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Thesis Advisor: Diana Owen, Ph.D. 

ABSTRACT 

A small percentage of American journalists are religious, even fewer 

Catholic, and yet Catholic news stories have appeared in the news quite often in 

recent years. Catholic media is widespread, although obviously not as widely 

disseminated as mass media.  This thesis seeks to answer the question “Are 

American Catholics receiving different messages from the mainstream media and 

Catholic media about Catholic issues?” 

The dichotomy of uneducated mass media versus educated Catholic media 

results in misinformation and a confused Catholic population.  If Catholics hear news 

one way in Church or in Church-sponsored media, and another way through the 

ever-present mainstream media, a crisis of faith is inevitable.  This will result in a 

confused, not confident, Catholic who cannot articulate the views of his Church and 

cannot decipher which candidates or issues he should support.  However personally 

confusing this multi-message media consumption may be, it has even greater, 

widespread implications.  If all Catholics are experiencing the same onslaught of 

varying messages, the result would be critical to their power as a voting bloc. 



 v 

Ultimately, the Catholic (and non-Catholic audience, if they read both) are 

receiving two different interpretations of Catholic issues.  Mainstream media uses 

different tones, language and explanations to describe Catholic issues like the death 

of Pope John Paul II, Terri Schiavo and John Kerry receiving communion as a pro-

choice politician.  Ultimately, the Catholic press stays true to the tenets of the 

Catholic faith, but does not utilize all possible options for reaching the faithful and 

addressing these issues in their own, unique voice. The mainstream press ran more 

negative material, but did consult more Catholic sources and doctrine.  The sexual 

abuse scandal was mentioned by both types of outlets.  None of this signals the 

often-written about anti-Catholic media bias.  If media are misconstruing or 

misrepresenting the Catholic faith, however, it has connotations in the political and 

social realms, not just the religious realm.  
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Chapter 1.  Introduction 

As a Catholic I have often found myself watching a television news program or 

reading a newspaper article, and learning something new about my faith.  Some facts 

seem contradictory to what I had heard at Church or in Catholic school, but they were 

said with authority from a credible voice. These broadcasts and newspapers reach both 

Catholics and non-Catholics, and the implications of misinformation are far-reaching.  

Ironically, journalists who are educating the world about Catholicism, Catholics 

included, are not speaking from any personal or extensive knowledge. A very small 

percentage of American journalists are religious, even fewer Catholic, and yet Catholic 

news stories have appeared in the news quite often in recent years.1  Some of the more 

predominant stories include those about the death of Pope John Paul II and the election 

of Pope Benedict XVI, 2004 presidential candidate John Kerry supporting abortion and 

therefore being denied communion at Mass, the struggle of invalid Terri Schiavo’s 

family to keep their daughter on life support while citing the doctrine of the Catholic 

faith, the devastating revelation that priests sexually abused members of their 

congregation, the often confusing debate over stem cell research and the politically 

charged debate over abortion and the rights of the unborn.  While I am not suggesting 

that the secular media cater to the needs of Catholic Americans, there is a major 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

1 Lichter, S. Robert, Daniel Admundson and Linda S. Lichter. “Media Coverage of the Catholic 
Church.” Anti-Catholicism in the Media: An Examination of Whether Elite News Organizations Are 
Biased Against the Church. Ed. Patrick Riley and Russell Shaw. Huntington, Indiana: Our Sunday 
Visitor Publishing Division, 1993. 5.  
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difference between what is being reported and what is Catholic canon.  A quick search 

of any library data base will reveal many books with the phrase "Anti-Catholicism" in 

the title.  It is clear that there is a deeply rooted, historical bias against Catholicism in 

the media. Some authors call it a Catholic version of anti-semitism, and cite it as 

common knowledge that there is an historically anti-Catholic movement in America. 2  

Without personal knowledge of the faith or any religious prerequisite, this is no 

surprise. 

This anti-Catholicism translates into the media very easily, with studies 

showing that the Catholic Church loses all op-ed debates involving Catholic teaching, 

and that the Catholic Church is most often packaged as old conservative vs. new liberal 

or as an oppressor.3  This version of Catholicism would certainly disgust both believers 

and non-believers. The only area in which the Catholic Church is portrayed in a 

positive light is when the ecumenical efforts of the Church are being discussed. This 

includes efforts by members of the church to reach out to other communities, efforts by 

priests to connect with other religions or efforts by the faithful to serve the 

disadvantaged within their society.4 Therefore, Catholicism is only viewed positively 

when dealing with the benefits it provides to non-Catholics!  Imagine those who do not 

balance this mainstream media view of Catholic with their own faith: the implications 

are serious, but will not be comprehensively discussed in this work.  This apparent bias 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

2 Lichter, S. Robert. 5. 
3 Lichter, S. Robert. 70. 
4 Lichter, S. Robert. 5. 
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leads to questions: does the quantity of stories regarding Catholic issues or Catholic 

leaders written by those who are fundamentally unfamiliar with the faith mean that the 

quality of reporting on the truth of Catholic doctrine and Catholic perception suffer?   

Do the differences between the secular reporting on Catholic issues and the Catholic 

perspective heard in Church confuse the congregation of the faithful? 

There are also, however, a great number of Catholic-produced media in 

America that must be considered.  Catholic institutions produce both national and local 

weekly newspapers, a cable television station focused mostly on Catholic prayer, 

national and local magazines and, of course, the ultra-localized church bulletins.  Even 

though these media do address pressing Catholic issues with more authority and 

consideration than secular news outlets, they are often obligated to adhere to the 

Church’s teaching, thus preventing a truly open conversation about more controversial 

topics.  These outlets, while educated and knowledgeable about Catholic issues, do not 

have the large subscription, circulation or viewer audiences that secular mass media 

outlets can claim.  They can, however, act as a balance to misinformation spread 

through secular media to a Catholic audience. Unlike secular media, they know their 

audience is almost totally Catholic.  But are they capitalizing on this captive audience? 

Or are they refusing to comment on controversial issues in an effort to remain faithful 

to the Vatican and to the Catholic Church?  
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This dichotomy of uneducated mass media versus educated Catholic media 

results in misinformation and a confused Catholic population.  If Catholics hear news 

one way in Church or in Church sponsored media, and another through the ever-

present mainstream media, a crisis of faith is inevitable.  This crisis of faith will result 

in a confused, not confident, Catholic who cannot articulate the views of his Church 

and cannot decipher which candidates or issues he should support.  However 

personally confusing this multi-message media consumption may be, it has even 

greater, widespread implications.  If all Catholics are experiencing the same onslaught 

of varying messages, the result would be critical to their power as a voting bloc.  The 

potential for Americans to congregate as voting blocs around their faiths was illustrated 

in the 2004 presidential election with Evangelical Christians.  The needs of powerful 

voting blocs, be they religious, racial or otherwise, are moved to the foreground of 

politics: Catholics are not capitalizing on the opportunity to become politically 

significant.  If these religious voters can be counted on on Election Day, then they will 

yield more political power.  If these religious voters are unified in their candidate 

choice, they can have a lasting impact on the election outcome. 

There has been research regarding Catholics as voters, which is also important 

in my thesis. The most observant Catholics voted more Republican and the less 

observant Catholics voted more Democrat, but neither was decidely on one side or the 

other.  In fact, compared to other religions, the Catholics were the most evenly split no 
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matter their level of religious commitment.  This demonstrates that the voting Catholic 

are a demographic that has yet to be cohered and consolidated into a voting bloc.5 

 According to a media consumption study done by the Pew Research 

Center in 2004, Catholics use mass media in the same way as the rest of the population.  

Mass media coverage can be evaluated through established, well known media outlets 

such as The Washington Post or Newsweek or an evening television news program.  

The parallel between the use of mass media by Catholics and the rest of the country has 

been determined through previous research. In establishing the fact that Catholics and 

Non- Catholics consume media in similar ways – and that Catholics actually take in 

more news than their fellow Americans – I was able to move forward with my own 

analysis.   

The same Pew study reveals that television is the most frequently used media 

by both Catholics and non-Catholics, but there are no parallel productions that could be 

evaluated. There is no Catholic counterpart for the evening news, because there is no 

catholic news program on television.  The next most popular medium for Catholics and 

non-Catholics alike is the newspaper.  In this case, The Washington Post will be 

compared with The National Catholic Register  and The Arlington Catholic Herald.  

Another print medium with a clear Catholic counterpart is the magazine. Newsweek 

magazine will be compared with St. Anthony's Messenger Catholic magazine. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

5 DiIulio, John and John C. Green. “How the Faithful Voted.” Religion and Politics in America: A 
Conversation. Ed. Michael Cromartie.  Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2005. 101-119. 
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This alleged bias will be investigated in the context of many recent Catholic 

issues such as Terri Schiavo's death, the passing of Pope John Paul II and the treatment 

of the 2004 presidential candidate, John Kerry, who is pro-choice and Catholic.  

Furthermore, I will compare the media produced by the Catholic Church with the 

readily available mass media productions to determine if these "Catholic" issues are 

handled with the same clarity and recurrence.  I suspect that the mixed messages 

received by Catholic Americans create a confused constituency of Catholics (these 

implications will be revealed but not studied in this thesis). 

In the second chapter of my thesis I will review respected literature regarding 

first religion in the media, and second and more specifically, Catholicism in the media. 

I will also review what little has been written about Catholic media.  This chapter will 

also include a theoretical and explanatory framework. The research question and 

hypotheses being tested are as follows: 

Research Question: Are Catholics receiving different messages from 

 mainstream and Catholic media about Catholic issues? 

H1: Catholics are misinformed about Catholic issues due to a disparity in 

 information between Catholic media and mainstream, secular media. 

H0: Catholics are not misinformed about Catholic issues.  

Next, using these secular and Catholic media, I will examine their coverage of 

the three different Catholic topics.  Using content analysis, words and phrases will be 
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coded to determine if there is a favorable or unfavorable, or biased or unbiased, view of 

the Catholic Church presented.  This content analysis is unique in that, while much has 

been writen about anti-Catholicism in the mainstream media, I have found little 

regarding the Catholic media’s attention to the same issues.  To hold both the Catholic 

media and the mainstream media responsible for educating the public, specifically 

Catholics, regarding these issues is vital to the Catholic cause.   

In the fourth chapter I will present the results and analyze the findings. This 

study will also look ahead to the implications of such misinformation, which will be 

discussed in the final chapter.  Could Catholic causes receive more attention if 

Catholics were voting as a unified block instead of as a confused consitituency?   
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Chapter 2.  Literature Review  

Introduction 

The interrelationship between America, Catholicism and the media began 

before America was America.  There is a deep-seated, damaging attitude towards 

Catholics that most Americans are unaware they have inherited.  This chapter will offer 

explanations of necessary terms that will be used throughout the work and explore this 

relationship and the connection the media play in it as well.  The present-day media 

have been entrusted with the role of watchdog, but instead of objectively protecting 

Americans, they often bring to their work an inherent and unavoidable bias towards 

institutions, especially those as hierarchical as the Roman Catholic Church.   

Terms  

Before we delve into the notable literature that has come before, let me first 

explain some of the terms that will be used throughout this work.  Roman Catholicism 

is the belief system that follows the tenets of the Roman Catholic Church, as laid out 

by its leader, the Pope.  Roman Catholics, or Catholics, are followers of that faith.  A 

canon is a law that applies to the Catholic Church, not to the rest of society.  The faith 

is over 2,000 years old; Protestantism broke off from Catholicism over 500 years ago 

and enjoys a more mainstream position in American society due to its role in the 

founding and settlement of the country.  
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Anti-Catholicism is not simply a disagreement with the teachings or canons of 

the church, as this is a free society that prides itself on diversity of thought.  Instead, 

anti-Catholicism, as described thoroughly and clearly by Robert P. Lockwood in  Anti-

Catholicism in American Culture is: 

 the blind use of negative generalizations, invented history, vicious stereotypes, 
appeals to shared prejudices, applications of underlying base motives without 
proof, misrepresentations of religious beliefs, all with the intent of ridiculing, 
dismissing or publicly attacking Catholic positions or applications of belief in 
the public square without actively engaging the actual issues or positions 
involved.6 
  

Another term that will be used frequently is media.  In this study, I used print 

media – newspapers and magazines – but when referring to media’s treatment of 

Catholicism in a historical sense, it includes newspapers, magazines and television.   

Media in American Culture 

Mass media have come to be an ever-present and sometimes inescapable part of 

life in the United States.  We can get the news when we wake up, when we are on our 

way to work, when we are sitting at our desks, when we are coming home and when 

we are going to bed. We must therefore consider the influence of media on public 

opinion and agenda setting, as their omnipresence ensures they are accessible and 

influential. Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw studied this power of agenda setting 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

6 Lockwood, Robert. P. “The Evolution of Anti-Catholicism in the United States.” Anti-Catholicism in 
American Culture. Ed. Robert P. Lockwood. Huntington, Indiana: Our Sunday Visitor Publishing 
Division, 2000. 20. 
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and revealed “direct links between the issues as treated in the news media and the 

ranking of importance given to those issues by the public opinion polls.”7  When a 

subject is given attention in the media, it is placed on America’s collective radar and 

given importance, “How much the public is interested in events and issues is for the 

most part proportional to how much news coverage the issues get.”8 The mainstream 

media, therefore, are responsible for setting the national agenda and focusing 

America’s attention to specific issues.  This idea was famously coined by Bernard 

Cohen, “The press may not be successful much of the time in telling people what to 

think, but it is stunningly successful in telling its readers what to think about.”9  The 

media, through their presence and significance, set the agenda of the American people 

and tell them what is important.  

Religion in American Culture 

Before we delve into Catholicism, let us begin by discussing religion itself in 

American society. French philosopher and historian Alexis de Tocqueville has made 

many observations about the inimitability of American life; he said America was “the 

place where the Christian religion has kept the greatest power over men’s souls…Thus, 

while the law allows the American people to do everything, there are things which 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

7 Glynn, Carroll J. et al.  Public Opinion. 2nd ed.  Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 2004. 414. 
8 Glynn, Carroll J. et al. 410. 
9 Glynn, Carroll J. et al. 414. 
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religion prevents them from imagining and forbids them to dare.”10  Here, Tocqueville 

not only notes the importance of religion, but asserts that the American democratic 

endeavor could not thrive without the utmost respect for religion.  According to 

Stephen L. Carter, the author of The Culture of Disbelief, religion is still as important 

in American society as Tocqueville claimed 200 years ago, “[Religion] can serve as the 

source of moral understanding without which any majoritarian system can deteriorate 

into simple tyranny, and…they can mediate between the citizen and the apparatus of 

government, providing an independent moral voice.”11  Therefore, the moral guidance 

provided by religion both protects citizens from the government and facilitates the 

citizenry’s understanding and relationship with the government. 

Another key component to the religiosity of the American people is the first 

Amendment to the Constitution.  It reads, “Congress shall make no law respecting an 

establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof…”12  It is widely 

known today that there is no significance in it being the “first” amendment, because 

other amendments came before it and were discarded.  There is significance however, 

in the tenet of the separation of church and state; and that originally the founding 

fathers were concerned with protecting religion from government, not vice versa.13  We 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

10 Carter, Stephen L. The Culture of Disbelief: How American Law and Politics Trivialize Religious 
Devotion.  New York: BasicBooks, 1993. 36. 
11 Carter, Stephen L. 36-37. 
12 Boyer, Paul S. et al.  The Enduring Vision: A History of the American People. 3rd ed.  Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1998. A-11. 
13 Carter, Stephen L. 107. 
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have seen in recent years the state come very close to crossing the line into the 

religious sphere, but it is clear that the founding fathers and their contemporaries laid 

out specific intentions for religion’s role in society without prejudice towards any 

specific denomination.   The purposeful interrelationship between religion and 

American democracy is evident in Tocqueville’s thoughts as well as in the Constitution 

of the United States, and it still applies today.   

