchers can readily 

assess trends and patterns through print media content published over a long period of time 

(Krippendorff, 2012). Moreover, when considering sources for contextual information, daily 

newspapers provide the most opportunities to observe in-depth coverage of evolving news 

stories, compared to television broadcast news or monthly news magazines. Additionally, despite 

decreasing circulation and a move to online publishing, newspapers still maintain in-depth daily 
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reporting, adapting the news norms to the digital environment (Edmond, Guskin, Mitchell, & 

Jurkowitz, 2013).  

Because content analysis is designed to make inferences about observed communication 

phenomena, researchers must predefine the coding parameters of the research. Thus, defining 

biomedical topic was important for clarity and reliability in determining the selected populations 

from which to draw the sample. For the purposes of this study, ―biomedical topic‖ was defined 

as biological product donation, clinical research, medical care, health disparities, study of 

diseases and conditions, and bioethics. Biomedical news articles containing references to the 

Tuskegee Syphilis Study constituted the sample. Further, the term current affairs news was used 

to describe recent issues and events that occurred, would occur, or were revealed in a 24-to-72-

hour timeframe following the publish date of the article. Biomedical current affairs news was 

defined in this study as news articles about events or issues involving clinical research, medical 

care, biological product donation, disease and condition, health disparity or ethical topics that 

occurred or would occur in the 72 hours following the publish date of the article (see 

Appendix A). 

Common sampling techniques used in content analyses of newspaper content include 

stratified sampling, which typically involves observation of a five- or seven-day news week. In 

addition to stratified sampling, researchers may elect to include all available articles when 

studying a specific topic, especially if the total number of units in the population is small. 

Neuendorf (2002) suggested that researchers use all available units of a small, defined population 

rather than sampling to draw a smaller subset. Once sample parameters have been identified, 

coders are trained to identify occurrences of predefined variables in each selected article. 

Because meaning is not inherent in the data, coders may disagree about how to code a response 
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in the context of the study‘s research questions. Considering this weakness of the content 

analysis method, it is important to analyze the extent to which two or more coders reach the same 

conclusion, using a measurement known as intercoder reliability (Neuendorf, 2002). More than 

40 measures of intercoder reliability have been evaluated in social science research; 

consequently, there is no standard measure of intercoder reliability (Lombard, Synder-Duch, & 

Bracken2002). Although the field does not have a standard measure of reliability, 

communication scholars have agreed that reliability coefficients of at least p = .70 per category 

are acceptable (Neurendorf, 2002). The coding and training procedures for the quantitative 

content analysis used to answer RQ2 and RQ3 are described later in this chapter.  

Sample 

In this study, I investigated the phenomenon of non-commemorative collective memory 

about the Tuskegee Syphilis Study by seeking references to the Study in biomedical current 

affairs news stories over a 20-year period prior to the emergence of online news, from 1987 to 

2007. The time period allowed for the exploration of two, less commemorated periods in the 

reporting of the Study: ten years before President Clinton‘s May 1997 public apology to the 

Study‘s victims and ten years after the apology. The selected period represented two potentially 

different media conditions—a period of unrest in the mid-1980s and early-1990s, during which 

the CDC declared an HIV/AIDS epidemic in the African American community, and a period of 

perceived resolution in the early 21
st
 century, during which the United States‘ support of 

international AIDS-relief efforts reached record levels. 

Daily newspapers were selected from the LexisNexis Academic database using the search 

term ―Tuskegee‖ occurring within five words of ―experiment‖ or ―study.‖ Despite decreasing 

circulation and a move to online publishing in recent years, newspapers still maintain in-depth 



36 

daily reporting (Edmond et al., 2013). Consistent coverage over time allows researchers to 

observe how journalists draft and sustain collective memory through newspaper articles.  

Using the Boolean operator ―NOT‖ with other terms commonly associated with 

Tuskegee, such as ―airmen,‖ ―play,‖ and ―book,‖ excluded these terms from the results. A total 

of 1,387 articles were returned from the LexisNexis search. Among the 1,387 articles, 

commemorative collective memory was reflected in the tributes and reflections. For example, 

search results included the Los Angeles Times January 2004 obituary of Study survivor Ernest 

Hendon, arts and culture reviews of the HBO movie Miss Evers’ Boys in the Atlanta Journal 

Constitution in 1997, 1995 opinion pieces on the Surgeon General nominee Dr. Henry Foster and 

his involvement in the Study, and 2001 editorials in The Birmingham News on the historical 

ethics of cloning. Additionally, despite the exclusion of ―Tuskegee airmen‖ from the search 

terms, commemorative articles and opinion pieces on the Tuskegee airmen were among the 

1,387 because the authors referred to the airmen‘s training as the ―Tuskegee Experiment.‖ 

Among the articles, approximately two-thirds were either editorials/opinion pieces or news briefs 

written by newswire staff. Among the remaining one-third were original news articles appearing 

in various sections of the newspapers. The final sample consisted of 189 articles focusing on 

current biomedical issues and written by newspaper staff. 

Selection. Three criteria were employed to select articles for the sample. Articles were 

included if they  

1. were an original news article written by a journalist of the respective publication, and 

not a news brief, wire, editorial, advertisement, or opinion/editorial. Sources 

identified by their bylines as columnists, opinion writers, or Associated Press or 
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bureau affiliates were excluded from the study. Additionally, articles with no bylines 

were excluded as they are most commonly a wire report; 

2. mentioned the Tuskegee Syphilis Study or the USPHS study of untreated syphilis in 

Macon County, AL. Alternate references included ―Tuskegee Study,‖ ―Tuskegee 

experiment,‖ and the use of ―Tuskegee‖ or ―Macon County‖ within five words of 

―experiment‖ or ―study‖; 

3. focused on biomedical topics, as defined previously, within the first six paragraphs. 

Using the inverted pyramid style of reporting, the most important information 

typically appears in the first three to five paragraphs after the lead paragraph. 

Therefore, in order for the article to be classified as a biomedical article, the term 

biomedicine had to be prominently positioned and consistently used throughout the 

article.  

Content Analysis Coding Procedures 

Three trained coders captured identifying information about each article using a 

preapproved coding scheme (Appendix A) for the three collective memory variables—historical 

source, historical placement, and historical depth. Each mention of ―Tuskegee‖ was highlighted 

by LexisNexis, allowing coders to easily identify potential references to the Study. First, coders 

observed the date of the article to label the article as Pre-Clinton apology (January 1, 1987–May 

15, 1997) or Post-Clinton (May 17, 1997–December 31, 2007). No articles meeting the criteria 

for inclusion in the current study appeared on May 16, 1997, the day of President Clinton‘s 

public apology.  

Since the 1980s, media coverage of science has vacillated between reports to restore 

public confidence in science and reports to uncover risk and human rights violations. Topics 
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have followed changes in the biomedical environment and have included federal research 

regulations such as the 1991 publication of the Common Rule and the 1995 creation of the 

National Bioethics Advisory Commission. Other topics have involved research advancements 

such as the approval of the first antiretroviral drug for HIV/AIDS in 1987 and the elimination of 

polio and measles in the United States in 1994 and 2000, respectively. In one of the few studies 

involving an examination of a range of science and biomedical news topics over time, Pellechia 

(1997) noted that journalists rarely provided context in their news reports. Accordingly, two 

standard characteristics of news content were evaluated to determine whether the sample 

followed expected biomedical news norms described in Chapter 2 as elements of current affairs 

news: article length and biomedical topic .  

Article Length. As described in Chapter 2, news articles vacillate in length. Over time, 

they have drastically decreased in story length because of advertising shortfalls that limited the 

overall size of the news publication. Articles that incorporate contextual information have been 

found to be longer in length. As all of the articles in this sample represent contextual news, 

variance in story length was considered, based on the non-commemorative collective memory 

attributes of the contextual information.  