Catholicism in American Culture  

As mentioned above, anti-Catholicism was present long before America was a 

country.  This prejudice traveled over the Atlantic Ocean and into American thought 

with the first settlers that came to America, ironically searching for religious freedoms.  

In the late 16th and 17th centuries, Catholicism was portrayed as the antithesis of 

enlightenment and as a peculiarly foreign and alien religion.14  Even after the political 

connection with Great Britain had ended in the Revolutionary War some 200 years 

later, the anti-Catholicism that had begun in England was still present on American 

soil.  Catholics were not allowed to hold public office, practice their faith, carry 

firearms or serve on juries in some American colonies.15  The story of Guy Fawkes will 

help illustrate the beginnings of this anti-Catholic sentiment, as well as its 

manifestation in the young United States of America.  Guy Fawkes was a Roman 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

14 Lockwood, Robert. P. “The Evolution of Anti-Catholicism in the United States.” 19. 
15 Massa S.J., Mark S. Anti-Catholicism in America: The Last Acceptable Prejudice. New York: The 
Crossroad Publishing Company, 2003. 19. 
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Catholic, and a British soldier, who was part of a conspiracy to kill King James I of 

England by detonating a bomb at the British Parliament on its opening day in 1605.  

This plot was uncovered before he could execute the plans, and Fawkes was tortured 

and hanged along with his co-conspirators. Fawkes’s failed attempt is known 

commonly as “The Gunpowder Plot.” 16  What does the Gunpowder Plot have to do 

with American sentiments?  The day Guy Fawkes was arrested, November 5, became a 

national day of celebration (in Britain and Ireland and eventually in America as well) 

also affectionately called “Pope Day.”  It was celebrated in America, even though the 

actual event occurred in England many years earlier, by “burning the effigy of the pope 

on town commons up and down the eastern seaboard while children sang anti-Catholic 

ditties and adults drank rounds of toasts to the overthrow of the pope, more popularly 

known on these occasions as ‘The Beast’ described in the Book of Revelation.”17  Pope 

Day was celebrated in America as “religiously” as it was in England and Ireland, until 

1775.  Then General George Washington ordered that the celebration be stopped so as 

not to offend future allies in Canada, who were Catholic.18 Pope Day, the anniversary 

of The Gunpowder Plot, is a manifestation of the anti-Catholic sentiment that had 

traveled with the original colonists onto American soil.  It took an order from a future 

president to end the tradition, but not all anti-Catholic sentiment ended with the 

Revolutionary War.   
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

16 Massa S.J., Mark S. 18-19. 
17 Massa S.J., Mark S. 19. 
18 Massa S.J., Mark S. 19. 
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The anti-Catholic attitude resurfaced several times throughout the early years of 

our country.  An entire genre of literature surfaced in the 19th century around the idea 

that perverted acts occurred regularly behind the closed doors of churches and 

convents.  The most famous of these authors was a girl known as Maria Monk who 

allegedly escaped from a convent to write Awful Disclosures of the Hotel Dieu 

Monastery in Montreal.19  The book portrayed the relationship between priests and 

nuns as one of pimps to sex-slaves.20 Furthermore, Maria Monk claimed that many 

illegitimate children were the product of these sordid and morally perverse 

relationships, and that those children were baptized, killed and then buried beneath the 

convent.  The book went on to become a best seller, despite the fact that it was 

eventually proven to be fictitious.21  The reality of Maria Monk’s life was that she was 

sent to a Catholic asylum by her mother and she escaped to New York with the help of 

her lover while she was pregnant.  In New York, she teamed up with Protestant 

ministers who helped her write the book (or possibly wrote it entirely themselves) and 

shopped it around to publishers for her.22  Nevertheless, this genre was very popular for 

the time, even thought it clearly bordered on pornography and was proven completely 

false, and was further detrimental to the American opinion of the Catholic faith.   

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

19 Massa S.J., Mark S. 22. 
20 Jenkins, Philip. The New Anti-Catholicism: The Last Acceptable Prejudice. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2003. 44. 
21 Massa S.J., Mark S. 22. 
22 Lockwood, Robert. P. “The Evolution of Anti-Catholicism in the United States.” 32. 
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Let’s fast forward to a more modern example of anti-Catholicism. I will quickly 

mention the multitude of upstart anti-Catholic publications (which were dedicated 

solely to anti-Catholic rhetoric), the Know-Nothing Party (formed as a reaction to the 

involvement of Catholic immigrants in politics) and the Ku Klux Klan (who claimed 

that white Protestants were supreme to all other religions and races) as other milestones 

in this country’s bias towards Catholics.  By the mid-19th century the outward actions 

and symbols that had been considered anti-Catholic seemed to no longer exist.   

Unfortunately, this was not the case.  For a more modern example of anti-Catholicism 

in America, we can turn to the 1960 Presidential campaign of then Senator John F. 

Kennedy.  A great fear had arisen among voters at the prospect of a Catholic president: 

would he be able to separate church from state as our founders intended?  Kennedy 

responded by saying, “I do not speak for my church on public matters- and the church 

does not speak for me.”23 Kennedy was responding to a firestorm of media, especially 

Protestant media, who questioned his loyalties, “The Christian Herald, one of 

Protestantism’s most influential monthlies, had printed editorials generally negative to 

Catholicism in the April, May, September, and October issues”24 during that election 

year.  In another response, Kennedy used a televised speech in September to a group of 

ministers in Texas to reaffirm that the separation of church and state would not be 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

23Carter, Stephen L. 62.  
24 Baldwin, Lou.  “Pious Prejudice: Catholicism and the American Press Over Three Centuries.” Anti-
Catholicism in American Culture. Ed. Robert P. Lockwood. Huntington, Indiana: Our Sunday Visitor 
Publishing Division, 2000. 81. 
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changed during his presidency.  He even went so far as to say that he would resign if 

his religious morality disagreed with the Constitution.25  Kennedy was forced to 

address his religion in a way that no presidential candidate had before him.  It is clear 

that, as the nation’s first Roman Catholic President, Kennedy bore the weight of a 

prejudice that had been seemingly dormant for some time.   

This brief, and by no means comprehensive, history of early anti-Catholicism in 

America may be surprising to those who studied the settlement of America in history 

classes on American soil.  We are taught of the religious freedom sought by those who 

came here from England.  We are taught of ideals of equality and free will that inspired 

the colonists to make the arduous journey to the new world.  We are taught that these 

characteristics of the settlers are still alive in every American today.  What we are not 

taught, however, is that the anti-Catholic mindset that was present in this seemingly 

egalitarian settlement is also still alive today.   

Catholicism and the Mainstream Media 

 During a panel discussion at the National Press Club in 1991, Robert Royal, of 

the Ethics and Public Policy Center, offered this witty, yet unfortunately probably 

accurate, recap of Catholicism in the eyes of the media: 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

25 Baldwin, Lou. 81.   
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…things started okay with Jesus, quickly degenerated with Paul into 
homophobia and general uptightness, then slid into a long stretch of Dark Ages, 
Crusades, and, of course, the Inquisition.  Since Vatican II a couple of priests, a 
bishop here and there, have understood something – occasionally a learned 
pressman might remember that Francis of Assisi had redeeming moments – 
something to do with environmentalism and animal rights.  But overall, in this 
mental image there’s been little good in this nearly billion-member monstrosity 
that somehow manages to limp on from age to age, civilization to civilization.26   
 

While this trite history may be exaggerated, it is realistic to believe that 

mainstream media are uneducated and disinterested in the Roman Catholic Church. 

Only one to two percent of journalists are practicing Catholics,27 while fifty percent of 

television journalists claim to have no religion at all.28  Their inherent bias does not 

stop at their unfamiliarity with religion and Catholicism, they also disagree with basic 

tenets of Catholicism: ninety percent of journalists support abortion.29  Therefore, my 

argument is that even if the journalists manage to somehow avoid the cultural anti-

Catholicism described above, they would still approach Catholicism with little 

background or contextual knowledge as well as with a biased view towards the issues 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

26 Royal, Robert.  “Response.” Anti-Catholicism in the Media: An Examination of Whether Elite News 
Organizations Are Biased Against the Church. Eds. Patrick Riley and Russell Shaw. Huntington, 
Indiana: Our Sunday Visitor Publishing Division, 1993. 170. 
27 Lichter, S. Robert, Daniel Admundson and Linda S. Lichter.  Media Coverage of The Catholic 
Church. Bala Cynwyd, Pennsylvania: The Catholic League for Religious and Civil Rights, 1991. 5. 
28 Buddenbaum, Judith M. “Network News Coverage of Religion.” Channels of Belief: Religion and 
American Commercial Television. Ed. John P. Ferre. Ames, Iowa: Iowa State University Press, 1990. 
60. 
29 Bozell III, L. Brent.  “A Catholic Response to the Media.” Anti-Catholicism in the Media: An 
Examination of Whether Elite News Organizations Are Biased Against the Church. Ed. Patrick Riley 
and Russell Shaw. Huntinton, Indiana: Our Sunday Visitor Publishing Division, 1993. 142. 



 18 

that push Catholicism to the forefront of the news.  For such a complex organization 

with historical longevity, this is an obvious problem. 

Another reason for the combative relationship between the media and 

Catholicism is that they are both institutions that deal with societal norms, the truth and 

hierarchy.  You can clearly understand their juxtaposition: the Catholic Church 

disregards social norms and preaches about absolute truths while the media conciliates 

social norms and often conveys two sides of an argument instead of an absolute, 

“…these spheres occupy the same cultural turf; both are invested in communicating 

meaning narratives and ‘truths’…”30 While American media approach topics such as 

abortion with a non-committal, subjective attitude, the Church approaches the topic 

with objectivity and faith that there is a truth.31  Therefore, the American press is 

dedicated, in theory, to representing both sides of an argument and often settling in the 

grey area between the two poles of a decision.  Oppositely, the Roman Catholic Church 

disregards the social norms of the time and has made non-apologetic, authoritative 

assertions concerning the truth and the correct behavior.   

 The American media are also most cautious about hierarchies. Media express 

this distrust in mostly political terms because government is a hierarchy with which 

they are very familiar.  S. Robert Lichter, Daniel Amundson and Linda S. Lichter 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

30 Clark, Lynn Schofield and Stewart M. Hoover.  “At the Intersection of Media, Culture, and Religion: 
A Bibliographic Essay.”  Rethinking Media, Religion and Culture. Eds. Stewart M. Hoover and Knut 
Lundby. Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications, 1997.  15. 
31 Zagano, Phyllis.  “MediaChurch: The Presentation of Religion Information via Media.” Media, 
Culture and Catholicism. Ed. Paul A. Soukup.  Kansas City, Missouri: Sheed & Ward, 1996. 28. 
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completed the study “Media Coverage of the Catholic Church,” which, done in two 

parts, spans four decades of television and print media.  They found that coverage of 

the Roman Catholic Church focuses on “questions of power and authority. That 

parallels the media’s treatment of political news.”32  The study also found that the 

media overwhelmingly placed the Church in political terms- 79% of stories conveyed 

the Church as conservative while 21% showed is as liberal.33  Journalists also apply 

political language to Church news.  For example, journalists will use the word “policy” 

to describe a canon or tenet of Catholic faith.  This is problematic because it leads the 

reader to believe it can be changed, and does nothing to imply the religious and 

historical attributes of the Church’s stance.34  Another common word used is “ban,” as 

in a ban on contraception or a ban on abortion. The Church’s position on abortion and 

contraception are part of a larger goal to respect life, but the Church is not simply 

banning either as the government once banned alcohol.   

 Now let us more closely examine the Lichter study on the coverage of the 

Catholic Church in the media.  It was completed in two parts and overall looked at 

three five year periods: 1964 to 1968, 1974 to 1978, 1984 to1988 and 1994 to 1998.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

32 Lichter, S. Robert, Daniel Admundson and Linda S. Lichter. “Media Coverage of the Catholic Church 
1963-1998.” Anti-Catholicism in American Culture. Ed. Robert P. Lockwood. Huntington, Indiana: Our 
Sunday Visitor Publishing Division, 2000. 161. 
33 Lichter, S. Robert, Daniel Admundson and Linda S. Lichter. “Media Coverage of the Catholic Church 
1963-1998.” 205. 
34 Riley, Patrick and Russell Shaw. “Introduction.” Anti-Catholicism in the Media: An Examination of 
Whether Elite News Organizations Are Biased Against the Church. Eds. Patrick Riley and Russell Shaw. 
Huntinton, Indiana: Our Sunday Visitor Publishing Division, 1993. 5-10. 
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The study used content analysis to study coverage in The New York Times, The 

Washington Post, Time magazine and the CBS Evening News.  The second study, 

which covered 1994 to 1998, evaluated the above outlets as well as Newsweek 

magazine, U.S. News & World Report, USA Today, and ABC and NBC evening 

newscasts.  There are some telling overall findings in the study. In the initial twenty-

four year study, the Catholic Church lost all debates that involved Catholic teachings 

except when concerning ecumenical efforts, or outreach to other faiths.35  The 

frequency of the use of the label “oppressor” was astonishing, as it was used in 85% of 

the stories that mentioned authority and often (68% of the time) was paired with the 

conveyance that the church was irrelevant.36 The expansion of the study into the 

Nineties revealed that church teaching and practices were receiving less support than 

ever before as well as an overwhelming call for reform of the structure of the Church.37 

The most covered, and most controversial, issues discussed in the second part of the 

survey, which spanned the 1990s, were women’s issues such as abortion and the 

possibility of female priests.38  Although the studies were not all bad news for the 

Roman Catholic Church, for example in the initial study the Church received great 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

35 Lichter, S. Robert, Daniel Admundson and Linda S. Lichter.  Media Coverage of The Catholic 
Church. 6. 
36 Lichter, S. Robert, Daniel Admundson and Linda S. Lichter.  Media Coverage of The Catholic 
Church. 71-72. 
37 Lichter, S. Robert, Daniel Admundson and Linda S. Lichter. “Media Coverage of the Catholic Church 
1963-1998.” 160. 
38 Lichter, S. Robert, Daniel Admundson and Linda S. Lichter. “Media Coverage of the Catholic Church 
1963-1998.” 159-160. 
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support for their ecumenical efforts,39 they do track the opinions of the Catholic 

Church as portrayed in the mainstream press and do little to quell the fears of a biased, 

uneducated and unknowing journalistic society.  

While I have discussed above the seemingly harmful effects that media have on 

Catholicism, it could be argued that the media’s treatment of Catholicism does not 

have negative effects.  During the previously mentioned panel at the National Press 

Club, Michael J. Robinson asserted that the general premise of these studies- that 

media can affect the image of the Catholic Church- is false.  He cited the examples of 

the press turning against the Reagan-Bush ticket before their win in 1984, and Teddy 

Kennedy’s support staying at 65% in Massachusetts throughout negative press he 

received in 1991.”40  While it is true that the American public can disagree with the 

media and even ignore their calls to action, the implications of having an unfamiliar 

media educate the public, who already have an ingrained anti-Catholicism as part of 

their national heritage, and presenting to them an inaccurate and often untrue picture of 

the Catholic Church, are daunting.  This press plays a large role in confusing both the 

non-Catholic and Catholic audiences that it serves, and fails to present a balanced 

image of the Catholic Church.   