Biomedical Topic. The variable biomedical topic was evaluated as a six-category 

nominal variable. Based on the first six paragraphs of the article, coders described the primary 

topic of the current event presented in the article. If multiple topics were presented, such as 

clinical research and disease, coders were asked to select the topic that they believed was most 

salient in the article. The six categories were defined as follows: 

 Biological Product Donation—defined as references to donations of organs, blood, 

plasma, or platelets 
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 Clinical Research— defined as references to drug development, clinical trials, or 

placebos 

 Disease and Condition—defined as references to illnesses, disorders, medical 

conditions, syndromes, symptoms, and prevention 

 Ethics—defined as references to informed consent, patients‘ rights, or the Hippocratic 

Oath 

 Health Disparities—defined as references to greater risk or differences based on race, 

gender, or socioeconomic status 

 Medical Care—defined as references to immunization, vaccination, shots, surgery, or 

therapies such as drug and exercise regimens 

RQ2: Sources, placements, and depth. RQ2 focused on identifying the news attributes 

(leading news and historical sources, placement, and depth) journalists have used to structure 

non-commemorative collective memory in biomedical current affairs news. To answer the first 

part of the third research question, sources, placement, and depth were coded. 

Leading News Sources. In order to incorporate the findings of Zandberg (2010), Nisbet 

et al. (2003), and Hivon et al. (2010), in this study of non-commemorative collective memory in 

biomedical current affairs news, I designated the variable leading news sources as an eight-

category nominal variable. Based on the first six paragraphs of the article, coders described the 

source used to introduce or explain the current event presented in the article. If the source was 

identified in multiple ways, such as physician and patient, coders were asked to select the 

identity they believed appeared most salient in the article.  

 Advocacy group representatives—defined as citizen rights groups, patient rights 

groups, survivors groups, political action groups, and patient campaigns. 
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 Patient/family member—defined as individuals participating in a research study 

(research volunteer), receiving health care, diagnosed with a condition, or recovering 

from a condition, or family members of any of the above individuals (parent, sibling, 

child). 

 Physician/health care professional—defined as a primary physician, specialty doctor 

(e.g., surgeon, dentist, psychologist), nurse, epidemiologist, social worker, health care 

center/facility spokesperson. 

 Politician/legal professional—defined as lawyers/attorneys, judges, members of 

Congress (U.S. Representative, Senator), President and presidential cabinet members 

(Vice President, Secretary of State, Department of Health and Human Services), 

state-level elected officials (governor, state legislator), municipal-level elected 

officials (mayor, city council), or law organization spokespersons. 

 Published report or article—defined as reports or articles referenced in the article if 

the author of those publications was directly cited (e.g., ―A report shows...‖) and the 

identity of the author of those publications was ambiguous. 

 Scientist/researcher—defined as research study investigators, authors of a journal 

article, professors at academic institutions, or directors and spokespersons at research 

centers or academic institutions. Coders differentiated between a health-care facility 

and a research institution by the sources description in the article (health-care facility 

was the same as patient care; research institution was treated as research or research 

volunteers). 

 Ambiguous Others—defined as general references to groups such as ―people,‖ 

―citizens‖ or another generalized other that could not easily be identified. 
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 No Attribution—defined as the absence of any source. 

Historical sources. The variable historical source was also evaluated as an eight-

category nominal variable. After reading each article, coders described the source used to 

introduce or explain the Tuskegee Syphilis Study. References to individuals identified in the 

article could appear in different locations, compared to the locations of the historical reference. 

Therefore, as with the leading news sources variable, if the source was identified in multiple 

ways, such as physician and patient, coders were asked to select the identity that they believed to 

be the most salient in the article. The variable used the same categories as the leading news 

source variable: advocacy group representative; patient/family member; physician/health care 

professional; published report or article; scientist/researcher; ambiguous others; or no attribution. 

Placement. Whereas article prominence measures the likelihood that an issue will gain 

public attention based on its frequency and location in a publication, historical placement 

measures the role that information about the past plays in an article based on its location within 

the article. According to Thomson, White, and Kitley‘s (2008) model for current affairs news 

construction, the historical placement variable determines the role that non-commemorative 

collective memory plays based on its proximity to the leading paragraph. For the purpose of this 

study, historical placement was evaluated as a three-category nominal variable in an attempt to 

quantify the location of non-commemorative collective memory as one of the three following 

categories: elaboration/reiteration, consequences/ contextualization, or attitudinal assessment.  

Coders counted the total number of paragraphs in the article and noted the first paragraph 

in which reference to the Study appeared. This paragraph became the ―reference paragraph.‖ By 

dividing the reference paragraph by the total number of paragraphs in the article, extended to two 

decimal places, coders determined the location of the reference within the article. There were 
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three possible placements—beginning of article, middle of article, and end of article. The 

location in the article was assessed according to the following calculations: 

 Beginning (elaboration/reiteration), between 0 and 0.33 

 Middle (consequences/contextualization), between 0.34 and 0.67 

 End (attitudinal assessment), between 0.68 and 1.00 

Depth. Winfield, Friedman, and Trisnadi (2002) found that depth of reference can be 

evaluated by how much space is devoted to the story and how much detail is provided. 

Moreover, scholars have observed the explanatory ability of contextual information in news 

media to be dependent on the type of details provided, the quality of the information provided, 

and how well the information relates to the present issue. In addition, as commemorative 

collective memory shapes the details that inform what is known about a past event, non-

commemorative collective memory shapes the relevance that the past and its details have to the 

present, demonstrating its power as a sense-making tool.  

To better understand the range of depth in non-commemorative collective memory, 

coders described the paragraph number in which the reference to the Tuskegee Syphilis Study 

was introduced and counted the total number of paragraphs that included details or supporting 

information to answer the what, when, where, why, and how of the Study. This total number of 

paragraphs was divided by the total number of paragraphs in the article to compute the historical 

depth. Coders also observed the presence or absence of twelve details of the Study (eleven facts 

and one myth—that individuals were injected) for the Tuskegee Syphilis Study details in each 

article. These details were gathered from available questionnaires regarding public awareness 

and knowledge of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study to offer insight into findings from the Tuskegee 
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Legacy Project (Green et al., 2008). Coders marked ―yes‖ or ―no‖ for each detail and recorded in 

writing the specific detail provided within the article: 

1. Year began—description of the date, year, or era in which the study began 

2. Continued after penicillin was discovered 

3. Year ended—description of the date, year, or era in which the study ended 

4. Aftermath of study—description of any events, results, or actions that resulted from 

the study once it ended 

5. Location—description of the facility or location in which the study occurred 

6. Lasted 40 years 

7. Total number of patients—description of the number of individuals considered 

patients or victims of the study, or the number of study survivors 

8. Patients had syphilis  

9. Patients were Black males 

10. Government doctors involvement 

11. Black nurse involvement 

12. Patients were injected  

RQ3: Structure. RQ3 focused on the structure of non-commemorative collective memory 

with regard to change over time, specifically after moments of national commemoration. Acts of 

commemoration by public figures, such as Presidential speeches on national days of 

remembrance, play a major role in sustaining the memory of an event. What influence can these 

major statements from offices of authority have on the collective memory regarding the way in 

which a past event is recalled and structured in the media? Further, does the official statement, 

description, and mention of the past by a public official affect journalistic use of the past? 
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Specifically, did the structure of the Tuskegee Study change in biomedical current affairs news 

after President Clinton‘s national apology to the surviving Study victims? In the second part of 

the third research question, I asked whether the structure of the Study‘s non-commemorative 

collective memory changed over time, especially whether the collective memory changed after 

President Clinton‘s 1997 public apology. To address this question, the year of the article was 

coded as either Pre-Clinton Era or Post-Clinton Era: 

 Pre-Clinton Era: Articles published January 1, 1987, through May 15, 1997 

 Post-Clinton Era: Articles published May 17, 1997, through December 31, 2007 

Training Procedures 

Training ensures that coders understand the operationalization, coding scheme, and ways 

to handle conflicts in the research (Neuendorf, 2002). Beyond training, it is important to 

implement independent research processes among the coders and to ensure that all files are 

properly maintained by the primary researcher. Two or more coders provide a multiperspective 

analysis for a large amount of data. Because each individual may assess data differently based on 

his or her personal experiences and biases, two additional factors are critical to content 

analysis—reliability and validity. Reliability is the stability, reproducibility, and accuracy of 

research results in different circumstances—such as time and researchers, for example. In 

addition to the primary researcher, two coders were trained to evaluate the coding instrument and 

code a subset of the census to calculate intercoder reliability.  

Coders were trained using 20 nonsample newswire articles retrieved from the LexisNexis 

database from 2008–2010 using two criteria as the sample for inclusion in the training materials 

packet: 
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 Mentioned the Tuskegee syphilis study/USPH study of untreated syphilis in Macon 

County, AL. Alternate references include ―Tuskegee Study,‖ ―Tuskegee experiment,‖ 

and the use of ―Tuskegee‖ or ―Macon County‖ within five words of ―experiment‖ or 

―study.‖ 

 Focused on biomedical topics within the first six paragraphs 

Coders recorded their decisions using an online form hosted in Google Docs that 

included a comments section to log thoughts about the coding instructions. Coding 

disagreements during training were discussed and resolved. All coder comments led to revisions 

to the coding instrument, which was revised as necessary. An untrained coder evaluated the 

training sample using the coding instrument. The untrained-coder results were compared to the 

coding agreements among the trained coders to verify the improvements to the revised coding 

instrument.  

Reliability 

Coders used the revised coding instrument to independently evaluate 30 articles 

randomly selected from the study sample to determine intercoder reliability. The reliability 

analysis did not include the coding decisions of the primary researcher, as suggested by Lombard 

et al. (2002). Approximately 40 measures of intercoder reliability have been computed by 

scholars to determine a standard measure in mass communication research, including percentage 

agreement, Scott‘s pi, and Cohen‘s kappa (Krippendorff, 2004). Scholars have also determined 

that Krippendorff‘s alpha coefficient can account for chance agreement and assess deviation 

from perfect agreement among numerous coders for numerous nominal and interval-level 

categories; however, Krippendorff‘s alpha coefficient is difficult to calculate by hand. In an 

effort to evaluate multiple measures of intercoder reliability, Freelon (2010) developed ReCal, an 
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online intercoder reliability calculator. Intercoder reliability was reported for the three collective 

memory variables—historical source, historical placement, and historical depth. Acceptable 

reliability requires a coefficient of at least .70 per category (Neurendorf, 2002). 

As a validation measure, I evaluated Cohen‘s kappa for historical source and historical 

placement, and Krippendorff‘s kappa for historical depth  in IBM SPSS statistics package 

version 19. The Cohen‘s kappa and Krippendorff‘s kappa coefficients computed in ReCal 

matched the coefficients computed by SPSS. 
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Table 3-1 

Intercoder Reliability Coefficients 

Variable 

% 

Agreement 

(Nominal) 

Scott's Pi 

(Nominal) 

Cohen's 

Kappa 

(Nominal) 

Kripp Alpha 

(Nominal) 

Kripp Alpha 

(Ratio) 

N  

Agree-

ments 

N  

Disagree-

ments 

N  

Cases 

N  

Decisions 

Hist. Source 93.333 0.814 0.815 0.817  28 2 30 60 

Hist. 

Placement 96.667 0.949 0.949 0.950  29 1 30 60 

Hist. Depth     0.814 20 10 30 60 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

In this research project, I examined 189 biomedical current affairs news articles 

referencing the Tuskegee Syphilis Study (the Study) published between January 1987 and 

December 2007. Of the articles examined, 22.8% were from national publications (e.g., the New 

York Times, the Washington Post). The majority of articles (77.8%) were from regional and local 

publications (e.g., the Atlanta Journal Constitution, the Charlotte Observer, the Birmingham 

News, The Plain Dealer). Among these publications, 30.7% were published in the southern 

region of the U.S., and 46.5% were published outside of the southern region. The highest number 

of articles appeared in the post-Clinton apology era (Figure 1). 

 

 

Figure 1. Number of biomedical current affairs articles referencing the Tuskegee 

Syphilis Study from 1987-2007, by year. 

 

RQ1: Non-commemorative collective memory. Three themes emerged from the 
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current affairs news: evaluation, precedent, and barrier. All three uses of the Study corresponded 

with values centered around American healthcare. 

Evaluation. The evaluation theme demonstrated the degree to which progress has been 

made in American health care and research since the Study ended in 1972. The evaluation theme 

of the Study emerged across local, regional, and national publications and can be uniquely 

observed in the same publication covering different present-day issues.  

For example, Ohio‘s largest daily newspaper—The Plain Dealer—used the Study to 

demonstrate both America‘s progress and America‘s failure. The Tuskegee Syphilis Study was 

first referenced in a September 21, 1993, article covering a local recruitment drive for a 

hypertension research study. After describing the recruitment process, the article described the 

Tuskegee Syphilis Study as something that ―still lingers in [the research participant‘s] mind‖ (p. 

C8).  Immediately following this acknowledgment, one of the research participants stated that 

the hypertension study was different from the Tuskegee Syphilis Study. The journalist followed 

the research participant‘s statements with an observation that his health has improved as a result 

of his research participation. This observation was compared to the situation faced by the 

participants in the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, in which they experienced inadequate treatment and 

even death because of untreated syphilis. Three years later, as part of a special series entitled 

―Drug Trials: Do People Know the Truth about Experiments?‖ The Plain Dealer published an 

article on a local research panel‘s deliberation on the ethics of a prevention study, which quoted 

a bioethicist expressing concerns about the lack of progress on informed consent made since the 

Study. ―It‘s a short step from withholding information from subjects to what happened at 

Tuskegee,‖ stated the source (p. A1). The statement does not directly compare the current case to 

the Study, suggesting that journalists used local issues to propose the adoption of a ―yardstick‖ 
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by which to measure the larger cultural value of success in the American medical establishment 

(Lang & Lang, 1989).  

Precedent. In the 20-year period examined, research studies such as the 2001 Johns 

Hopkins University child lead paint study in East Baltimore, Maryland, ceased because of either 

public pressure or judicial intervention. When referenced in news articles reporting the court 

proceedings or legal action taken against these studies, the Study was used by the political or 

judicial authority to set the precedent of we have seen this behavior before. Specifically, sources 

within the article selected a specific aspect of the Study to compare the present to the past. For 

example, the issue of informed consent—the awareness and understanding of the research being 

conducted—among the patients involved in the present-day research under investigation or 

scrutiny was mentioned. In the case of the Johns Hopkins University lead study, the New York 

Times reported that the Maryland Court of Appeals issued an opinion, which was summarized as 

equating the case to the ―infamous 1940s Tuskegee, Alabama study‖ (p. A11). The Washington 

Post quoted Judge Dale R. Cathell as stating, ―It can be argued that the researchers intended that 

the children be the canaries in the mines but never clearly told the parents‖ (p. A1). The lack of 

informed consent, along with the concern that the research was conducted in East Baltimore 

(described in both articles as a largely ethnic minority and low-income community), was 

identified by the Maryland Court and national publications as the leading reasons for the public 

denouncement and federal investigation. Journalists referenced the Study to establish how 

similar a present issue was to the Study with the aim of setting expectations for the level of legal 

action taken in the present. The public‘s inability to justify the research was influenced by the 

memory of the Study. Thus, this theme demonstrated the cultural value of justice for past wrongs 

in American medical research.  