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

39 Lichter, S. Robert, Daniel Admundson and Linda S. Lichter. “Media Coverage of the Catholic 
Church- Executive Summary, 1991 Report.” Anti-Catholicism in American Culture. Ed. Robert P. 
Lockwood. Huntington, Indiana: Our Sunday Visitor Publishing Division, 2000. 152. 
40 Robinson, Michael J.  “A Fine Study: But How Much Does it Matter?” Anti-Catholicism in the 
Media: An Examination of Whether Elite News Organizations Are Biased Against the Church. Ed. 
Patrick Riley and Russell Shaw. Huntington, Indiana: Our Sunday Visitor Publishing Division, 1993. 
170-171. 
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To end this section on media and the Catholic Church, I would like to make a 

final point.  The issues that hurt the Catholic Church the most are ones She has, in 

some ways, created for herself.  To illustrate this example, let us explore the child 

sexual abuse scandal that plagued the Church in the 1990s and into the 21st century.  As 

Russell Shaw noted, “…by any definition of news, these really were important 

stories.”41  It is the Catholic response to these controversial issues, as well as the 

media’s interpretation of these issues, that shape the public opinion.  In the church 

abuse scandal, we saw a failure from both sides to properly acknowledge the events 

and educate the public, so today we are lead to believe by some media sources that as 

many as 16% of priests in America are pedophiles- the real figure is less than 2%.42 

This misinformation most certainly stemmed from the media’s declining number of 

Catholic sources.  In previous decades, as many as 70% of the sources quoted in 

Catholic stories represented the Catholic faith.  In the 1990’s, at the height of the child 

abuse scandal, this number was dwindling to 58%.  This is the most transparent 

example of the harm and hurt that can come from misinformation and a Catholic bias 

in the media. It is obvious the damage that this misinformation would cause to 

Catholics, non-Catholics and especially victims of abuse and members of the clergy.  

In conclusion, these more controversial issues should not be avoided or ignored by the 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

41 Shaw, Russell. “The Church and the Media: Who’s to Blame?” Anti-Catholicism in American Culture. 
Ed. Robert P. Lockwood. Huntington, Indiana: Our Sunday Visitor Publishing Division, 2000. 105-132. 
42 Jenkins, Philip. 139-140. 
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media.  To the contrary, they should be explored and written about only when all sides 

have been considered and the correct information has been conveyed.   

 

The Catholic Press 

Mainstream media does not stand alone as the sole educator of Catholic voters, 

although currently many religions do rely on the mainstream media to spread their 

news, and “depend either willingly or unwillingly on the secular media.”43  There is, 

however, a viable, strong foundation of Catholic media in America that can 

counterbalance the lack of education of the mainstream media.  According to the 

Catholic Press Association, there are 117 Diocesan newspapers in America, and many 

more magazines, newsletters and other newspapers.44  Obviously there is a well-

maintained, although admittedly not as monolithic, population of Catholic-produced 

media in the United States.   

This Catholic press - from bulletins distributed after Sunday mass to weekly 

newspapers to EWTN television network - has a unique opportunity to counterbalance 

the anti-Catholicism in our media and our culture through their specialized audience 

(while these media are open to all, the are consumed mostly by Catholics).  This 

opportunity is magnified by the current state of the mainstream media.  According to 
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the Lichter study, there has been a 50% decline in media coverage of Catholic events 

since the beginning of the study in the 1960’s.45  This means now, more than ever, 

Catholics will be turning to their Catholic press outlets to find out about their faith in 

the news, and gives the Catholic press an opportunity to convey the news without the 

usual bias and misunderstanding that comes from mainstream journalists. Another 

historical change that has occurred, probably as a result of all that has been outlined 

here, is that secular media editors and Catholic editors, who were once in almost total 

agreement about what issues should be covered in the press, are now in serious 

disagreement.46  For example, in the 1980’s, mainstream editors and Catholic editors 

agreed on only six of the ten “Catholic” topics to be covered in the media, and only one 

of the top three issues. That one issue was news of Pope John Paul II, which can 

probably be explained by the attempt on his life during that decade.47  Catholic editors 

must not shy away from the issues that they believe should appear in print, and must 

offer their readership the Catholic response to the stories that appear in mainstream 

press.   

 Whereas the Church may shy away from secular media because they have been 

misrepresented in the past, or because the secular media open Catholic teachings and 
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truths to debate,48 Catholic media provide a unique opportunity to disseminate 

information and teaching as truth, while framing the stories from a Catholic 

perspective. I t is also worth noting a few points of a study conducted by Gallup in 1978 

that looks at the Catholic press.  The survey, conducted for the Catholic Press 

Association, was based on the responses of 1,405 Catholics given during in-person 

interviews.  One of the key findings of the survey is that Catholics are looking to 

Catholic press for answers: to report and also to teach.49  These Catholics had favorable 

attitudes towards the Catholic press, but wished that the Catholic press would not shy 

away from “controversial social issues;” instead, they hoped the press would educate 

the readership about the Catholic view.50  Another key element to this study is the 

usage of diocesan newspapers. A recent Pew study (discussed in the methodology 

chapter of this thesis) reveals that about 60% of Americans read a newspaper daily.  

The Gallup study proves that consumption of the diocesan newspaper is not that far off 

the national average for the mainstream media newspaper: about 50% read their 

diocesan newspaper.51  Even though some of the issues have changed since Gallup 

conducted their survey, my study will discover if Catholic media are still shying away 

from pressing social issues.  The Catholic press is abundant in America, with both local 

and national publications to serve the Catholic audience.  It is imperative that these 
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outlets are utilized to combat and counterbalance the bias that may exist in the 

mainstream press and in American culture.   

 

 

Catholics as Voters 

Some may wonder: what is the importance of determining if Catholics are 

receiving mixed messages from mainstream and Catholic media?  These mixed 

messages have ramifications outside of the religious sphere (although there are many 

that could result within their faith as well). As voters, observant Catholics were the 

most evenly divided religious group in the 2000 election, while other religious groups 

such as white evangelical Protestants and Jews had no problem turning their religious 

community into a unified political force.  Eighty-four percent of observant white 

evangelicals voted for Bush and 77% of Jewish voters supported Gore.52  These types 

of cohesive, consistent votes in elections will yield political power to the religion, as 

we know from the evangelical Christians in the election of Jimmy Carter in 1976 and 

George W. Bush in 2004.  This influence puts Christian issues onto the pages of the 

newspapers and the screens of television newscasts.  Because of the mixed messages 
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they obtain from the media, however, Catholics issues are receiving less and less time 

in the media spotlight as a result. 

Conclusion  

In this chapter, you have become familiar with the terms used to discuss the 

issue of Catholic media coverage.  The history of the anti-Catholic movement in the 

United States began before America was a country.  Even though it has ebbed and 

flowed over time, this mindset has made its way into our society today, and is present 

in the media coverage that Catholic issues receive (or do not receive).  This bias, 

whether purposeful or out of ignorance, affects the information that both the Catholic 

and non-Catholic audiences receive.  Due to declining coverage and this partiality in 

the mainstream media, it is up to the Catholic press to cover issues in a timely and 

educational manner to reach the Catholic audience and clarify the confusion that 

currently exists in Catholic media consumers.  
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Chapter 3.  Methodology 

Introduction 

This section explores the methodology behind the project. First, the Pew Media 

Consumption Survey of 2004 was used to examine the habits of Catholic and non-

Catholic media viewers.  This survey is vital in that it demonstrates that Catholics and 

non-Catholics use the media similarly; thus no one medium is preferred by either 

group.  Also, the Pew Media Consumption Survey showed that non-Catholics are more 

likely to read religious news in mainstream media than Catholics.  This shows that it is 

not only Catholics that are reading the topics analyzed in this study, and that non-

Catholics and Catholics alike are being informed by the media on religious topics.   

Survey Analysis of Audience  

I used the 2004 Pew Media Consumption Survey to determine the media usage 

habits of Catholics and non-Catholics alike.  It is vital to this study to ensure that 

Catholics use media the same way as the rest of the country. The survey included 3,000 

American participants contacted via telephone; the dataset and accompanying materials 

can be viewed at http://people-press.org/dataarchive/ (June 8 survey).53 The sample 

was drawn using list-assisted random digit dialing, and each telephone number was 

attempted up to ten times before being discarded.  Calls were staggered between    

April 19 and May 12, 2004. When a working number was reached, there was an 80% 
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contact rate, with a 45% cooperation rate. Once a participant was reached and the 

survey was begun, there was a 94% completion rate.  

This survey contains valuable questions that will be useful in my project. 

Several questions are asked regarding use of various media: newspaper, radio, Internet 

and television. Also, the types of news that one follows is surveyed: political, 

entertainment, business and religion.  There is also a question geared specifically 

towards religion: “What is your religious preference:  Protestant, Roman Catholic, 

Jewish, Mormon, or an orthodox church such as the Greek or Russian Orthodox 

Church?”  

The exact questions used are:  

Q2: Do you happen to read any daily newspaper or newspapers regularly, or 

  not? 

Q3: Do you happen to watch any TV news programs regularly, or not? 

Q4: Do you listen to news on the radio regularly, or not? 

Q18: Did you get any news online through the Internet yesterday, or not? 

Q45f: How closely do you follow this type of news either in the newspaper, on 

  television, or on radio: Religion? 

RELIG: What is your religious preference? 

The frequencies run on the data show that overall there were no missing values, 

but some participants answered “Don’t Know” or “Refused” to the questions. The 
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number of people who refused to answer the question regarding religious preference 

was particularly high, because many people view it as a wholly personal issue. I 

removed these Don’t Know/Refused values because in some cases they would have 

brought the cell count to below five, which would skew the data.  Also, in the question 

of religious preference, there were nine different possible answers: Protestant, Roman 

Catholic, Jewish, Mormon, Orthodox, Islam, Other, No Religion and Don’t Know/ 

Refused. In order to look at Catholics versus the rest of the population, I combined the 

other eight options into “non-Catholics.” This allowed for a religious dichotomy in the 

analysis of Catholics versus non-Catholics.  These transformations on the data, while 

not particularly complicated, ensured that the data set was ready to be evaluated for 

meaning.  

After running frequencies and transforming the data, I ran crosstabs in which 

each of the media variables was compared to religious preference. This resulted in chi-

square tests that allowed me to evaluate the statistical significance of each crosstab and 

the level of association between the two variables of religion and media consumption. 

First, I evaluated the regular use of daily newspapers.  The answers showed a 

pattern that followed through the entire evaluation: that non-Catholics and Catholics 

have very similar media consumption habits.  Sixty-Two percent of non-Catholics read 

a daily newspaper regularly, and 66.1% of Catholics do the same.  The four percent 

difference could be evaluated, but the chi-square test reveals the statistical significance 
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number at .051, which is approaching significant.  Next I looked at regular television 

news usage. Of non-Catholics, 79.6% answered that they turn to television news 

regularly, while 80.6% of Catholics turn on their TV sets to get the news.  Again, 

slightly more Catholics make use of the medium, but the data is not significant at .571.  

The next medium discussed is radio.  Again, Catholics use this medium more than non-

Catholics, with 49.9% of non-Catholics tuning in and 55.6% of Catholics doing the 

same.  In this case, the data is statistically significant, with a high chi-square value and 

a significance of .008.  Because this number is less than .05, the data is statistically 

significant.  The final medium evaluated was the Internet.  Again, it is important to 

note that this question was worded slightly differently, in that it asked if the participant 

had logged on yesterday to get their news, instead of regularly.  These participation 

levels are much lower than the participation in more traditional media, which is 

expected of a more technologically advanced medium with more restricted access. 

These low numbers could also, however, be related to the way in which the question 

was asked.  Twenty five percent of non-Catholics answered that they went online 

yesterday to get their news, and 26.6% of Catholics did the same.  Catholics, although 

only slightly, also use this medium more than non-Catholics.  With a low chi-square 

value and a significance at .411, these data are not statistically significant.  

Unfortunately, not all of the data was determined to be statistically significant, so it 
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would be difficult to make definitive statements as a result of the tests run on this 

media consumption data set. 

Table 3.1: Catholic and Non-Catholic Media Usage 
 

  Daily Newspaper Television Radio Internet*  
Catholics 66.1% 80.6% 55.6% 26.6% 
Non-Catholics 62% 79.6% 49.9% 25% 

* Question phrased differently 
 

After looking at all of the media usage numbers, I ran crosstabs on the 

relationship between religious preference and the attention paid to religious news in the 

media.  The answer options were Very Closely, Somewhat Closely, Not Very Closely 

and Not At All Closely.  Although in the previous data, Catholics always used the 

media more than non-Catholics, these answers reveal that they were not using that 

media to follow news about religion.  Of non-Catholics, 21.9% answered that they 

followed religious news very closely, while only 14.8% of Catholics answered that 

they used the media to follow news very closely.  The majority of answers for both 

groups fell in the Somewhat Closely category, with 35.7% of non-Catholics and 37% 

of Catholics. Furthermore, 21.5% of non-Catholics and 25% of Catholics answered Not 

Very Closely and 20.9% of non-Catholics and 23.2% of Catholics answered Not At All 

Closely.  These data are significant with a strong relationship, as the chi-square value is 

high and it is statistically significant to the .001 level.   
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Table 3.2: Attention Paid to Religious News 
 

 Very Closely Somewhat 
Closely 

Not Very 
Closely 

Not at All 
Closely 

Catholics 14.8% 37% 25% 23.2% 
Non-Catholics 21.9% 35.7% 21.5% 20.9% 

 

There are some very interesting findings in this dataset. First, Catholics pay 

more attention than non-Catholics to every media surveyed: newspapers, television, 

radio and Internet.  This means that Catholics as a group are a very media-savvy and 

news-savvy people.  Also, because the greatest difference in usage was 5.7%, it shows 

that media usage by Catholics, while always slightly larger, is for the most part in step 

with the rest of Americans surveyed.  Therefore, while Catholics consume media at a 

slightly higher rate than non-Catholics in every medium, their habits follow the trends 

of the remainder of those surveyed. 

The Catholic population’s avid use of media to get daily news, however, does 

not result in the consumption of news related to religion.  In fact, 7.1% more non-

Catholics follow religious news very closely; and 2.3% more Catholics do not follow 

religious news closely at all.  This discrepancy could be explained in several ways. 

First, it is possible that Catholics are not interested in following religious news in the 

mainstream media.  This should not, however, be interpreted as a disinterest in 

religious news or a contradiction between faith and practice.  It is possible that, because 
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Catholics will receive news on religious events and matters at Church on Sunday or in 

their Diocesan newspapers or bulletins, they do not feel the need to tune in to get their 

news from a mainstream source.  If Catholics are inundated with religious news from 

other sources, they may not look to mainstream media for that type of news.  I found 

this to be the most interesting part of the data, because the non-Catholic group also 

includes those who answered the religious preference questions as atheists or Don’t 

Know/Refused.  Even though these groups typically would have no interest in religious 

news, the non-Catholic group still shows more interest in following religious news in 

the newspaper, on television or on the radio dial. 

Conclusion 

 This Pew data led me to look at newspapers in this study because they have 

the second highest consumption rate of all media, and are approaching statistical 

significance.  Also, the Pew data ensures that Catholics consume media at nearly the 

same rate as the non-Catholic public.  Finally, the discrepancy between the 

consumption of religious news by Catholics and non-Catholics illustrates the 

importance of Catholic-produced media in this study. 

 This chapter revealed the parallels between the non-Catholic and Catholic 

media audiences.  They have very similar media viewing habits, utilizing each medium 

in a nearly identical fashion.  This is fundamental to my study, because both Catholics 

and non-Catholics have the same likelihood of reading the mainstream articles in this 
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study.  Therefore, the findings in this study, while focused on the Catholic audience, 

can also be applied to the non-Catholic audience at least when discussing mainstream 

media.   
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Chapter 4.  Analysis and Findings 

Introduction 

 The next section of this methodology turns the focus away from the audience 

and towards the original research.  This is an attempt to compare the treatment of three 

news events that dealt with Catholicism through content analysis of five sources. These 

sources were chosen to be representative of the climate in media today, both Catholic 

and secular.  The original research done for this project followed the guidelines of 

content analysis, “This technique allows researchers to classify the news objectively 

and systematically, to produce valid measures of news content.  The difference 

between content analysis and casual monitoring is akin to the difference between 

scientific polling and man-on-the-street interviews.”54 This section also reveals some of 

the choices that were made when defining and narrowing the dataset.  