51 

Barrier. The final theme emerged within a unique subset of articles: local publications‘ 

news articles about health conditions and diseases. Focused primarily on offering context to 

health disparities, the Study as a barrier to African-American health emerged as part of a 

rationalization of why African Americans do not participate in health care, seek medical care, or 

participate in research trials. The purpose of referring to the Study was to extrapolate the higher 

instances and risks among African Americans. Accompanying these references was the phrase, 

withheld treatment to define the controversial issue of the Study. The Study apparently 

represented a specific fear of mistreatment or nontreatment. In these articles, the journalists often 

did not cite a source to explain the fear or concern of mistreatment among African Americans. 

This lack of source citation is evidence of some journalists‘ propensity to explain an aspect of 

biomedicine by using the public‘s familiarity and awareness of the Study‘s collective memory.  

For example, the author of a 2001 article appearing in the Contra Costa Times, a local 

daily publication near San Francisco, explained early in the article that the reason for the 

disproportionately high rates of syphilis among Black men in the area was in part to the ―cloud‖ 

of the memory of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study. This is the only theme out of the three themes 

that emerged that presents as an intangible issue: memory. Of particular interest in this theme is 

the call to action and the suggested next steps, voiced primarily by health professionals and 

former patients. In a 1997 article in the Raleigh, North Carolina-based newspaper News & 

Observer, a physician was quoted as saying that one step in addressing a racial gap in coronary 

heart disease and the lingering concern of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study was to place the issue on 

the ―cardiology agenda.‖  (p. A1). Further recommended steps consisted of placing articles 

addressing the issue in peer-reviewed journals to make physicians aware of the concern for 

mistreatment among African Americans.  
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Another 1997 cardiac disease article appearing in the Atlanta Journal incorporated the 

perspective of a former patient to indicate that educating ―both (church) congregations and their 

pastors‖ was one solution to overcoming healthcare disparities and the ongoing fear (p. D1). 

Prior to the public apology by President Clinton, a Norfolk, Virginia, heart transplant recipient, 

quoted in the Virginian-Pilot, suggested that African Americans should ―education themselves 

on medical advancement and technologies‖ to combat mistrust brought on by the Study and low 

organ donation rates (p. B1). These examples demonstrated the regional reach of the collective 

memory of the Study. 

RQ2 and RQ3 

Sample Overview. The sample comprised 189 news items. Articles referencing the 

Study varied in length, ranging from four to 105 paragraphs (skewness = 1.704; kurtosis = 2.989; 

x = 30.20; Md = 24). In the 20-year period, 77.9% of the articles appeared from May 16, 1997, to 

December 31, 2007, the 10-year period following President Clinton‘s public apology to the 

Study‘s surviving victims. Of the 189 articles examined, 26.3% were front page news stories, 

27.5% were section-front news stories, and 45.5%, were inside-sectional news stories. News 

prominence was assessed across newspaper section (Table 4-1). Front page articles in the sample 

primarily focused on national issues (n = 44, 86.3%) and covered three of the six biomedical 

topics (clinical research, health disparities, and disease and conditions) in more than half of the 

articles (59.3%). Section-front articles primarily focused on metro-area issues (n = 38, 73.1%). 

Although the majority of the section-front articles also covered clinical research and health 

disparities, donations were the third most-covered topic. Among the inside sectional articles, 

79.1% focused on either national or local issues. Health disparities and clinical research were 
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also covered in inside-sectional news articles; however, ethical issues were the most-covered 

topic in inside-sectional news articles.  

Table 4-1 

News Prominence—Frequency of Story Section  

News Prominence Newspaper Section N % 

Front Page 

n = 51 

National  44 86.3 

Local 5 9.8 

Science and Health 2 3.9 

Section Front 

n = 52 

National 2 3.8 

Local 38 73.1 

Science and Health 7 13.5 

Other 5 9.6 

Inside Section 

n = 86 

National 44 51.2 

Local 24 27.9 

Science and Health 14 16.3 

Other 4 4.7 

Note: N = 189 

RQ2: News norms. The second research question involved how non-commemorative 

collective memory was structured in biomedical current affairs news. The research question was 

answered through an observation of the historical attributes of sources, placement, and depth.  

Sources. Leading biomedical sources—scientists (23.6%) and patients (22.6%)—were 

directly quoted and attributed. Health professionals and advocates were the third and fourth 

most-common leading sources. In 5.8% of articles, there was no clear source in the lead, 
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resulting in no attribution. Articles that included a direct quote were longer than articles that only 

referenced the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, although this observed difference only approached 

significance (mean difference=7.475). Expectedly, the longest articles appeared in the front of 

the publication, followed by section front articles and inside section articles (Table 3; F = 

31.452, p = .000). The Bonferroni post hoc test was also conducted, which showed all group 

mean comparisons were significant. 

 

Table 4-2 

Article Prominence and Article Length 

 Mean Difference 

(Bonferroni Test) 

Prominence Mean Article Length SE SD Front Section Inside 

Front Page News 

n=51  

43.18 3.370 24.067 / -14.86
 b
 -22.75

 b
 

Section Front 

n=52 

 

28.31 1.768 12.750 14.86
b
 / -7.88

 a
 

Inside Section 

n=86 

20.42 1.271 11.789 22.75
 b
 7.88

a 
/ 

N=189 
a
 p is significant at the 0.01 level  

b
 p is significant at the .0001 level 

 

Of the six coded biomedical topics, three represented nearly three-fourths of the sample: 

clinical research (23.2%), health disparities (22.6%), and ethics (21.1%). Recent research 

developments (45.8%) and upcoming research and health events (30%) occurring within the past 

or upcoming 72 hours were most often the impetus for the news articles (Tables 4-3 and 4-4). 
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Table 4-3 

Current Biomedical Topics  

Current Event % 

Clinical Research 23.2 

Health Disparities 22.6 

Ethics 21.1 

Disease/Conditions 13.7 

Medical Care 13.2 

Organ/Blood Donation 6.3 

N = 189  

 

Table 4-4 

Biomedical Current Events  

Current Event % 

Research Developments 45.8 

Event 30.0 

New Research 13.2 

Policy Update 11.1 

N = 189  

 

Placement. Of the articles that appeared in the front of the newspaper, the reference 

appeared in the middle of the article slightly more often than any other placement (40.65%). This 

was most pronounced in the section front and inside news sections (Table 4-5). 
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Table 4-5 

Placement of Historical Reference within Article  

News Prominence Placement % 

Headline News Beginning  34.5 

Middle 29.3 

End 36.2 

Section Front  Beginning  28.7 

Middle 48.2 

End 23.1 

Inside News Beginning  36.8 

Middle 44.5 

End 18.7 

N = 189 

  

Depth. Total number of mentions of the Study ranged from a minimum of 1 to a 

maximum of 3. In most instances, one paragraph was used per mention to describe or explain the 

Study (n = 140, 74%). Most mentions appeared in the article‘s middle section after the lead and 

before the conclusion (n = 80, 42.4%). Within the paragraph, sources provided a median of 5 

details about the Study, with the specific details about the Study appearing at disproportionate 

frequencies (Tables 4-6 and 4-7). 

Table 4-6 

Historical Depth—Frequency of Total Study Details in Article 

# Study Details in Article N % 

0 6 3.2 
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1 9 4.8 

2 20 10.6 

3 31 16.4 

4 28 14.8 

5 40 21.2 

6 40 21.2 

7 12 6.3 

8 1 .5 

9 1 .5 

10 1 .5 

―Total Study Details‖ observed as a continuous variable:  

skewness = 0.201, kurtosis = 0.185;  ̅ = 4.25; Md = 5 

N = 189 

Table 4-7 

Historical Depth—Frequency of Study Details in Article, Specific Details 

Study Details in Article N % 

Year Began 93 49.2 

Year Ended 72 38.1 

Lasted 40 Years 35 18.5 

Location 75 39.7 

Number of Patients 68 36.0 

Patients were Black Males 149 78.8 

Patients had syphilis 173 91.5 

Patients were ‗injected‘* 2 1.1* 

Black nurse was involved 0 0 
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Government doctors were involved 96 50.8 

Continued after penicillin 29 15.3 

Aftermath 13 6.9 

* ―Patients were injected‖ was the only false detail included in this 

analysis. n = 2 articles included this detail. 

N = 189 

None of the 189 articles examined during the 20-year period mentioned Nurse Eunice 

Evers or any other African-American health professional‘s involvement on the Study‘s research 

team. Of the remaining 11 details cited, three appeared most often and consistently: the Study 

patients had syphilis (91.5%); the Study patients were Black males (78.8%); and the Study was 

conducted by government doctors (50.8%). In nearly half the instances, three additional details 

were included: the year the Study began (49.2%); the year the Study ended (38.1%); and the 

number of patients (36.0%). More than three-fourths of the articles (75.14%) included two facts 

together: patients were Black males, and the patients had syphilis. Less than a tenth (4.76%) did 

not include either fact. In 20% of the articles, one fact was included without the other. 

Sources: Throughout the 189 articles, all six source types appeared as sources for 

information provided about the Study within the article (Table 4-8). ―No attribution‖ was the 

most frequent historical source type, citing 3 to 7 details about the Study. In 2.6% of the articles, 

the historical source was cited as ―people‖ or ―citizens‖ with no context for what industry or 

service. In these instances, the source was noted as a seventh source type, ―ambiguous others.‖ 

Most often, articles did not cite a source for the details provided about the Study (26.5%), 

followed by health professionals (24.9%), and scientists (20.1%).  
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Table 4-8 

Historical Authority in Article 

Source Type N % 

Advocacy group 18 9.5 

Patient/family member 15 7.9 

Healthcare professional 47 24.9 

Politician/legal professional 13 6.9 

Published report 3 1.6 

Scientist/researcher 38 20.1 

No attribution 50 26.5 

Ambiguous others* 5 2.6 

*There were five instances where the source was ―people‖ or ―citizens.‖ 

These cases are represented as ―ambiguous others.‖ 

N = 189 

Among the top three historical sources cited, scientists were least likely to mention that 

the Study lasted for 40 years. In instances where no source was attributed, the article was most 

likely to mention the aftermath of the Study (16%), compared to mentions of aftermath by 

scientists (5.2%) and healthcare professionals (2.1%; Table 4-9). 

Table 4-9 

Details Provided by Historical Sources  

Study Detail 

Scientist 

N=38 

No Attribution 

N=50 

Healthcare 

Professional 

N=47 

Year began 60.5% 44.0% 46.8% 

Year end 42.1% 38.0% 39.3% 
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Lasted 40 years 7.9% 28.0% 21.3% 

Location 50.0% 42.0% 31.9% 

Had syphilis 100% 100% 100% 

Number of victims 44.7% 46.0% 29.8 

Victims were Black male 76.1% 84.0% 78.7% 

Victims were injected 0% 0% 4.3% 

Black nurse involved 0% 0% 0% 

Government doctors 44.7% 50.0% 61.7% 

Continued after penicillin 13.1% 20.0% 12.8% 

Aftermath 5.2% 16.0% 2.1% 

N = 189    

 

As a final assessment of historical sources in structuring non-commemorative collective 

memory, an ANOVA test of variance was computed to assess differences in article length among 

the three historical attribution types: direct quote, attribution, and no attribution. Only 13.7% of 

the historical sources were directly quoted. The mean article length was 30.20 paragraphs, except 

for when there was no historical attribution, in which a significant difference was observed 

among historical attribution types (F = 6.558, p = .002). Articles that did not attribute sources to 

the Study were 10.980 paragraphs longer than were articles that attributed sources (standard error 

= 3.042). The majority of cited historical sources were attributed, meaning that the details about 

the Study were summarized and included in the article (Table 4-10). 

Table 4-10 

Historical Attribution and Article Length 

 Mean Difference 
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(Bonferroni Test) 

Attribution Type Mean Article Length SE SD Quote Attribution None 

Direct Quote 

n=15 (7.9%)  

30.07 4.708 18.234 / -4.60 6.37 

Attribution 

n=124 (65.6%) 

 

25.46 1.379 15.359 4.60 / 10.98* 

Inside Section 

n=50 (26.5%) 

36.44 3.360 23.760 -6.37 -10.98*
 

/ 

N=189 

*p is significant at the 0.001 level 

 

Leading Sources and Historical Sources: Scientists were most often mentioned as both 

the leading source and the historical source. In addition, most historical references were observed 

in the middle of the article, except when the article appeared in the Health and Science section. 

In these instances (n = 23), more historical references were observed at the end of the article 

(43.5%). 

As shown in Table 4-11, distinct differences emerged between the source for the Study 

and the source for biomedical issues. The differences may have been because of the popularity of 

the journalist or because of public awareness of historical authorities on the Study. These 

differences indicate a clear characteristic of non-commemorative collective memory: Direct 

experience is not required in order to serve as an authority of the Study. This can be observed 

through the absence of citations from Study victims‘ family members or from others with direct 

experience. Moreover, the limited presence of scientists and health professionals as historical 

sources indicate that traditional sources of authority are not required in mediated non-

commemorative collective memory and that, over time, the Study becomes integrated into the 

public agenda as assumed public knowledge (Table 4-11). This was not observed with 
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biomedical issues. Individuals with direct experience or topic-specific expertise were most often 

cited as the leading sources, perhaps to maintain journalistic objectivity and validity. Public 

knowledge was not assumed, further demonstrating the inclusion of non-commemorative 

collective memory as a mechanism to explain challenging or complex information. 

Table 4-11 

Leading Source versus Historical Source 

Source Type Leading Source Historical Source % Difference 

Advocacy group 12.1% 9.5% -2.6% 

Patient/family member 22.6% 7.9% -14.7% 

Healthcare professional 19.5% 24.9% +5.4% 

Politician/legal professional 3.7% 6.9% +3.2% 

Published report 8.9% 1.6% -7.3% 

Scientist/researcher 26.3% 20.1% -6.2% 

No attribution 5.8% 26.5% +20.7% 

Ambiguous others* 1.1% 2.6% * 

*There were instances where the source was ―people‖ or ―citizens.‖ These cases are 

represented as ―ambiguous others.‖ 

N = 189 

 

RQ3: Era differences among sources, placements, and depth. The third research 

question involved the presence of differences that could be observed over time, specifically 

between the pre-Clinton apology era and the post-Clinton apology era. More than three-fourths 

of the biomedical current affairs news articles appeared in the latter half of the 20-year period 

after former President Clinton‘s national apology (n = 147, 77.8%). Although historical 

references increased in the post-apology era, they appeared less prominently than in the pre-

apology era. References to the Study appearing in headline news declined from 33.3% in the pre-
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apology era to 24.3% in the post-apology era. The number of historical references appearing in 

less prominent locations of the article increased in the section news pre-apology to post-apology 

(23.8% to 29.1%, respectively) and in inside news (42.9% to 46.6%, respectively). 

Historical Placement: A similar trend in historical placement was observed. Over time, 

historical references to the Study were placed less prominently within the articles, decreasing 

from the upper-third of the article: 32.72% in the pre-apology era to 24.3% in the post-apology 

era. Most references appeared in the middle section of the article, remaining nearly constant 

across time: pre-apology 38.1%, post-apology 43.2%. 