 This content analysis resulted in several findings which are outlined here. 

Mainly, the data are divided into secular and Catholic media, as the research question 

requires the evaluation of the media in that manner.  Crosstabulation and related tests 

of strength and statistical significance were used to compare the type of media to the 

certain key words, phrases or tones that had been previously determined.   
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Selection of Media  

 First, I selected newspapers and magazines to be analyzed.  For secular sources, 

The Washington Post was used because it is a national paper of record and covers 

religious, political and current event news. It has a daily circulation of over 738,000 

papers for its weekday editions and over one million for its Sunday edition.  Newsweek 

was used because of its weekly circulation of 3.1 million.  The National Catholic 

Register was chosen because it is the oldest English-language Catholic newspaper in 

the United States and has a weekly circulation of over 35,000.  St. Anthony’s 

Messenger was chosen because of its magazine format; it has a monthly circulation of 

over 300,000. The Arlington Catholic Herald was used because, according to the 

Virginia Press Association, it has the highest circulation of any paid weekly in Virginia 

with a circulation of over 61,000.  The audience of The Arlington Catholic Herald 

overlaps with that of The Washington Post because of its proximity to Washington, 

D.C. 

 Next I selected the news topics to be analyzed.  I chose Catholic topics 

featuring an international religious figure, an American political figure and an 

American citizen to give a cross-section of types of coverage.  These topics are: the 

death of Pope John Paul II, the coverage of dispersal of Communion to John Kerry 

during the 2004 presidential campaign due to his public stance against Catholic issues 

and the death of Terri Schiavo. 
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 The dates of analysis for each event were determined depending on the event.  

Articles were collected in three week periods: three weeks surrounding the death of 

Terri Schiavo and John Paul II and the three weeks surrounding The Washington Post 

story revealing the Church’s denial of communion to political officials who openly 

reject Catholic teachings.  For example, Pope John Paul II died on April 2, 2005, so 

articles were collected from March 26 to April 9 from each media outlet.  The timeline 

for each appears in Table 4.1. 

Table 4.1: Dates of Media Collection 
 

Event Event Date Media Collection 
Start Date 

Media Collection 
End Date 

John 
Kerry/Communion 

April 24, 2004 April 17, 2004 May 1, 2004 

Death of Terri 
Schiavo 

March 31, 2005 March 24, 2005 April 7, 2005 

Death of Pope 
John Paul II 

April 2, 2005 March 26, 2005 April 9, 2005 

 

Selection of Articles to Analyze 

This population of stories was collected by ordering back issues of publications 

or using Lexis-Nexis searches. St. Anthony’s Messenger, National Catholic Register 

and The Arlington Catholic Herald do not have complete online databases of back 

issues, so the necessary issues were ordered in hard copy.  Newsweek and The 

Washington Post are archived on the Lexis-Nexis database.  Web exclusives were not 

used.  The name of the subject was used to search in Lexis-Nexis, ensuring that the 
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largest population of stories was located, instead of limiting it to a search of “Catholic” 

and the subject’s name.   

Also, I only chose the articles that appeared in print.  This was especially 

limited for Newsweek, as several “web exclusives” ran during the time periods outlined 

above.  Only those that were labeled “U.S. Edition” were used as Newsweek articles.  

This ensured that only articles were used that reached the print audience, instead of 

articles that reached only the online audience.   

Some articles were discarded because, although they qualified under the criteria 

of including date and the subject name, they had absolutely nothing to do with the 

study.  For example, stories that mentioned Terri Schiavo’s name only in light of a 

political profile of one of the members of congress who spoke about her situation were 

removed.  The story did not discuss Terri Schiavo, her situation or her Catholicism, so 

it was removed.  Stories that discussed John Kerry’s wife or staff members were 

removed.  Similarly, several stories mentioned Pope John Paul II only in reference to 

speculations about his successor or the technicalities of the conclave that was to elect 

the next pope.  Because these stories had nothing to do with Pope John Paul himself, 

they were removed from the population.  The initial search for articles about John Paul 

II returned 123, but only 87 met the criteria for the initial dataset.   
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Content Analysis of the Data 

 The process for analyzing the data was uniform.  A few clarifications to the 

terms listed under “Codification” need to be outlined.  When considering sources, no 

one was counted as Catholic unless the article included that information, or unless the 

speaker was a member of a religious order.  For example, there were several sources 

cited that were leaders of anti-abortion groups, but I did not assume they were Catholic 

unless it was stated in the article or in their quotes.  Bishops, Cardinals and the Pope 

were counted as “Church Officials” and not as priests or members of a religious 

community, because they speak with authority granted to them by the Holy See.   

 After coding the stories that met the criteria, I removed the stories that did not 

refer to religion or God at all in their coverage. I began with 279 stories, and after I 

took these out, I had 263 cases.  Dummy variables were created for religious and 

secular media and another variable that creates a dichotomy out of those two. Cramer’s 

V was used to test the strength and statistical significance of my crosstab tests because 

the variables were nominal level data. Crosstabulation examines the correlation 

between two variables, and computes the percentage of cases that fall within specific 

categories.  This tabulation also calculates the chi square test of statistical significance: 

for a relationship to be deemed statistically significant, the chi square value must be 

less than or equal to .05, or approaching that value.  Also, due to the nominal level 

data, I tested the measure of association within the crosstab tables using Phi.  Phi tests 
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the degree of strength in the relationship between the variables. These tables appear in 

the Appendix of Tables.  To test for intercoder reliability, or the overall consistency is 

the codification process, 10.2% of my total stories were randomly chosen to be 

evaluated by a fellow graduate student. Out of 19 variables checked in 27 stories, 14 

had intercoder reliability coefficients about .90.  Four fell in the .800-.899 range. The 

entire table, along with the frequencies, can be seen in the methodological appendix.   

Initial Frequencies and Distribution of Stories  

 First, let us discuss the overall dispersion of the stories.  Initially, there were 

279 stories in the survey. As is to be expected from the daily newspaper, The 

Washington Post had the most stories contributed, with 144.  The next most frequent 

contributor was The Arlington Catholic Herald with 78 stories, then The National 

Catholic Register with 43 stories.  The magazines rounded out the bottom of the outlet 

list, with Newsweek contributing 13 and St. Anthony’s Messenger contributing one. As 

mentioned in the methodology chapter, some of these 279 stories did not make 

reference to religion at all, so those stories were removed, bringing the total number of 

stories to 263.  One hundred and forty-two stories appeared in the secular press (The 

Washington Post and Newsweek) while 121 stories appeared in the Catholic press (The 

National Catholic Register, The Arlington Catholic Herald and St. Anthony’s 

Messenger).  Therefore, the total number of stories is split nearly evenly between the 

secular and Catholic media.  Seven hundred and twenty-six sources were quoted in 
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these stories, and three hundred and sixty two, or almost exactly 50%, were deemed 

Catholic sources.  Secular press used Catholic sources in their stories more often than 

Catholic media, perhaps because Catholic media does not need experts to explain the 

Catholic point of view.  Still, secular press used 199 Catholic sources, while the 

Catholic press used only 149.  Ultimately, using these types of Catholic “experts” 

could help the Catholic press convey their message without seeming like an obliging 

and obedient arm of the Bishop, Cardinal or Vatican, as they are perceived now.   

Figure 4.1: Division of Stories between Secular and Catholic Media 

                                                                      

 

  

 

 

 

 Also to be expected, the greatest number of stories appeared on the topic of the 

death of Pope John Paul II, which most who lived through it will remember as a media 

cycle unlike any other for the Catholic faith.  All eyes were on Catholics.  The topic of 

Terri Schiavo was the second-highest frequency, and John Kerry and his struggles with 

communion brought in the least number of stories.  It is important to note these facts 

about story placement when considering the data below- there was nearly an equal 
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distribution of secular and Catholic media, The Washington Post accounted for the 

majority of the stories, with St. Anthony’s Messenger only offering one story within the 

time periods delineated, and John Paul II yielded the greatest number of stories.     

Both secular and religious media wrote the most about the death of John Paul II, and 

The Arlington Catholic Herald even printed a special edition copy of their newspaper 

solely dedicated to the life of the late pope.  As you can see in table 4.2 in the appendix 

of tables, about 70% of both types of media covered Pope John Paul II.  The next most 

frequently written about story was the struggle of Terri Schiavo, her husband and her 

family.  The secular press wrote about this woman nearly twice as much as the 

Catholic press; almost 25% of the total secular press stories were Schiavo related, 

while about 15% of the Catholic press stories were about that topic.  As previously 

mentioned, John Kerry’s denial of communion received the least coverage out of these 

stories, gleaning about 8% of the total secular press coverage and 12% of the Catholic 

press’s coverage.   

 Also part of the distribution within this study is the division of news stories 

versus editorials or letters to the editor.  Overall, 85 stories, or 32% of the total stories, 

were opinion pieces.  Letters to the editor were not evenly distributed among the three 

topics, as you can see in Table 4.3.  Even though it was the topic that brought in the 

least stories overall, John Kerry’s struggle with the Catholic Church was behind only 

John Paul II in letters to the editor, with 27.5% of the total letters.  Also, of the total 
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number of stories surveyed about John Kerry, 42.3% of them were letters to the editor. 

No other topic drew this much interest from the readership.  Terri Schiavo brought in 

only 8 letters or 20% of the total letters to the editor.  This is interesting because, unlike 

editorials, these are the additions that readers contribute.  These data imply that readers 

were more involved in the topic of John Kerry and communion, even though the media 

covered it the least overall.  Understandably, John Paul brought in the most letters to 

the editor, as it was the most widely covered topic for all outlets.     

Magazines 

 Two magazines were surveyed in this study: Newsweek and St. Anthony’s 

Messenger.  These magazines were used as a variation on the typical print medium, 

newspapers, to discover if they covered Catholic topics differently.  In fact, magazines 

seem to cover these issues much less than newspapers.  This could be due to time 

constraints- Newsweek goes to print once a week and St. Anthony’s Messenger prints 

once a month.  Even though Newsweek was not the only weekly publication surveyed- 

both The Arlington Catholic Herald and The National Catholic Register also go to 

print once a week- it still fell behind in the number of stories printed covering these 

“Catholic” issues.  St. Anthony’s Messenger, which only publishes once a month, is 

severely restricted by time constraints, thus its news section contains what most 

mainstream outlets would consider stale news.   
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Figure 4.2: Number of Stories Surveyed Per Outlet 

 

 In total, magazines accounted for only 14 of the 279 original stories that 

appeared in the final version of this study, and the monthly St. Anthony’s Messenger 

accounted for only one of those.  This illustrates the inefficiency of a monthly 

magazine to convey timely news, although the majority of the magazine was filled with 

features or special interest stories.  While these types of non-news stories are important 

for faithful Catholics to read and may aid in the evangelization process, they do 

nothing to combat the news coverage that is taking place in the mainstream press.   

Therefore, monthly publications fail at balancing mainstream news coverage and 

contribute to the confusion of Catholic media consumers.   
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 While this may seem to be an issue only for magazines, many diocesan 

newspapers are moving to monthly formats, according to Paula Glover, the editor of 

The Wyoming Catholic Register.  This is the paper for Wyoming’s only diocese, that of 

Cheyenne.  As a former reporter for the mainstream press with a journalism degree, 

Glover saw the importance of increasing publications when she arrived at the Diocese 

of Cheyenne, “The Diocese was publishing a paper 11 times a year, so at first we went 

to 12 a year and now we publish twice a month.”55  The need for this change was 

evident, and it has had a positive effect on their church community, “Bishop [Ricken] 

wanted to be able to reach people more often, and a more frequent paper is more timely 

and more effective.” Since increasing publication, Glover has received “a great 

response to our contests and articles, and we get more feedback from our readers.  

They are more engaged now,” she said.56   

 The lack of immediacy, paired with the inclination of some bishops to save 

money by cutting back on their diocesan publications, has led some dioceses to further 

restrict their printing.  Speaking as an editor of a paper that was once a monthly, 

Glover said that format “does a disservice to the faith and the readers,” by failing to 

educate and contact its audience in a timely fashion.57   

 This issue of immediacy does not, however, apply to Newsweek, as they go to 

print once a week. Their lack of coverage could be explained by space constraints and 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

55 Glover, Paula. Editor of Wyoming Catholic Register, interviewed by author on 7 March 2006. 
56 Glover, Paula.  
57 Glover, Paula. 
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the trend to run much longer stories, although their print schedule is the same as two of 

the newspapers studied here.  While Newsweek could use their lack of space as a 

reasonable excuse, the discrepancy in number of stories, even compared to the other 

weeklies is alarming: the two weekly newspapers, The Arlington Catholic Herald and 

The National Catholic Register ran 78 and 43 stories respectively, while Newsweek ran 

only thirteen.  Although Newsweek is a general news magazine, and these other 

weeklies are Catholic, one cannot help but wonder if part of that difference in coverage 

is related to the supposed anti-Catholic bias in journalism.  

Missed Opportunities and Failed Coverage 

 Throughout the collection process, I often found myself shouting at the pages of 

both Catholic and mainstream press.  There were several missed opportunities, be they 

from lack of timeliness or of detail, for the audience to learn about the intricacies of 

Catholic issues.  For example, the April 19, 2004 edition of The Arlington Catholic 

Herald included two articles that referenced the issue of politicians receiving 

communion without putting it in the context of the then-presidential candidate John 

Kerry.  Also in The Arlington Catholic Herald, there appeared a teaser for the 

following week’s edition, which fell out of the three-week period of this study, that 

advertised a column by a priest that would address the topic “What would prohibit a 

Catholic from receiving Communion at Mass?” Two more articles appear in that 

following week’s edition about the issue of John Kerry receiving communion, but 
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again it is out of the realm of this study.  These are missed opportunities.  While The 

Arlington Catholic Herald does address the issue frequently within the three week 

period, the appearance of subsequent articles three to four weeks after the initial story 

hit the pages of the mainstream press does not have the educational impact of a story 

that appears the same week.  If Catholic publications wait three weeks after the story is 

covered in the mainstream press to run their side of the issue, then the public has 

already been educated by the secular press on a Catholic issue, and this information 

from the secular press may not be correct.   

 Those missed opportunities by the Catholic press, of which The Arlington 

Catholic Herald is not the only guilty publication, cannot be compared to the failed 

coverage of Newsweek. For example, Newsweek had seven web exclusives on the topic 

of Pope John Paul II- that is nearly 75% of their entire print contribution to this study!  

This was true of every topic- Newsweek posted 7 web exclusives on Terri Schiavo and 

14 web exclusives on John Kerry.  These articles were written by Newsweek magazine 

staff writers and contributors, but did not appear in the final print version of the 

magazine.  Understandably, the print magazine format has more constraints than the 

newspaper, but had these web exclusives been included, Newsweek could have played a 

large role in the education of Catholic and non-Catholic audiences on these issues with 

religious aspects.  This points to the anti-Catholicism that was discussed in the 

literature review, one that is not overt, but rather more hidden in the world of 
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mainstream media through journalistic ignorance and story placement. By the time 

these outlets have printed stories either covering the topic or mentioning it explicating, 

the issue has dropped off of the agenda and they cease to play a role in agenda-setting.   

Figure 4.3: Newsweek Print and Web Exclusive Articles 

 

Sexual Abuse Scandal  

 None of the story topics chosen here had to do with the priest sexual abuse 

scandal that has been rumbling through the Catholic Church since the 1990s.  This was 

done intentionally- the story is not centered on one event or one season- like the death 

of Terri Schiavo and the Pope or the presidential election season of John Kerry.  