Historical Sources: Coverage of President‘s Clinton apology did not lead to a reliance on 

political figures as historical sources. Despite including post-Clinton apology news coverage, 

politicians and legal professionals were not commonly cited sources of the Study over time 

(6.8%). This is because politicians and legal professionals did not appear as historical sources of 

the Study in the pre-apology era (n=0).   

Historical Depth: There was nearly no correlation between the frequency of details and 

the article length (r=-.009). This suggests that the amount of information presented in the article 

did not have an impact on the depth of information provided about the Study (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Relationship between historical depth and article length 

 

 Summary 

 This study implemented mixed research methodologies—the constant comparative 

method and content analysis—as a response to Schudson‘s (1997) challenge to observe less-

prominent versions of collective memory. In implementing these methodologies, a significant 

structure of memory as historical context, or non-commemorative collective memory, emerged. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION  

Sometimes overlapping the civic agenda, but occupying a broader cultural niche, is 

collective memory, which is a highly selective agenda of past events and situations that 

dominate the public‘s view of their historical identity (McCombs, 2013, p. 138).  

Journalists play an important role in drafting, building, sustaining a collective memory of 

the past. Following communication scholars who have applied cognitive models of memory to 

the media, in this research, I assumed a four-step process of mediated collective memory over 

time in my investigation of mediated non-commemorative collective memory The first two steps 

in the mediated collective memory process aid the public in remembering the past: (a) drafting 

memory through the first news reports about an event or issue; and (b) building memory through 

follow-up news coverage. The last two steps aid the public in interpreting the past in the present: 

(c) sustaining memory through commemoration; and (d) retrieving memory through historical 

context, or non-commemoration.  

Using 189 present-day news articles addressing medical issues, I described and defined 

the context and structure of historical context by analyzing news references to a past event 

embedded in the collective memory—the Tuskegee Syphilis Study. I found that collective 

memory context relies less on official news sources and more on assumed public knowledge over 

time. Additionally, I found that despite scholarship indicating a singular collective memory, 

collective memory contexts are manifested in various narratives. The findings in this study are 

among the first to indicate a structure of non-commemoration, further suggesting a process 

theory of mediated collective memory.  

Non-commemorative Collective Memory Structure  

References to the non-commemorative collective memory appeared most often in the 

middle of the article, as compared to the beginning and end of the article. This further supports 
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the notion of non-commemorative collective memory as historical context, appearing in the 

article location where the most detailed description of information may occur (Thomson, White, 

& Kitley, 2008). 

Assumed knowledge and attribution. Traditional news trends are careful to attribute 

knowledge to sources of authority, such as professionals and political figures. For example, 

Johnson, Sionean, and Scott (2011) found that governmental and political sources were most 

commonly cited in news articles reporting on the FDA approval of the HPV vaccine; only 16% 

of the articles included a patient or family. Similarly, Stefanik-Sidener (2013) noted a lack of 

societal responsibility in news reports on diabetes. In this research study on biomedical topics, 

professionals such as scientists and physicians often introduced the topic in the article, with the 

absence of a leading source occurring only 5% of the time. However, the contextual information 

provided by the inclusion of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study was most likely to lack attribution to 

any source (26.5%). Moreover, as revealed in the barrier theme, the Tuskegee Syphilis Study 

was offered as a societal issue that may be partly responsibility for health disparities. In this 

research, the lack of attribution was consistent with Zandberg‘s (2010) observation that 

journalists were the authorities behind the information. However, considering that there was no 

discernable impact from the number of facts or length of the Study in the article, one might 

conclude that because the established narrative of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study appeared 26.5% 

of the time, there exists a recurring narrative to help lay audiences and professionals comprehend 

the collective memory and collectively address the impact of the Study. This narrative included 

details about the aftermath of the Study more often than did the traditional sources. This finding 

indicates an expectation that the regulations that emerged from the Belmont Report and the 

settlement provided to the survivors should be a part of the public narrative, in the same way that 
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the fact that the Study lasted 40 years is a part of the public narrative (Table 4-9: 16% occurrence 

and 20% occurrence, respectively, when no source was attributed).   

Influence of commemoration on non-commemoration. Over time, journalists became 

the leading sources for information about the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, whereas scientists and 

health professionals were the leading sources of information about current biomedical issues. 

Despite the increase in historical references in biomedical news after President Clinton‘s 

apology, less than 10% of the historical sources in the 20-year period were politicians or legal 

professionals. This shows that although more articles referencing the Study in the post-Clinton 

era were written because of the President‘s apology, Presidential authority was either not 

established or not as powerful as journalistic authority in the post-Clinton era. As such, the case 

for non-commemorative collective memory existing outside traditional sources is demonstrated 

through this finding. The prevalence of health professionals and scientists is expected in 

biomedical news; however, to determine if there is a unique quality to collective memory in 

current affairs news, historical attributes were compared to story attributes, the latter observed as 

expected news norms in biomedical current affairs news coverage. 

Depth. The three most frequently cited details in the articles observed in this study 

coincide with Green et al.‘s (2008) Tuskegee Legacy Questionnaire. This finding shows the 

existence of a formal narrative used as historical context that resonated with the public. More 

than any other question on the questionnaire, respondents correctly identified the ethnicity of the 

Study patients. None of the articles mentioned Eunice Evers, even after the 1997 HBO special, 

Miss Evers Boy‘s Golden Globe nomination. Although Miss Evers was a part of the shared 

memories about the Study, it is clear that the role of Miss Evers was not a part of the public 

agenda or the media agenda when focusing on current biomedical issues. 
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As McCombs (2013) suggests, collective memory is a ―highly selective‖ tool by which 

the civic agenda and the media agenda derives. This research demonstrated the strategic 

placement of non-commemorative collective memory in current affairs news to provide some 

context to current biomedical issues and events. Yet, although it is appears to offer deep, 

contextual information, the research also showed that despite the increasing length of the articles, 

the amount of information about the Tuskegee Syphilis Study remained the same, most often 

emphasizing the inclusion of black males as victims, the recognition of syphilis as their disease, 

and the role of government officials who were neither identified by name or affiliation.  

Made evident through the constant comparative analysis, the larger cultural values to 

interpret the media use of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study limit the use of the Study as a contextual 

tool (Roche & Muskatvitch, 2003). The media presentation of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study as an 

evaluation by which the measure current medical progress, as a precedent for demonstrating 

fairness in the medical system, and as barrier to African American health are themes echo the 

current medical care paradigm observed in the recent health literature that ―Tuskegee‖ is the 

reason African Americans do not participate in health care and clinical trials (Freimuth, Quinn, 

Thomas, & Cole, 2001). The ability to condense the memory of the Study into an easily 

manageable narrative has also reduced the complexity of both the story of ―Tuskegee‖ and the 

ails of the present-day community. The lack of participation among African Americans in 

healthcare and clinical research have shown to be greatly influenced by several factors beyond 

memory of the Study, including the poor communication by healthcare providers, unreliable 

transportation, and preexisting health conditions that exclude individuals from participation in 

novel research studies (Blank, Graves, & Llewellyn-Thomas, 2006; Stevens & Ahmedzai, 2004). 

Mays (2012) called for a paradigm shift from blaming the African American community for lack 
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of participation to observing a more critical view of cultural insensitivities in current research 

and medical practice that have led to increased fear of the medical establishment. There is a 

unique opportunity for news media to expand the scope of the civic agenda by expanding the 

scope of the Study‘s non-commemorative narrative to include this critical view of both the past, 

present, and future of biomedical issues.    

Expanding the Scope of the Narrative 

Observing the three most common elements included about the Study in non-

commemoration, the study also observed the facts about the Study least prominent in the 20 year 

period. Among these missing facts is the inclusion of the aftermath. What happened after the 

1972? Only two out of the 189 studies mentioned either the 1974 National Research Act or 

President Clinton‘s apology as a byproduct of the Study‘s investigation. Additionally, although 

appearing nearly 50 percent of the time, references to the ‗government‘ antagonists are made 

without specific names or affiliations, leaving the responsible parties ambiguous and intangible. 

These are among the challenges that enhance the fear and uncertainty of the Study‘s narrative by 

limiting the specificity necessary to draw clear connections to the past and the present 

(Bekowitz, 2011; Belli & Schuman, 1996).  I recommend the continued use of the Study‘s 

narrative, but moving forward with the inclusion of greater details and more attention to the 

specific details about the Study. By continuing to reserve the middle of the current affairs news 

structure to explore aspects of the Study, the media may be able to contribute to this paradigm 

shift. Further, the media may be able to encourage its health and medical sources to be active 

contributors of the types of information and issues shared about both the past and the present.  

Despite changes in the media landscape with the rise of online news and decline of the 

printed press, the traditions of current affairs news, such as using sources and providing 
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contextual information, remain in the new media formats (Messner & DiStaso, 2008). The 

research conducted as a part of this study follows a distinct line of research in the communication 

discipline that has considered the influence of memory on news content, as well as the influence 

of collective memory on the civic agenda. In reference to McCombs‘ (2013) point in the quote 

that begins this chapter, the issues observed within the articles examined in this study may have 

gained journalists‘ attention during this 20-year period because of the civic agenda pushed by the 

collective memory of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study. Heller‘s (1972) first draft of the Tuskegee 

Syphilis Study represented one of the first times that a story about venereal disease appeared 

prominently in the American press. Additionally, Heller‘s article was among the first of a series 

of articles that emerged to increase public and political awareness of human science 

controversies and uncertainties in biomedical research (Rosenfeld, 1999).  

From the rise in coverage referencing the Tuskegee Syphilis Study in the 1980s to the 

apology from President Clinton in the 1990s and beyond, what is evident is the living 

development of collective memory as it is shared, discussed, negotiated, and contested over time. 

This development poses an opportunity to respond to Zelizer‘s (1995) call for communication 

researchers to develop a clear concept of collective memory, while also responding to the need 

for clearer definitions of modern-day journalism. Using the Tuskegee Syphilis Study as its focus, 

this research is intended to inspire a critical evaluation of the shaping of memory alongside 

present-day human science developments, controversies, and uncertainties—aspects of science 

that may have otherwise been overlooked because of a lack of story prominence or national 

attention. Additionally, the reporting of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study presents a view of society‘s 

recollection of controversial events over time.  
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This study focused on media use of collective memory when the present issue was the 

primary focus and the past was an explanatory tool, primarily observed in the middle and end of 

the article. The analysis of each article provided a means by which to observe an issue as a part 

of the public‘s agenda. This study could be considered an observation of prospective collective 

memory, because the primary focus was on the present or potential future action. Future research 

may also consider how current affairs news is remediated in online news, as well as the potential 

structural influences on how prospective collective memory is presented and refined through live 

reader commentary. 

Limitations 

The strengths of content analysis—contextual evaluation, multiple perspectives, and 

mandates for reliability and validity—make it the most appropriate approach to describe content 

and identify relationships among variables. However, there are weaknesses, including the 

difficulty in accounting for coder socialization in intercoder reliability and the difficulty in 

demonstrating the validity of the results. In addition, all data were subjected to the inferences 

made by the researcher(s) to evaluate the significance and meaning of the data. Because meaning 

was not inherent in the data, researchers may have disagreed not only in how to interpret coding 

procedures to answer the research questions about the phenomenon, but may also have disagreed 

on the conclusions that could be made about the statistical analyses and results. These 

weaknesses are particularly evident when researchers use content analysis as the sole measure of 

a phenomenon without consideration or inclusion of social context (Evans & Priest, 1995).  

This project considered a major social factor, President Clinton‘s public apology to the 

survivors of the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, as a potential cue to observe differences in historical 

references features. It is important to note that singular methodology, whether qualitative or 
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quantitative, cannot fully explain or identify causal relationships within communication 

phenomena. Therefore, considering the principles of triangulation, a critical next step for this 

research would be to conduct qualitative research with human participants to both validate this 

study and to extend understanding of historical references inclusion in biomedical news 

(Campbell & Fiske, 1959; Jick, 1979). 

The articles selected for this project are also subject to limitation. Articles within the 

LexisNexis database came from a variety of newspapers that may not have included all their 

1987–2007 articles in the database. This project also excluded references to the Tuskegee 

Syphilis Study that appeared in editorials, letters to the editor, book reviews, and play reviews. 

This inhibited results from this study being comparable to previous research of historical 

references that included all references appearing in popular press. In addition to the database 

limitations, variables such as article length and prominence were subject to changing practices in 

newspaper companies.  From 1987 to 2007, the newspaper industry experienced a decrease in 

newspaper circulation while the cost of newspaper circulation steadily increased (Newspaper 

Association of America, 2011). This led to financial strains that have increased the likelihood of 

finding wire articles instead of staff articles in local newspapers, shorter articles using fewer 

words and paragraphs, and decreased content-specific science or health sections, where 

biomedical news articles might appear with more depth and greater frequency.  

Future Directions 

The focus on non-commemorative collective memory, confirmed as historical context in 

this study, indicates a larger paradigm shift for communication research. Previous researchers 

have approached news context in one of three ways: (a) through textual analyses that observed 

the inclusion or omission of details deemed important by the public or expert sources; (b) 
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through framing analyses that observed whether the information about the present-day issue was 

positive or negative; and (c) through media effects analyses to determine the role of background 

information in audience information recall and perception of news credibility. To further expand 

understanding of context, a structured consideration of depth, source, and attribution of the 

information provided is recommended in future media scholarship.  

Moreover, the influence of mediated memory on the public has been a focus of other 

areas of mass communication scholarship, including nostalgia research in advertising (Muehling, 

2013; Unger, Mcconocha, & Faier, 1991; Zhao, Muehling, & Kareklas, 2013). In considering the 

role of memory in purchasing power, there is an equally important opportunity to consider the 

role of memory in information processing and deliberation, as well as considering the media‘s 

role in shaping the memory that maintains a shared and accessible narrative among the public. 

The collective memory of an issue is both fluid and adaptive, changing constantly to 

adapt to the current social conditions (Zeliger, 1995). This is true for both commemorative and 

non-commemorative collective memory. In this study, I considered four nuanced aspects of 

historical context, or non-commemorative collective memory, in present-day news coverage: the 

structure of historical context, including depth and placement; the cultural values projected by 

the historical context; the sources and role of public versus specialized expertise; and the 

influence of time and era on aspects of the news. In addition to uncovering a unique aspect of 

news coverage not yet explored through qualitative and quantitative content analysis, this 

investigation into historical context (as a form of collective memory) and collective memory (as 

a form of historical context) indicates three potential avenues for future research. First, this study 

succeeded at demonstrating the importance of exploring cultural values manifested in news 

content. This perspective follows previous scholarship investigating the impact of proximity in 
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news consumers‘ information recall and perception of news credibility. By incorporating an 

analysis of the cultural values that may inform the public agenda and collective narrative around 

an issue, researchers can be more transparent in both understanding the nuanced values that may 

connect or disjoin news content about similar issues from various news publications.  

Second, this study showed the value of a mixed-methods approach. Mixed methods 

incorporate various approaches to inform a larger phenomenon. It is not confirmatory, as is 

found in triangulation methods. Instead, mixed methods incorporate value systems from different 

perspectives to allow for a more robust interpretation. In the case of this research study, the 

fluidity of collective memories and cultural values observed based on proximity aided in the 

interpretation of the dominant sources observed in the content analysis. Likewise, the consistent 

structure of placement and depth observed over time in the content analysis aided in the 

identification of a news structure. This analysis process transcended the specific details of the 

Tuskegee Syphilis Study to inform a general news structure of historical context in current 

affairs news.  