 

0 5 10 15 20 25  

Total Number of 
Newsweek Articles 
that Appeared in 

Print 

Number of Web 
Exclusives 

Number of Stories  

Number of Web Exclusives 

Total Number of Newsweek 

Articles 
that Appeared in Print 



 50 

Instead, that deplorable and unimaginable issue has been on the pages of our 

newspapers for more than a decade.  It would have been difficult at best to pinpoint a 

specific three week period to analyze.  Further, the article is inherently negative, which 

would have skewed the data.  Even though none of the topics chosen were concerned 

with the sex abuse scandal, the event was still referenced in many of the articles.     

Rev. Terry Specht, the Director of Child Protection and Safety for the Diocese of 

Arlington, is not surprised by this occurrence, “Unfortunately, that is the prism they see 

the Church through…if another organization had a scandal attached to them as 

frequently, it would be seen as blatantly unfair.”58  The secular press was more than 

twice as likely to mention the sex abuse scandal in their stories as the Catholic press, at 

least referencing it in almost 13% of their stories.  Further, nearly 10% of all stories- 

both secular and Catholic- mentioned the sex abuse scandal, even though none were 

directly related to it.   

 Specht has seen this scandal used as a rallying point for journalists, which may 

explain its usage in these situations, “It’s a shorthand tool to get people emotional.  It is 

a trigger to get sympathy, ‘If you are angry at the Church about that, then you should 

be angry about this too,’” he said.  But Specht, who has his master’s degree in theology 

with a concentration in church history, does not think that the abuse scandal is always 

written about out of a malicious prejudice, “In most cases, the prejudice isn’t 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

58 Specht, Rev. Terry W. Director of the Office of Child Protection for the Diocese of Arlington, 
interviewed by the author on 23 April 2006. 
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conscious, the journalists are just uneducated.  The press by its very nature defines 

institutions by abuse, and religion reporters often have no religious background.  That 

kind of recruitment wouldn’t apply to a food editor who knows nothing about food, but 

papers see that as an odd advantage for religion reporters.”59  The issue of clergy sexual 

abuse fits into the scandal frame that has become a staple of journalism.  

 Specht also said that, in some cases, perhaps these references to child abuse 

were not totally unrelated to the topic at hand, “There could be a legitimate connection 

between these topics because the bishops, whose credibility was damaged during the 

scandal, may have been less likely to speak out on some of these issues.”  But rarely, if 

ever, was the motivation of mentioning the abuse scandal given such careful 

consideration.  Here, in an article that appeared in The Washington Post before the 

death of Pope John Paul, we see a phenomenon that ran true throughout the articles,  

 
In the wake of the sex abuse scandal, loyal lay Catholics have offered to help 
the bishops improve their management practices, but the church today resists 
advice from the laity. The consent of the governed is an ancient Catholic 
precept, but one that unfortunately became obscured when monarchies ruled the 
world. While the church advocates that the faithful should participate equally in 
taking responsibility for all its actions, this teaching has never been instituted in 
practice. A new pope should move the church forward to complete the reforms 
in governance and lay participation that were envisioned in the teachings of 
Vatican II.60 
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60 Callahan, Sydney. “Opening the Papacy to New Ways of Thinking.” The Washington Post. 27 March 
2005. 2. 
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The above paragraph concerns reforms of the hierarchy of the Church and the 

roles that lay people play in Mass and church life, but it is introduced by the sex abuse 

scandal.  This illustrates Fr. Specht’s theory that reporters often use the issue to align 

the reader with their point of view.  Fr. Specht, quoting political consultant James 

Carville, said that he fears the Catholic Church is destined to be defined “between the 

commas” by the abuse scandal of the past decade.  No matter the news that is being 

reported, Fr. Specht said, the Church may be destined to always be defined by the 

disgrace of the sex abuse scandal between the commas. For example, “The Catholic 

Church, made infamous by the sex abuse scandal, has named five new cardinals 

today.”  The method through which the Catholic press wrote on the sexual abuse 

scandal was seemingly more thoughtful, but also quite terse, “Even at the height of the 

crisis surrounding clerical sex abuse in the United States and threats of Catholics 

withholding money from their dioceses as a sign of dissatisfaction, U.S. Catholics led 

the world in the amount of money given to the pope’s discretionary St. Peter’s Pence 

Fund.”61 This article, which focused on U.S. and Vatican relations, again uses the 

sexual abuse scandal to immediately align the reader with one position and prove a 

greater point that really has little to do with the scandal itself.   

 Ultimately, the data in Table 4.4 show the inclination of the mainstream press 

to mention or relate other topics back to an inherently negative issue.  While the 
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Herald. 5 April 2005. S-4.  
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Catholic press also discusses the sexual abuse by priests that occurred in the Church, 

they only did so seven times.  I am not suggesting that the sexual abuse by priests be 

ignored or disregarded in a public forum. It is that type of treatment within the church 

that has allowed the issue to escalate.  Instead, the issue must be discussed in context, 

considering the victims and the faithful, not merely mentioned for sake of mentioning.  

This does a disservice to the pain and suffering of the victims, and it relates all of the 

Church’s accomplishments and doctrine back to this inherently injurious issue.  As for 

the Catholic press, Specht said, “It would be irresponsible not to write about child 

protection as a Catholic outlet.”   

Inaccuracies in Reporting 

 Inaccuracies were classified as that information which, stated as fact, 

disseminates incorrect information about the Catholic Church.  The most common 

inaccuracies involve the teachings of the Church, as they can be difficult to understand 

and oftentimes are in direct opposition to the societal norm.  For example, it took a 

letter to the editor from a reader from Germantown to correct the staff at The 

Washington Post. She said, “In his otherwise insightful column, ‘The Whole Picture on 

John Paul II,’ Richard Cohen…repeats the supposition that divorced Catholics are 

prohibited from receiving communion.  This is incorrect…Divorce, by itself, does not 
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prohibit a Catholic from receiving communion.”62  The secular press also wrongly 

reported on the method of attaining sainthood and the correct titles for the Pope.  

 As you can see in Table 4.5, nearly 8% of the stories reported in secular media 

were inaccurate, while none of the stories in Catholic press contained inaccuracies 

about the Catholic faith.  Therefore, the Catholic press does an admirable job of 

correctly portraying its faith.  This may be an effective counterbalance to the 

inaccuracies outlined here, and hopefully can act to correct some of the misinformation 

spread about the Catholic faith through the disinterested or uneducated mainstream 

journalists. 

 Another inaccurate portrayal of the Catholic Church came not from stating fact 

incorrectly, but from confusing the reader by stating that opposites are true.  In a story 

on the cover of the Style Section, a reporter from The Washington Post states, “The 

Vatican appears to be tremendously TV-hip, outfitted with state-of-the-art equipment 

in great abundance so that public events televised from there will be presented in a 

style as slick as possible.”63 The reporter conveyed the willingness of the Vatican to 

provide pool pictures, or pictures and video to which everyone would have equal 

access, and the optimal use of television to convey the almost-epic event of the funeral 

of Pope John Paul II.  The day before, however, The Washington Post ran a story 

touting the reluctance and ignorance of the Catholic Church on matters of modern 
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media, “No Western institution is older or more swathed in tradition, pomp and 

circumstance than the Roman Catholic Church, and few are more wary of the post-

modern world of round-the-clock media, hyper-technology and intimate disclosure.”64 

Readers expect to get conflicting opinions and reports in editorials on the opinion page 

of their newspapers, but on stories reported as news, there should be no such 

discrepancies.  Another common example of inaccuracies was the incorrect labeling of 

Vatican processes. For example, an article in The Washington Post claimed that John 

Paul II “named” saints, and implied that he “smoothed the road to canonization” for 

himself.65 The official process, called canonization, begins with the nomination of a 

candidate, usually by a Bishop, with the miracles, writings and biography of the 

candidate carefully reviewed by the Vatican office of the Congregation for the Causes 

of the Saints.  If the candidate is determined to have been pure and virtuous, they can 

be called “Venerable.” Next, the Congregation evaluates further miracles and the 

nominee may then be called “Blessed” through the process of beatification.  A final 

miracle is needed for canonization and a formal avowal of sainthood.66  As you can 

see, the process necessitates much more than simply “naming” a saint.  The inaccuracy 
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printed in The Washington Post implies a subjective process, and oversimplifies the 

existing detailed procedure.   

The Titles of the Pope 

 There are many titles for the Pope: Holy Father, pontiff, Bishop of Rome, Vicar 

of Christ, Sovereign of the State of the Vatican City and Successor of Peter.  You can 

tell by a quick read that some titles are more positive than others: Holy Father is 

informal and amiable while pontiff and Vicar of Christ are more intimidating and 

antiquated.  By utilizing these different terms, the journalist automatically signals the 

image of the Pope that he or she wishes to convey.  The Catholic press often used the 

familiar, genial label “Holy Father” to convey the pope (Table 4.6).  Secular press was 

much more reluctant to use such a word.  Catholic press used the label almost twice as 

many times, in 38% of their stories; compared to secular press using it in 16% of their 

stories.  Also, the Catholic press was more willing to use it out of quotes, whereas most 

of the appearances the title made in secular press were from quoted Catholic sources. 

Catholic press was not afraid to state this as reportable fact that the Pope is the Holy 

Father, whereas the secular press used any variation of the titles, and even once called 

the Pope the very Americanized “deputy of Jesus.”67 

Secular media chose to refer to John Paul II as ‘pontiff,’ a title with which their 

mainstream audience would be much more comfortable (Table 4.7).  Secular media 
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used that title three times as often as their Catholic counterparts.  As mentioned above, 

this is a much more formal and somewhat archaic title, which does not convey any 

underlying positive emotion.  While neither outlet utilized the title “John Paul the 

Great” with any regularity, Catholic media was much more willing to give their Pope 

this title- using it nearly five times as often.  The obvious tone and implications of 

placing “the Great” after anyone’s name hold true here. Immediately, the reader knows 

that a man of great importance, courage and celebrity is worthy of such a title.  This 

reverence is conveyed in the Catholic press when they propose that accolade.   

The Catholic press did not, however, always shower the late Pope with accolades.  In 

fact, they found themselves in a unique situation upon the Pope’s death.  While the 

secular press had no problem taking a side in the matter, either John Paul II was a great 

man or he was not, The National Catholic Register decided to take the spotlight off the 

Pope and shine it directly onto God, who they believe is The Creator.  The Register 

took the position that, while John Paul was a learned man and no doubt very talented, it 

was God who deserved the credit for making him the great man that he became.  This 

is an interesting caveat to the debate that the press is either positive or negative.  The 

story, which appeared in the April 10, 2005 edition on the front page, begins, “It’s 

easy, with a man like Pope John Paul II, to make a crucial mistake: to make him 

superhuman.  The achievements in his life seem great and effortless, both at once.”68 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

68 Editorial. “What God Did With this Man.” The National Catholic Register. 10 April 2005. 1. 



 58 

The reader can feel the “but” coming on, and this raises an interesting point.  

Sometimes, in the Catholic press, the doctrinal and theological roots of the faith can 

hinder the explanation of an event or person as positive or negative.  Therefore, while 

the secular press is willing and even anxious to set the agenda and take a side, the 

Catholic press, while being true to their faith, has decided not to label the man as great, 

but the God who created him.  

Paragraphs 

 As you can see in Figure 4.4, the majority of paragraphs on these Catholic 

issues were neutral, and the Catholic and secular press had very similar content of 

positive and neutral paragraphs.  The discrepancy lies in the number of negative 

paragraphs, with the secular press running nearly three times as many as the Catholic 

press.  Immediately we are led to believe, in light of the literature that exists on the 

topic, that this tendency towards negativity in secular journalism is a manifestation of 

anti-Catholic thought in American culture.  According to Glover, who was educated in 

journalism and worked at a secular paper, it is not that malicious at all, “Coverage isn’t 

necessarily anti-Catholic, the reporters just don’t know what to do with the subject.  

Editors send reporters that don’t know anything about Catholicism- I’ve encountered 

many people who didn’t do background research.”  Thus, the negativity could be a 

result of their unfamiliarity with the topic, and their lack of background knowledge of 

church doctrine.   
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 Richard Pretorius, former editor on the foreign desk of The Washington Post 

and columnist for Scripps Howard News Service, does not believe the bias conveyed in 

academia is accurate, “Scholars perceive bias in different ways than journalists.  I 

would not trust non-journalists to be fair judges of media bias,” he said.69  Pretorius, 

who is also an adjunct professor at the Catholic University of America, believes that 

Catholicism is covered positively in regard to ecumenical and community service 

efforts, but the sex abuse scandal and other practices have jaded their opinion of the 

Church. “The media try to be fair, but we are all colored by our experiences and 

perceptions.  Journalists have seen too much hypocrisy in organized religion,” he said.  

No matter the reasoning behind the propensity towards negativity in coverage, the 

secular press ran nearly three times as many negative paragraphs.   

 Here is an example of a negative paragraph, taken from “Future of the Past” in 

the April 6, 2005 edition of The Washington Post,  

The church that John Paul took over in the late ‘70s was home to 
many priests, theologians, bishops and even cardinals who were 
seeking the common ground between church traditions and modern 
egalitarianism.  The church that John Paul made and leaves is 
home to no such discussion.  The vibrant intellectualism of the 
Vatican II era has been driven outside the church walls.  Where 
once the Catholic Church had such engaged and vigorous leaders 
as Chicago’s Cardinal Joseph Bernardin, today it is suffused with 
John Paul’s party-line hacks.70 
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 Here is an example of a positive paragraph, taken from the April 5, 2005 

Special Edition of The Arlington Catholic Herald, commemorating the death of Pope 

John Paul II, “To both roles he brought a philosopher’s intellect, a pilgrim’s spiritual 

intensity and an actor’s flair for the dramatic.  That combination made him one of the 

most forceful moral leaders of the modern age.”71   

 Here is an example of a neutral paragraph from a story about Terri Schiavo, 

taken from the March 31, 2005 edition of The Arlington Catholic Herald, “The 

legislative and legal battles involve her estranged husband – who says his wife would 

not have wanted the feeding tube given her condition – and her parents, who want the 

tube reinserted.”72 
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Figure 4.4: Paragraph Distribution 

 

Catholic Church as Liberator or Oppressor 

The classification of paragraphs as positive, negative or neutral illustrates the 

propensity of secular press to convey Catholicism and its followers as unfavorable.  

The negative or positive inclination of reporters was quantifiable, as illustrated in 

Figure 4.4.  Another trend in these articles was to convey the Church more broadly as 

either a liberator or oppressor.  Framing the Church as a liberator is a positive 

categorization, while framing the Roman Catholic Church as an oppressor is clearly 

negative.  This classification was often not limited to one or two paragraphs; instead, it 

permeated throughout the story by both direct language and nuanced writing.  
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Writings on the Church portrayed Her as an oppressor in several different ways, as an 

oppressor of women’s rights, of priest’s thoughts and of political processes.  This 

excerpt from an article in Newsweek magazine conveys internal oppression within the 

church,  

Under the direction of Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, the Vatican’s 
Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith tightened the limits of tolerable 
dissent. Those suspected of undermining the faith were called to Rome 
for questioning, and a dozen or so, such as the Swiss-born Hans Kueng, 
a liberal intellectual hero of Vatican II, were declared no longer fit to 
teach Catholic students.  Others were ordered to revise their books.  
Liberation theology, a politically charged mix of the Gospel and Marxist 
social analysis, was suppressed in Latin America, where the pope 
believed, it had been used to foment class warfare.  A further intellectual 
chill was felt in Catholic higher education when the Vatican declared 
that all Catholic theologians must sign a “mandatum” declaring their 
readiness to uphold the magisterium, or ‘teaching authority,’ of the 
pope. In the United States, which has more Catholic colleges and 
universities than the rest of the world combined, this would require 
bishops to approve academic appointments – something most bishops 
have neither the background nor the desire to do – and would raise 
serious questions of academic freedom.73 
 
Catholic media successfully portrayed the church as a liberator in over 20% of 

their stories. The secular press was more willing to portray the Church as an oppressor, 

doing so in just over 14% of their stories.  This discrepancy shows that the two types of 

press – Catholic and secular – are almost equally apt to use this method of 

classification or bias to portray the Roman Catholic Church.  An example in the 

Catholic press of the Catholicism as a liberator appears in The National Catholic 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

73 Woodward, Kenneth et al.  “Tested Beloved and Brave.” Newsweek. 11 April 2005.  24. 
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Register, “The Pope took that call seriously.  His travels to Eastern Europe helped 

bring freedom to the Soviet bloc countries.  During his trips to the West, he challenged 

and inspired youth and young adults at the World Youth Day gatherings.”74  

 Another interesting way to look at this phenomenon of portraying the Catholic 

Church as an oppressor is to divide the cases by story topic (Table 4.0).  One might 

think the stories with the most references to the Church as oppressor would be those on 

Pope John Paul II, written as retrospectives on his life or on the legacy he left behind.  

Also, John Paul II brought in the largest number of stories, so there are seemingly 

greater chances those articles will portray the Church as oppressive.  Instead, only 

3.8% and 8.2% of the stories covering Terri Schiavo and John Paul II, respectively, 

portray the Church as oppressive.  The stories on John Kerry had the most likelihood of 

portraying the Church as oppressive, at 34.6%.  Stories on John Kerry were over four 

times as likely to carry this tone of oppressiveness and authoritarian views of the 

Roman Catholic Church.  An example of this appeared in The Washington Post, “I am 

astounded that the Catholic Church, which has shown abundant tolerance toward 

pedophile priests and the bishops who harbor them, might make abortion a litmus test 

for politicians wanting to take communion.”75 These types of statements convey a 

Church that is restrictive towards its members and oppressive to victims of a heinous 

crime.   
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

74 Drake, Tom.  “Pope John Paul II: Missionary to the World.” The National Catholic Register. 10 April 
2006. 15. 
75 Field, Mark. “The Catholic Church, Choice, and Communion.” The Washington Post. 1 May 2004. 20. 
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Political Labeling 

The political labeling trends suggested in the literature review chapter also held 

true in my survey. Because journalists are ill-informed about Catholicism and often do 

little background research, the Catholic Church is placed within the constructs of the 

political realm, another bureaucracy with which the media are very familiar.  Also, the 

mainstream media use these labels as compared to mainstream society, without regard 

for what they may mean in the Church.  Many nuances and terms of political life made 

it into both the mainstream and Catholic presses.  For example, 19.7% and 13.2% of 

the secular and Catholic press, respectively, referred to a debate going on amongst 

Church officials.  The secular media often attempted to classify the Catholic Church or 

its members using the labels of “liberal” and “conservative.”  A liberal in American 

culture varies greatly from a liberal within the Catholic Church.  While a liberal in 

American culture may want women to have the right to abortion at any time and may 

want homosexual couples to have the right to marry, a liberal within the Catholic 

Church could be someone who wants young girls to become altar servers at mass on 

Sunday.  These distinctions are not discussed within the text of the article and therefore 

mislead the audience into believing they are one in the same.  In total, the secular 

media used “liberal” and “conservative” labels 69 times, but the Catholic media only 

thought to apply those terms four times. In total, almost 18% of the stories surveyed 
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included the conservative label, while 31% of all stories in the secular press used this 

label (Table 4.11). 

 Catholic press should be recognized for their refusal to apply such political 

terms to their beloved Catholic Church.  In doing so they would have compromised 

their understanding, and, more importantly, they would have added to the already-

confused portrait of the Catholic Church that their readers receive from mainstream 

press.  Therefore the audience will receive two very different interpretations of the 

Catholic Church from these two types of press: a secular press which is simply either 

conservative or liberal, and a Catholic press that shuns such political interpretations of 

a 2,000 year-old theological institution with over a billion members worldwide.  

Table 4.12 shows the tendency of secular media to use political phrases such as policy 

or position to describe church teaching that are anything but fluid policies. In keeping 

with the use of labels such as liberal or conservative, the use of the words “policy” or 

“position” convey a political stance, not a Catholic teaching.  Policies of politicians 

change frequently, and position is an even looser term to describe an official’s stance 

on a subject of the day.  To say that Catholics have a position on abortion is to ignore 

its roots in theology, the Bible and years of Church doctrine.  Unfortunately the secular 

press (again, perhaps unknowingly) pairs these terms, with an innate implication that 

the practice can be changed, with tenets of the Catholic Church that have remained for 

2,000 years and will remain for another 2,000. The Catholic press only fell into the trap 
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of using political colloquialisms two times in the study, while the secular press used 

them 13 times, or in over 9% of their stories.   

 Table 4.13 shows the propensity to use other political terms in relation to the 

Church.  There were several phrases that were not used widely enough to necessitate 

their own category, but were political phrases used to describe the Catholic Church, the 

Pope or Catholics.  When used, they place the Church and its members into a political 

framework instead of a theological one.  Examples of these phrases are: “Pope’s 

pronouncements on sexual issues,” “he was the Bush-Cheney team’s man in Rome,”  

“fulcrum of world politics” (to describe the Vatican), “values voters,” “leftward drift in 

Catholic theology,” and “realpolitik.” All of these examples come from stories that 

appeared in Newsweek magazine.  It is possible that in some cases these types of terms 

are accurate, but widespread use of political terms is an attempt to place the Roman 

Catholic Church into the rubric of American politics 

Church as Bureaucracy 

 Another commonality of this tendency to place the Roman Catholic Church 

within the confines of the American political system is to convey the Church as a 

massive, and in some cases monolithic, bureaucracy.  These stories often also decried 

the need for reform in such an impenetrable institution.  It is in keeping with the rest of 

the findings of this study that stories that conveyed the bureaucracy of the Catholic 

Church were almost totally within the articles of the secular press - of the 25 stories in 
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the study that communicate this bureaucratic label, only one appeared in the Catholic 

press (Table 4.14).  The complaints about the bureaucracy in the American government 

are well known and numerous, and were applied to Catholic Church as well: the 

immobility within the organization, the massive nature of hierarchy, the frustration of 

those not in the hierarchy at their ability to affect change and a feeling that the 

institution is constantly behind its constituency or members in change and 

modernization.  This example from The Washington Post is only a small portion of the 

discussion on the bureaucracy of the Church that appeared in print: 

Yet many hope the new pontiff will hear cries for change in how the 
Vatican operates. They want a leader who will encourage greater 
communication among all levels of the hierarchical church, a 
"democratization" that ranges from the election of bishops to increased 
involvement of laity in parish operations. Such change is possible 
because it involves governance rather than doctrine, according to canon 
lawyers and church historians. Calls for a Catholic Church that allows 
female priests, supports a woman's right to choose abortion and permits 
married couples to use contraception will go unheard because they 
would require changes in church teaching, analysts say… 
In surveys, a "clear majority of American Catholics want input from the 
bottom up," Hoge said. "These are not revolutionaries. They just want to 
have their input one way or another" on such issues as abortion, 
homosexuality and euthanasia. And many, including priests, would like 
greater say than is now possible on who their bishop should be. 76 

 
 There were other bureaucratic terms that were applied to the Church as 

well, perhaps none as evident as The Washington Post article that referred 

frequently to the Pope’s resignation.  In a story that portrays the Pope not as a 
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moral guide or theological conduit but as a CEO, the headline reads “John Paul 

Apparently Pondered Resigning,”77 further encourages this concept of the 

Roman Catholic Church as a functioning bureaucracy, forgetting their actual 

business is that of salvation. 

Church Doctrine 

 Mainstream media are infamous for their misunderstanding of the Catholic 

faith. One way that this misunderstanding manifests itself is through the attempted 

explanations of Church teachings.  You have seen above the mistakes that are often 

made- referring to the moral certainty of Catholics of the importance of life from birth 

to natural death as a “policy” or “current position,” conveying the opportunity for 

change as a politician’s opinion may change over months or years.  This same kind of 

change is not a part of the makeup of the Catholic Church.  These are not merely 

positions being tested in the public realm; these are Church teachings with deep roots 

in theology and The Bible, which are rarely subject change.  Therefore, an example of 

the correct terminology to use when describe the teachings of the Catholic Church is 

“doctrine,” which conveys the permanence and history of the position.  You have seen 

the disparity in coverage between the two types of media, but here is a case in which 

the mainstream media used the correct terminology more often than Catholic press: 

labeling Church teachings as “doctrine.” The mainstream press used this label nearly 
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four times as often as the Catholic press (Table 4.15).  Of course, this could be because 

the Catholic journalists assume that their readers know the doctrine and do not feel the 

need to write about it in their stories.  Nevertheless, the secular press conveys that the 

teachings of the Church are more than just temporal policies, and attempts to use the 

language of the Church by explaining its teachings in terms of Church doctrine. 

Conclusion 

 The research for this project is based on content analysis of nearly 300 

articles that covered one of the following topics: Catholic politicians’ acceptance of 

Communion despite their anti-Catholic political views, the death of Terri Schiavo and 

the death of Pope John Paul II.  During a three-week period surrounding the events, 

five outlets were surveyed for their coverage: The Washington Post, Newsweek 

magazine, The Arlington Catholic Herald, The National Catholic Register, and St. 

Anthony’s Messenger magazine.  Using the codification scheme outlined here, each 

article was checked for accuracy, tone and the use of various words and phrases.   

 In most cases, the audience is getting very different information from the 

secular press and Catholic press.  They make use of different terms and tones, and 

leave the reader with two different impressions.  The secular press wrote with 

negativity much more than the Catholic press, and the Catholic press did not use 

references to Church doctrine as often as the secular press.  Ultimately, this chapter 
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displays that the secular and Catholic press offer very different messages to their 

audiences.   
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Chapter 5.  Conclusion 

Introduction 

As a Catholic and student of media and communications, I often found myself 

questioning the versions of news I heard from mainstream media and Catholic media.  

The two messages, while reporting the same event, sometimes sounded different, or 

were conveyed with varying tone.  And I was not alone.  In attending Catholic 

universities, I saw these discrepancies conveyed in conversations about current events 

and pop culture.  This confusion was my motivation for writing this project: Are 

Catholics receiving different messages from mainstream and Catholic media about 

Catholic issues? 

As a basis for this study, I looked at the Pew Media Consumption Survey of 

2004.  I isolated the religious data into Catholic and non-Catholic categories, 

determining that both groups use media in almost exactly the same way.  They do have 

the same preferential media, in television and newspapers, but Catholics consume 

media more frequently than non-Catholics.  After establishing that there was no great 

difference in the media consumption of the two groups – in fact, Catholics were taking 

in more news and information than non-Catholics – I was able to move ahead with my 

own analysis.   

I hypothesized that Catholics are confused as a result of dissimilar information 

disseminated from their local and national Catholic media and their local and national 
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mainstream media.  The outlets I analyzed were newspapers The Washington Post, The 

Arlington Catholic Herald and The National Catholic Register, and magazines 

Newsweek and St. Anthony’s Messenger.  The topics chosen were a) the struggle of 

presidential candidate John Kerry, who wished to receive communion but voted or 

spoke against the Catholic position in the public, political sphere, b) the death of Terri 

Schiavo, and c) the death of Pope John Paul II. These topics gave a cross-section of 

political, personal and Catholic life, and were covered with varying degrees of 

intensity.   

Each topic was surveyed for the three weeks surrounding the event, and a total 

of 279 stories were collected and analyzed.  The stories that do not mention religion 

were removed, so most of the tests worked with 263 stories.  These stories were almost 

evenly divided between Catholic media and mainstream media, with the death of Pope 

John Paul II being the most covered story by both types of media.  The Terri Schiavo 

story was more popular with the secular press, while the John Kerry story was written 

about more often in the Catholic press.  John Kerry brought in the fewest total stories.  

Overall, 85 stories were opinion pieces, with John Kerry surprisingly bringing in the 

largest percentage of letters to the editor.  Perhaps this is because this event occurred 

during an election year, and the topic has political undertones, or perhaps it is because 

Americans can identify with John Kerry’s struggle with his faith and its role in a 

secular world. 
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Research Answers 

I sought to discover if there was a difference in reporting the same topics in the 

mainstream and Catholic presses.  Most of the tests I ran conveyed the differences in 

this reporting, while some pointed to similarities.  First and foremost, the study 

revealed that the secular press is three times as likely to run a negative paragraph about 

a Catholic issue.  Those I interviewed agreed that this may not be a result of the anti-

Catholicism that I read so much about in the literature review.  Instead, they argue that 

this is a result of a general misunderstanding or distrust of large organizations.  Soren 

Johnson, Director of Communications for the Diocese of Arlington, said, “I think there 

are some residual pockets of a specifically anti-Catholic bias, but in general, the 

mindset is more that secular media just aren’t that interested…I rarely encounter a bias 

that prevents [the journalist] from seeing the larger picture.”78  This study also 

displayed the inefficiency of magazines to convey Catholic issues.  St. Anthony’s 

Messenger, a monthly magazine, printed only one story that qualified for this study.  

Newsweek magazine contributed only 13 stories overall, even though it is a weekly 

publication.  These magazines did run stories outside of the three week period, but their 

agenda setting opportunity had long passed.   Newsweek is restricted by the format of 

the magazine, and actually posted nearly twice as many web exclusives as print stories.  
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To an audience who turns to print news, however, the web exclusives play no role in 

setting the agenda.   

Perhaps the most surprising finding was the frequency with which both outlets 

made reference to the sexual abuse scandal within the Catholic Church.  While the 

secular media mentioned the abuse more than twice as often as the Catholic press, both 

types of media referenced it recurrently.  This inclination to constantly refer the reader 

to the abuse scandal when talking about the Catholic Church aligns the reader 

immediately with a particular position and recalls strong emotions and perceptions.  “I 

think the relationship [between the Catholic Church and mainstream media] is solid, 

the press covers what is newsworthy emanating out of the Church.  But in recent years, 

the priest abuse scandal has garnered much attention and the Church’s cover-ups led to 

great skepticism among journalists. Yes, most journalists are probably pro-choice and 

skeptical about any moral agenda,” said Richard Pretorius, media professor and 

journalist.79   

The secular press contained inaccuracies in 8% of their stories, while the 

Catholic media contained none.  These inaccuracies varied from misinformation on the 

doctrine of the faith to the method by which Popes are voted on and elected.  The 

Catholic press should be proud of the fact that it was true to its faith and did not 

disseminate poor information.   According to Wyoming Catholic Register Editor Paula 
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Glover, “You gotta dance with the one who brung ya,”80 and part of the role for the 

Catholic press is to remain true to and factual about the Roman Catholic Church.   

As I began reading the stories surrounding the death of Pope John Paul II, I 

recognized that different publications referred to the pope in unique and telling ways. 

The Catholic press used the genial and familiar “Holy Father” to describe the pope 

twice as many times as the secular press, whereas the secular press used the archaic and 

regal sounding “Pontiff” to describe the pope nearly three times as often as the 

Catholic press. The Catholic press also doled out “John Paul the Great” much more 

often than the secular press, which has obvious implications for the reader’s opinion of 

the man.   

Another negative inclination of mainstream media was to label the Church as 

an oppressor, often in terms of women’s rights or global politics. Catholic media, on 

the other hand, portrayed the Church as a liberator twice as many times as the secular 

media.  The audience is obviously getting two very different pictures of the Roman 

Catholic Church from these two media sources.  Again, the Catholic media is doing its 

job: portraying the Church in a positive light while discussing important contemporary 

issues that appear on the pages of the secular press. 

As discussed in the literature review chapter, under 2% of journalists are 

practicing Catholics, while a vast majority are not religious at all and do not agree with 
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basic tenets of the Catholic faith.  Therefore, journalists often place the constructs and 

terms of the American government, another hierarchy with which they are very 

familiar, onto the Catholic Church. This was true in my study as well. The secular 

press used the political phrases “conservative” and “liberal” much more often than the 

Catholic press, and also created the tension of a debate over the doctrine of the Church.  

In keeping with the politicizing of the Roman Catholic Church, reporters referred to 

major tenets of the faith as “policies” or “positions,” implying that they could be easily 

changed.  In some cases, however, the secular media did recognize the permanence of 

Catholic teaching, referring to it as “doctrine” more often than the Catholic press did.   

Looking Ahead 

These findings have several implications both within the Roman Catholic 

Church and outside the realm of religion.  Within the Church, these mixed messages 

will confuse the faithful - which total over 65 million in the United States - and will not 

give them a clear understanding of their faith.  Similarly, they could experience a 

personal or communal faith crisis as a result of not comprehending the teachings and 

doctrine of their faith.  In gleaning two different impressions or messages from the 

media consumed, Catholics are at risk of an adverse personal faith experience, but are 

also at risk of spreading untruths about their faith to those who see them as opinion 

leaders or credible sources about the Catholic Church.  Another repercussion of this 

type of news dissemination is that the Catholic press, while almost wholly successful, 



 77 

did fail their faithful readers in some cases.  While they did make use of the papal title 

and liberator attitude to the advantage of the faithful, and refused the constructs of most 

political labeling and bureaucratic structure, the Catholic press still used the sexual 

abuse scandal in unrelated stories and did run a small percentage of negative 

paragraphs.  Also, the Catholic media portrayed their mother church as an oppressor in 

5% of its stories and explained the doctrine of the faith only 2.5% of the time, while 

secular press did so in nearly 8% of their stories.  They also used significantly fewer 

Catholic sources in their stories.  While Catholic media do often “…dance with the one 

who brung them,” there is room for improvement within the pages of their 

publications.  Soren Johnson, Director of Communications for the Catholic Diocese of 

Arlington, believes that Catholic media could work to reconcile the public to 

Catholicism by utilizing modern technology and focusing on their younger audience, 

“They could offer stories pitched more towards the younger generations of Catholics, 

including materials which give them the tools to live out their faith more practically.  

They could reach out through new media.”81  Overall weekly Catholic media do not 

shy away from their duties as bearers of the news of the Church; monthly media seem 

incapable of agenda setting through their publications, which often causes its readers to 

wait a month before commenting on contemporary issues.  
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This study has implications outside of the scope of the Roman Catholic Church 

as well.  The role of media in agenda setting is well documented.  If the media are 

misconstruing or misrepresenting the Catholic faith, it has connotations in the political 

and social realms, not just in the religious realm.  In their downbeat portrayal of the 

Church, either through negative language, the label of oppressor or inaccuracies about  

Catholicism, mainstream media have skewed the true beliefs of Roman Catholics, 

confusing them and confusing non-Catholics about them.  This act results in a failure to 

play a role in agenda setting and wields Catholics as voters as not a unified group, but a 

disjointed and disorganized religious assembly with unattained potential.  When asked 

if he believed Catholics were a unified voting bloc, Soren Johnson said, “No. It is 

difficult to say whether Catholic voting power has been wielded appropriately; the 

hope is that Catholics do not check their faith at the door of the polling station, but 

allow the principles of their faith to inform their decisions in all aspects of life, 

including voting.”82  As compared to Evangelical Christians or Jews, who vote 

uniformly republican and democrat respectively each election, Roman Catholics are 

severely unmanageable during election time.  This is another strike against the efforts 

of Catholics to place their issues on the forefront of every voter’s mind, no matter their 

religion. “Catholics are not at all unified as a voting bloc,” says journalist and media 

professor Richard Pretorius.83 Americans who are Evangelical Christians or Jewish are 
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much more successful at placing their issues into politicians’ speeches and 

consciousness, as they promise to vote in unison on Election Day.  The mixed 

messages that Catholics receive from their mainstream and Catholic media 

undoubtedly play a role in this disjointed approach to elections.   

 Finally, I do not believe that the anti-Catholicism in the media that was 

discussed in the literature review exists as a malicious bias today.  Instead, Americans 

and American journalists are simply uneducated about the Catholic faith, and this 

translates into inaccuracies and negativity in print.  The secular press does convey 

some indifference in not fact-checking these inaccuracies or in portraying the Church 

in political terms, a bureaucracy they know well. Ultimately, this study should serve as 

a warning to those Catholic publications ready to cut back their publications to 

monthlies in order to save money.  Monthly publications contribute little, if any, to the 

public debate, and have no role in agenda setting.  For Catholic communications 

professionals, this study should illustrate the need to educate reporters at the very basic 

level about the Catholic faith, without assuming any previous level of knowledge on 

the part of journalists.  As for the Catholic press, they must stay true to their Catholic 

readership and mission, while not abstaining from comment on controversial or 

seemingly secular issues.  The mainstream and secular presses have two very different 

entities to which they have to answer: one to the almighty dollar, and one to the 

Almighty. 
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Methodological Appendix 
Codification 
 
Classification/ Distribution Data: 
 

• Article Number:  Corresponds to the Excel spreadsheet  
• Article Title:  Headline as it appeared in print 
• TS, JK, or JP: Identify which issue the story covers 
 1 = John Kerry  
 2 = Terri Schiavo 
 3 = Pope John Paul II 
• Outlet Name: Name of the publication 
 1 = The Washington Post 
 2 = The Arlington Catholic Herald 
 3 = The National Catholic Register 
 4 = Newsweek  
 5 = St. Anthony’s Messenger  
• Date: Date of Publication 
• Page Number: 

 
Introductory Indicators of Religious Content: 
 

• Does the article refer to Religion or God? 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 

• Does the article refer to Catholics or Catholicism? 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 

• Does the article refer to prayer? 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 
• Accuracy: Does the article disseminate misinformation about the Catholic Church? 
 0 = Non-Accurate 
 1 = Accurate  
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• Is the article an editorial? 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 

• Is the article a letter to the editor? 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 
 

 
Indicators of Overall Tone Based on the Tone of Individual Paragraphs:  
 

• Number of Paragraphs 
• Number of Positive Paragraphs 
• Number of Negative Paragraphs 
• Number of Neutral Paragraphs 

 
Indicators of Reliability and Knowledge Portrayed Based on Sources Cited: 
 

• Number of Sources 
• Number of Catholic Sources 
• Number of Priests/Religious as Sources 
• Number of Church Officials as Sources 
• Number of Lay People as Sources  

 
Titles Used to Describe Pope:  
 

• “Holy Father” Used: Portrays familial/paternal, warm relationship 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 
• “Pope” Used: Official Title 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 
• “Pontiff” Used: Most formal title used for Pope 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 
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• “The Great”  Used: Not an official title, used to convey the immeasurable impact of his 
actions 

 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 
• “Vicar of Christ” Used: Archaic term that would be lost on most readers 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 

 
Political Labels Imposed Upon the Catholic Church: 
 

• “Liberal” Used: 
 0 =No 
 1 = Yes 

• “Conservative” Used: 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 

• “Democrat” Used: 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 

• “Republican” Used: 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 

• Bureaucracy, etc. Used: 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 
 

Political Terms Used in Conjunction With Catholic Church 
 

• Church stance described as “policy” 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 

• Church stance described as “ban” 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 
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• “Debate” within Catholic Church: 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 

• “Hypocrite” used to describe Church: 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 

• Use of other political phrases to describe Church: 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 

 
Use of Correct Terms: 
 

• “Encyclical” Used: 
 0 = No 
  1 = Yes 

• “Church Doctrine” Used: 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 

• “Canon Law” Used 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 

• “Cardinal”  Used: 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 

• Church as Liberator: 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 

• Church as Oppressor: 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 
 

Description/Use of Church Sacraments and Holidays 
 

• “Sacrament of the Dying” Used: 
 0=No 
 1= Yes 
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• “Sacrament of the Sick” Used: 
 0=No 
 1= Yes 

• Does the Article Refer to Catholic Holidays Such as “Easter” or “Palm Sunday”? 
 0=No 
 1= Yes 

 
Language Used to Describe Abortion:  
 

• “Abortion” Used : 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 

 
• “Right to Life” Used: 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 
 

 

• “Right to Die” Used: 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 

 
Other:  
 

• Sexual Abuse Scandal Mentioned: 
 0 = No 
 1 = Yes 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 93 

Frequencies 
 
 Article 

Headline 
Topic (Terri 
Schiavo, John 
Kerry, John 
Paul II) 

Outlet 
(Washington 
Post, Arlington 
Catholic 
Herald, 
National 
Catholic 
Register, 
Newsweek, 
St. Anthony’s 
Messenger 

Date Refer to God 
or Religion 

Refer to 
Catholicism 

N Valid 
    Missing 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

 
 Refer to 

Prayer 
Number of 
Paragraphs 

Number of 
Positive 
Paragraphs 

Number of 
Negative 
Paragraphs 

Number of 
Neutral 
Paragraphs 

Page Number 

N Valid 
    Missing 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

 
 Article 

Accurate 
Number of 
Sources 

Number of 
Catholic 
Sources 

Number of 
Priest Sources 

Number of 
Church official 
sources 

Number of Lay 
Sources 

N Valid 
    Missing 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

 
 Holy Father Pope Pontiff The Great Cardinal Liberal 

Appears 
N Valid 
    Missing 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

 
 Conservative 

Appears 
Abortion 
Appears 

Right to Life 
Appears 

Right to Die 
Appears 

Democrat Republican 

N Valid 
    Missing 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

 
 Church 

portrayed as 
Liberator 

Church 
portrayed as 
Oppressor 

Encyclical Policy or 
Position 

Canon Law Ban  

N Valid 
    Missing 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

 
 Doctrine Other political 

words or 
phrases 

Debate within 
Church 

Editorial Letter to the 
Editor 

Bureaucracy 

N Valid 
    Missing 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 
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 Hypocrite Sacrament of 

the Dying 
Sacrament of 
the Sick 

Easter or 
Palm Sunday 

Vicar of Christ Secular Media 

N Valid 
    Missing 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

263 
0 

142 
121 

 
 Religious 

Media 
Secularvsreligious 
Media 

N Valid 
    Missing 

121 
142 

263 
0 

 

 

 

Topic (Terri Schiavo, John Kerry, John Paul II)  

26 9.9 9.9 9.9 
53 20.2 20.2 30.0 

184 70.0 70.0 100.0 
263 100.0 100.0

Terri Schiavo 
John Kerry 
John Paul II 
Total 

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Outlet (Washington Post, Arlington Catholic Herald,  National Catholic Register, Newsweek  
Magazine, St. Anthony's Messenger)  

131 49.8 49.8 49.8 
77 29.3 29.3 79.1 

43 16.3 16.3 95.4 

11 4.2 4.2 99.6 
1 .4 .4 100.0 

263 100.0 100.0

Washington Post 
Arlington Catholic Herald

National Catholic 
Register 
Newsweek 
St. Anthony's Messenger 
Total 

Valid 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 
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Date

10 3.8 3.8 3.8

6 2.3 2.3 6.1

25 9.5 9.5 15.6

7 2.7 2.7 18.3

15 5.7 5.7 24.0

2 .8 .8 24.7

2 .8 .8 25.5

2 .8 .8 26.2

3 1.1 1.1 27.4

1 .4 .4 27.8

1 .4 .4 28.1

7 2.7 2.7 30.8

4 1.5 1.5 32.3

3 1.1 1.1 33.5

2 .8 .8 34.2

3 1.1 1.1 35.4

10 3.8 3.8 39.2

3 1.1 1.1 40.3

1 .4 .4 40.7

1 .4 .4 41.1

36 13.7 13.7 54.8

1 .4 .4 55.1

12 4.6 4.6 59.7

15 5.7 5.7 65.4

28 10.6 10.6 76.0

6 2.3 2.3 78.3

4 1.5 1.5 79.8

28 10.6 10.6 90.5

10 3.8 3.8 94.3

14 5.3 5.3 99.6

1 .4 .4 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

1-Apr-05

1-May-04

10-Apr-0

11-Apr-0

14-Apr-0

17-Apr-0

18-Apr-0

2-Apr-05

2-May-04

22-Apr-0

24-Apr-0

24-Mar-0

25-Apr-0

25-Mar-0

26-Apr-0

26-Mar-0

27-Mar-0

28-Mar-0

29-Apr-0

29-Mar-0

3-Apr-05

30-Mar-0

31-Mar-0

4-Apr-05

5-Apr-05

6-Apr-05

6-May-04

7-Apr-05

8-Apr-05

9-Apr-05

Apr-05

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

Refer to God or Religion?

263 100.0 100.0 100.0YesValid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent
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Refer to Catholicism?

246 93.5 100.0 100.0

17 6.5

263 100.0

yesValid

NoMissing

Total

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative

Percent

 

Refer To Prayer?

162 61.6 61.6 61.6

101 38.4 38.4 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent
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Number of Paragraphs

1 .4 .4 .4

3 1.1 1.1 1.5

6 2.3 2.3 3.8

17 6.5 6.5 10.3

12 4.6 4.6 14.8

9 3.4 3.4 18.3

8 3.0 3.0 21.3

3 1.1 1.1 22.4

9 3.4 3.4 25.9

8 3.0 3.0 28.9

17 6.5 6.5 35.4

6 2.3 2.3 37.6

9 3.4 3.4 41.1

7 2.7 2.7 43.7

11 4.2 4.2 47.9

6 2.3 2.3 50.2

9 3.4 3.4 53.6

6 2.3 2.3 55.9

15 5.7 5.7 61.6

6 2.3 2.3 63.9

7 2.7 2.7 66.5

6 2.3 2.3 68.8

10 3.8 3.8 72.6

10 3.8 3.8 76.4

4 1.5 1.5 77.9

10 3.8 3.8 81.7

5 1.9 1.9 83.7

9 3.4 3.4 87.1

1 .4 .4 87.5

7 2.7 2.7 90.1

6 2.3 2.3 92.4

1 .4 .4 92.8

3 1.1 1.1 93.9

3 1.1 1.1 95.1

1 .4 .4 95.4

1 .4 .4 95.8

2 .8 .8 96.6

1 .4 .4 97.0

1 .4 .4 97.3

1 .4 .4 97.7

1 .4 .4 98.1

1 .4 .4 98.5

1 .4 .4 98.9

1 .4 .4 99.2

1 .4 .4 99.6

1 .4 .4 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

.0

1.0

2.0

3.0

4.0

5.0

6.0

7.0

8.0

9.0

10.0

11.0

12.0

13.0

14.0

15.0

16.0

17.0

18.0

19.0

20.0

21.0

22.0

23.0

24.0

25.0

26.0

27.0

28.0

29.0

30.0

31.0

32.0

35.0

36.0

37.0

38.0

39.0

42.0

44.0

45.0

46.0

50.0

75.0

77.0

78.0

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent
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Number of Positive Paragraphs

83 31.6 31.6 31.6

17 6.5 6.5 38.0

18 6.8 6.8 44.9

20 7.6 7.6 52.5

14 5.3 5.3 57.8

9 3.4 3.4 61.2

11 4.2 4.2 65.4

8 3.0 3.0 68.4

14 5.3 5.3 73.8

9 3.4 3.4 77.2

7 2.7 2.7 79.8

7 2.7 2.7 82.5

7 2.7 2.7 85.2

4 1.5 1.5 86.7

8 3.0 3.0 89.7

4 1.5 1.5 91.3

5 1.9 1.9 93.2

7 2.7 2.7 95.8

4 1.5 1.5 97.3

2 .8 .8 98.1

1 .4 .4 98.5

2 .8 .8 99.2

1 .4 .4 99.6

1 .4 .4 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

.0

1.0

2.0

3.0

4.0

5.0

6.0

7.0

8.0

9.0

10.0

11.0

12.0

13.0

14.0

15.0

16.0

17.0

18.0

19.0

20.0

29.0

39.0

62.0

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent
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Number of negative paragraphs

144 54.8 54.8 54.8

40 15.2 15.2 70.0

27 10.3 10.3 80.2

18 6.8 6.8 87.1

9 3.4 3.4 90.5

6 2.3 2.3 92.8

5 1.9 1.9 94.7

5 1.9 1.9 96.6

2 .8 .8 97.3

2 .8 .8 98.1

1 .4 .4 98.5

1 .4 .4 98.9

2 .8 .8 99.6

1 .4 .4 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

.0

1.0

2.0

3.0

4.0

5.0

6.0

7.0

8.0

9.0

10.0

12.0

13.0

19.0

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 



 100 

 

Number of Neutral Paragraphs  

24 9.1 9.1 9.1 
12 4.6 4.6 13.7 
13 4.9 4.9 18.6 
13 4.9 4.9 23.6 
19 7.2 7.2 30.8 
12 4.6 4.6 35.4 
20 7.6 7.6 43.0 
12 4.6 4.6 47.5 
12 4.6 4.6 52.1 
16 6.1 6.1 58.2 
6 2.3 2.3 60.5 

12 4.6 4.6 65.0 
12 4.6 4.6 69.6 
10 3.8 3.8 73.4 
14 5.3 5.3 78.7 
6 2.3 2.3 81.0 
4 1.5 1.5 82.5 
4 1.5 1.5 84.0 
7 2.7 2.7 86.7 
3 1.1 1.1 87.8 
4 1.5 1.5 89.4 
6 2.3 2.3 91.6 
6 2.3 2.3 93.9 
1 .4 .4 94.3 
3 1.1 1.1 95.4 
3 1.1 1.1 96.6 
2 .8 .8 97.3 
1 .4 .4 97.7 
1 .4 .4 98.1 
3 1.1 1.1 99.2 
1 .4 .4 99.6 
1 .4 .4 100.0 

263 100.0 100.0

.0 
1.0 
2.0 
3.0 
4.0 
5.0 
6.0 
7.0 
8.0 
9.0 
10.0 
11.0 
12.0 
13.0 
14.0 
15.0 
16.0 
17.0 
18.0 
19.0 
20.0 
21.0 
22.0 
23.0 
24.0 
25.0 
26.0 
27.0 
30.0 
31.0 
32.0 
40.0 
Total 

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative 
Percent 
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Page Number

1 .4 .4 .4

41 15.6 15.6 16.0

10 3.8 3.8 19.8

11 4.2 4.2 24.0

11 4.2 4.2 28.1

8 3.0 3.0 31.2

7 2.7 2.7 33.8

11 4.2 4.2 38.0

9 3.4 3.4 41.4

11 4.2 4.2 45.6

3 1.1 1.1 46.8

15 5.7 5.7 52.5

6 2.3 2.3 54.8

8 3.0 3.0 57.8

3 1.1 1.1 58.9

6 2.3 2.3 61.2

6 2.3 2.3 63.5

3 1.1 1.1 64.6

12 4.6 4.6 69.2

12 4.6 4.6 73.8

14 5.3 5.3 79.1

4 1.5 1.5 80.6

6 2.3 2.3 82.9

4 1.5 1.5 84.4

8 3.0 3.0 87.5

4 1.5 1.5 89.0

4 1.5 1.5 90.5

1 .4 .4 90.9

1 .4 .4 91.3

2 .8 .8 92.0

1 .4 .4 92.4

1 .4 .4 92.8

1 .4 .4 93.2

2 .8 .8 93.9

2 .8 .8 94.7

2 .8 .8 95.4

2 .8 .8 96.2

4 1.5 1.5 97.7

1 .4 .4 98.1

1 .4 .4 98.5

1 .4 .4 98.9

1 .4 .4 99.2

1 .4 .4 99.6

1 .4 .4 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

.0

1.0

2.0

3.0

4.0

5.0

6.0

7.0

8.0

9.0

10.0

11.0

12.0

13.0

14.0

15.0

16.0

17.0

18.0

19.0

20.0

21.0

22.0

23.0

24.0

25.0

26.0

27.0

29.0

30.0

31.0

32.0

35.0

36.0

37.0

38.0

39.0

40.0

46.0

48.0

51.0

54.0

62.0

84.0

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent
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Article Accurate?

11 4.2 4.2 4.2

252 95.8 95.8 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

Number of Sources

80 30.4 30.4 30.4

46 17.5 17.5 47.9

27 10.3 10.3 58.2

28 10.6 10.6 68.8

18 6.8 6.8 75.7

17 6.5 6.5 82.1

13 4.9 4.9 87.1

10 3.8 3.8 90.9

11 4.2 4.2 95.1

3 1.1 1.1 96.2

2 .8 .8 97.0

2 .8 .8 97.7

1 .4 .4 98.1

3 1.1 1.1 99.2

1 .4 .4 99.6

1 .4 .4 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

.0

1.0

2.0

3.0

4.0

5.0

6.0

7.0

8.0

9.0

10.0

11.0

12.0

13.0

14.0

15.0

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent
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Number of Catholic Sources

130 49.4 49.4 49.4

53 20.2 20.2 69.6

23 8.7 8.7 78.3

21 8.0 8.0 86.3

11 4.2 4.2 90.5

9 3.4 3.4 93.9

8 3.0 3.0 97.0

3 1.1 1.1 98.1

3 1.1 1.1 99.2

2 .8 .8 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

.0

1.0

2.0

3.0

4.0

5.0

6.0

7.0

8.0

9.0

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

Number of Priest Sources

205 77.9 77.9 77.9

35 13.3 13.3 91.3

12 4.6 4.6 95.8

9 3.4 3.4 99.2

1 .4 .4 99.6

1 .4 .4 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

.0

1.0

2.0

3.0

4.0

5.0

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

Number Church Official Sources

177 67.3 67.3 67.3

56 21.3 21.3 88.6

16 6.1 6.1 94.7

7 2.7 2.7 97.3

2 .8 .8 98.1

2 .8 .8 98.9

1 .4 .4 99.2

2 .8 .8 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

.0

1.0

2.0

3.0

4.0

5.0

6.0

7.0

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent
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Mentions Sex Abuse Scandal

238 90.5 90.5 90.5

25 9.5 9.5 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

no

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

Holy Father used to refer to John Paul II?

193 73.4 73.4 73.4

70 26.6 26.6 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

Pope used to refer to John Paul II?

82 31.2 31.2 31.2

181 68.8 68.8 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

Number of Lay Sources  

200 76.0 76.0 76.0 
27 10.3 10.3 86.3 
17 6.5 6.5 92.8 
12 4.6 4.6 97.3 
4 1.5 1.5 98.9 
2 .8 .8 99.6 
1 .4 .4 100.0 

263 100.0 100.0

.0 
1.0 
2.0 
3.0 
4.0 
5.0 
9.0 
Total 

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative 
Percent 



 105 

Pontiff used to refer to John Paul II?

204 77.6 77.6 77.6

59 22.4 22.4 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

The Great used to refer to John Paul II?

256 97.3 97.3 97.3

7 2.7 2.7 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

Cardinal used to refer to church officials?

231 87.8 87.8 87.8

32 12.2 12.2 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

Liberal Appears

236 89.7 89.7 89.7

27 10.3 10.3 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

Conservative Appears

217 82.5 82.5 82.5

46 17.5 17.5 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent
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Abortion Appears

196 74.5 74.5 74.5

67 25.5 25.5 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

 

Right to Die Appears

251 95.4 95.4 95.4

12 4.6 4.6 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

Democrat Used

239 90.9 90.9 90.9

24 9.1 9.1 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

Republican Used

240 91.3 91.3 91.3

23 8.7 8.7 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

Right to Life Appears  

219 83.3 83.3 83.3 
44 16.7 16.7 100.0 

263 100.0 100.0

No 
Yes 
Total 

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative 
Percent 
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Church Portrayed as Oppressor

237 90.1 90.1 90.1

26 9.9 9.9 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

Encyclical used

240 91.3 91.3 91.3

23 8.7 8.7 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

 

Cannon Law used

256 97.3 97.3 97.3

7 2.7 2.7 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

Church Portrayed as Liberator  

225 85.6 85.6 85.6 
38 14.4 14.4 100.0 

263 100.0 100.0

No 
Yes 
Total 

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative 
Percent 

Policy or Position used  

248 94.3 94.3 94.3 
15 5.7 5.7 100.0 

263 100.0 100.0

No 
Yes 
Total 

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative 
Percent 
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Ban used

259 98.5 98.5 98.5

4 1.5 1.5 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

 

 

Debate within church discussed

219 83.3 83.3 83.3

44 16.7 16.7 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

 

Editorial  

218 82.9 82.9 82.9 
45 17.1 17.1 100.0 

263 100.0 100.0

No 
Yes 
Total 

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative 
Percent 

Other political phrases or words used  

235 89.4 89.4 89.4 
28 10.6 10.6 100.0 

263 100.0 100.0

No 
Yes 
Total 

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative 
Percent 

Doctrine Used  

249 94.7 94.7 94.7 
14 5.3 5.3 100.0 

263 100.0 100.0

No 
Yes 
Total 

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative 
Percent 
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Letter to the Editor

223 84.8 84.8 84.8

40 15.2 15.2 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

Bureaucracy Referenced

238 90.5 90.5 90.5

25 9.5 9.5 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

Hypocrite used or implied

257 97.7 97.7 97.7

6 2.3 2.3 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

Sacrament of the Dying Used

261 99.2 99.2 99.2

2 .8 .8 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

Sacrament of the sick used

258 98.1 98.1 98.1

5 1.9 1.9 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent
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Vicar of Christ used to refer to John Paul II

255 97.0 97.0 97.0

8 3.0 3.0 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

No

Yes

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

secularmedia

142 54.0 100.0 100.0

121 46.0

263 100.0

secular mediaValid

.00Missing

Total

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative

Percent

 

religiousmedia

121 46.0 100.0 100.0

142 54.0

263 100.0

religious mediaValid

.00Missing

Total

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative

Percent

 

secularvsreligiousmedia

142 54.0 54.0 54.0

121 46.0 46.0 100.0

263 100.0 100.0

secular media

catholic media

Total

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative
Percent

 

 

Easter or Palm Sunday referred to  

227 86.3 86.3 86.3 
36 13.7 13.7 100.0 

263 100.0 100.0

No 
Yes 
Total 

Valid
Frequency Percent Valid Percent

Cumulative 
Percent 
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Intercoder Reliability 
 

Intercoder Reliability Coefficients for Content Analysis 
 

Variable Name Correlation 
Positive Paragraphs Pearson =.996 
Negative Paragraphs Pearson = .955 
Neutral Paragraphs Pearson = .938 
Accuracy Tau = 1.00 
Holy Father Tau = .925 
Pope Tau = .892 
Pontiff Tau = 1.00 
The Great Tau = 1.00 
Liberal Tau = 1.00 
Conservative Tau = .875 
Liberator Tau = 1.00 
Oppressor Tau = 1.00 
Other Political Phrases Tau = .806 
Debate Tau = .904 
Bureaucracy Tau = .678 
Hypocrite Tau = .800 
Refer to Religion Tau = 1.00 
Refer to Catholicism Tau = 1.00 
Refer to Prayer Tau = .929 
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Appendix of Tables 
 

Table 4.2: Crosstab Statistics on Coverage by Story Topic 

 
*These data are approaching statistical significance with a Chi Square value of .125.  The measure of 
association (Phi) summarizes the strength of the relationship in the table.  A Phi value of .126 shows 
moderate strength. 

 
 
 

 

12 14 26 

46.2% 53.8% 100.0% 

8.5% 11.6% 9.9% 

4.6% 5.3% 9.9% 
35 18 53 

66.0% 34.0% 100.0% 

24.6% 14.9% 20.2% 

13.3% 6.8% 20.2% 
95 89 184 

51.6% 48.4% 100.0% 

66.9% 73.6% 70.0% 

36.1% 33.8% 70.0% 
142 121 263 

54.0% 46.0% 100.0% 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

54.0% 46.0% 100.0% 

Count 
% within Topic (Terri 
Schiavo, John Kerry, John 
Paul II) 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% of Total 
Count 
% within Topic (Terri 
Schiavo, John Kerry, John 
Paul II) 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% of Total 
Count 
% within Topic (Terri 
Schiavo, John Kerry, John 
Paul II) 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% of Total 
Count 
% within Topic (Terri 
Schiavo, John Kerry, John 
Paul II) 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% of Total 

Terri Schiavo 

John Kerry 

John Paul II 

Topic (Terri Schiavo, 
John Kerry, John 
Paul II) 

Total 

secular 
media 

catholic 
media 

secularvsreligiousmed 
ia 

Total 
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Table 4.3: Crosstab Statistics on Letters to the Editor by Story Topic 

 
* These data are significant with a Chi Square value of .000.  The measure of association (Phi) 
summarizes the strength of the relationship in the table.  A Phi value of .253 shows moderate 
strength.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 4.4: Crosstab Statistics on Sexual Abuse Scandal   

15 11 26 

57.7% 42.3% 100.0% 

6.7% 27.5% 9.9% 

5.7% 4.2% 9.9% 
45 8 53 

84.9% 15.1% 100.0% 

20.2% 20.0% 20.2% 

17.1% 3.0% 20.2% 
163 21 184 

88.6% 11.4% 100.0% 

73.1% 52.5% 70.0% 

62.0% 8.0% 70.0% 
223 40 263 

84.8% 15.2% 100.0% 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

84.8% 15.2% 100.0% 

Count 
% within Topic 
(Terri Schiavo, John 
Kerry, John Paul II) 
% within Letter to 
the Editor 
% of Total 
Count 
% within Topic 
(Terri Schiavo, John 
Kerry, John Paul II) 
% within Letter to 
the Editor 
% of Total 
Count 
% within Topic 
(Terri Schiavo, John 
Kerry, John Paul II) 
% within Letter to 
the Editor 
% of Total 
Count 
% within Topic 
(Terri Schiavo, John 
Kerry, John Paul II) 
% within Letter to 
the Editor 
% of Total 

Terri Schiavo 

John Kerry 

John Paul II 

Topic (Terri Schiavo, 
John Kerry, John 
Paul II) 

Total 

No Yes 
Letter to the Editor 

Total 
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* These data are significant with a Chi Square value of .058.  The measure of association (Phi) 
summarizes the strength of the relationship in the table.  A Phi value of .117 shows moderate 
strength. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

124 18 142 

87.3% 12.7% 100.0% 

52.1% 72.0% 54.0% 

47.1% 6.8% 54.0% 
114 7 121 

94.2% 5.8% 100.0% 

47.9% 28.0% 46.0% 

43.3% 2.7% 46.0% 
238 25 263 

90.5% 9.5% 100.0% 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

90.5% 9.5% 100.0% 

Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Mentions Sex 
Abuse Scandal 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Mentions Sex 
Abuse Scandal 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Mentions Sex 
Abuse Scandal 
% of Total 

secular media 

catholic media 

secularvsreligiousmedia 

Total 

no Yes 

Mentions Sex