Third, this project demonstrated the value of studying exemplars to uncover unique 

aspects of communication that do not conform to expected news standards. In addition to 

advancing the scholarship on what is known about the Study, the examination of this case also 

provided insight into the media treatment of a controversial and complex topic that has haunted 

the memory of marginalized populations. Research has indicated that the memory of the 

Tuskegee Syphilis Study engenders mistrust and fear among the African-American community; 

yet, research also has shown that open public dialogue about complex topics can have both 

cognitive and therapeutic benefits. Although this study used a small sample, the observations 

about the media‘s treatment and structure of this complex topic may inform the analyses or 
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creation of both mediated and nonmediated inclusions of controversial and complex historical 

context in present-day information, messages, and knowledge sharing.  
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APPENDIX 

Codebook 

 

Sections A through D provide background information on the study and articles selected. 

 

Section A. Current Research 

This is a content analysis of sources of historical references in biomedical news reports. 

Biomedical news topics include clinical trials, vaccinations, disease, health disparities, medical 

ethics, and bioethics. This study focuses on historical references to the Tuskegee Syphilis Study.  

 

Section B. Selecting Media Examples 

We are using daily newspapers from the LexisNexis Academic database. I used the search term 

―Tuskegee AND NOT AIRMEN‖ to identify potential articles in the database using the time 

frame January 1, 1987 to December 31, 2007.  1,387 articles were returned from the LexisNexis 

search.  

 

Section C. Article Selection for Inclusion or Exclusion  

Each article was searched and included in this study if the following criteria were met: 

i. News article and not a news brief, editorial, advertisement, or opinion/editorial (article 

with no author mentioned were excluded from inclusion). 

ii. Mentioned the Tuskegee syphilis study/USPH study of untreated syphilis in Macon 

County, AL 

iii. Focused on biomedicine (clinical trials, vaccinations, disease, health disparities, medical 

ethics, and bioethics) within the first six paragraphs. 
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EXCEL CODING SHEET INSTRUCTIONS 

 

Indicate your response for each article in the designated spaces on the coding sheet: 

 

(A) Biomedical Topic 

[evaluated as a six-category nominal variable] TOPIC 

Description: Based on the article, this describes the primary topic of the current 

event presented in the article. 

Where to look: The first six paragraphs. If multiple topics are presented, such as 

clinical research and disease, then select the topic most salient in the article. 

1. Biological Product Donation 

o Organ 

o Blood/plasma/platelets  

2. Clinical Research 

o Drug development 

o Clinical trial 

o Placebo 

3. Disease and Conditions 

o Illness 

o Disorders 

o Medical conditions 

o Syndromes 

o Symptoms 

o Prevention 

4. Ethics  

o Informed consent 

o Patients‘ rights 

o Hippocratic oath 

5. Health Disparities 

o Greater risk 

o Racial differences 

o Gender differences 

o Socioeconomic differences 

6. Medical Care 

o Immunization 

o Vaccination 

o Shot 

o Surgery 

o Therapy (e.g., drug regiment, exercise 

 

(B) Current Event 
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[evaluated as a four category nominal variable] EVENT 

Description: Based on the article, this describes the theme of the current event 

presented in the article.   

Where to Look: The first six paragraphs.  

1. Developments 

o Status updates of ongoing research or disease developments 

o Explanation/description of a process 

o Explanation/description of an existing procedure 

o Explanation/description of an existing product  

2. Events 

o Launch or something new 

o Outreach efforts 

o Discovery of something novel 

o Outbreak 

o Meeting/Conference 

3. Policy 

o Government actions 

o Release of new rules 

o Debates about federal regulations 

▪ 407 Review Process 

▪ Certificate of Confidentiality 

▪ Common Rule 

▪ Compliance Oversight 

▪ Informed Consent 

▪ Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

▪ Quality Improvement 

▪ Title 45, Part 46 (also referred to as National Research Act or 

45 CFR 46, 21 CFR 50, 54, 56) 

4. Research 

o Study results (published, presented, or issued in a press release) 

o Analysis/debates of older results 

o Discussions of planned research studies 

 

(C) Leading Source 

[evaluated as a three-category nominal variable] LSOR 

Description: Based on the article, this describes the source used to introduce or 

explain the current event presented in the article. 

Where to look: The first six paragraphs. If the source is identified in multiple ways, 

such as a physician and a patient, then select the identity most salient in the article. 

1. Advocacy Group Representative 

o Citizens rights group 
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o Patient rights group 

o Survivors group 

o Political action groups 

o Patient campaigns 

2. Patient/Family Member 

o Individual participating in a research study (research volunteer) 

o Individual receiving health care 

o Individual diagnosed with a condition 

o Individual recovering from a condition 

o Family relative of any of the above individuals (parent, sibling, child) 

3. Physician /Health Care Professional 

o Primary physician 

o Specialty doctor (e.g., surgeon, dentist, psychologist) 

o Nurse 

o Epidemiologist 

o Social worker 

o Health care center/facility spokesperson 

NOTE: differentiate between a health care facility and a research 

institution by their description in the article (health care facility=patient 

care; research institution=research, research volunteers). 

4. Politician /Legal Professional  

o Lawyer/attorney 

o Judge 

o Congressman (U.S. Representative, Senator) 

o President, Vice President of the United States 

o State-level elected official (governor, state legislator) 

o Municipal-level elected official (mayor, city council) 

o Law organization spokesperson 

5. Published Report or Article 

6. Scientist/Researcher 

o Investigator on a research study 

o Journal article author 

o Professor  

o Research center/institution director or spokesperson 

7. Anonymous/Unspecified Others (e.g., critics, citizens, supporters) 

8. No Attribution 

 

(D) Attribution—Leading Source 

Description: Based on the article, this describes if the leading source is directly 

quoted (in quotes) or if the leading source‘s comments are summarized and attributed 

(source said, according to the source). 

Where to look: The first six paragraphs, when the source is first identified. 

1. No Attribution 
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o If selected ‗No Attribution‘ for Leading Source 

2. Attribution 

o If leading source‘s comments about the current event are summarized 

by the journalist and attributed to source, e.g., source said, according 

to the source 

3. Direct Quote 

o If leading source‘s comments about the current event appear in quotes 

 

(E) Historical Source [evaluated as a three-category nominal variable] HSOUC 

Description: Based on the article, this describes the source used to introduce or 

explain the Tuskegee Syphilis Study. 

Where to look: The entire article. Individuals may be identified early in the article, in 

a different location that where the historical reference may appear. If the source is 

identified in multiple ways, such as a physician and a patient, then select the identity 

most salient in the article. 

 

1. Advocacy Group Representative  

2. Patient/Family Member 

3. Physician/Health Care Professional 

4. Politician/Legal Professional 

5. Published Report or Article 

6. Scientist/Researcher 

7. Anonymous/Unspecified Others (e.g., critics, citizens, supporters) 

8. No Attribution 

 

 

(F)  Attribution—Historical Source 

Description: Based on the article, this describes if the historical source is directly 

quoted (in quotes) or if the historical source‘s comments are summarized and 

attributed (source said, according to the source). 

Where to look: The first six paragraphs, when the source is first identified. 

1. No Attribution 

o If selected ‗No Attribution‘ for Historical Source 

2. Attribution 

o If historical source‘s comments about the current event are 

summarized by the journalist and attributed to source, e.g., source said, 

according to the source 

3. Direct Quote 

o If historical source‘s comments about the current event appear in 

quotes 

 


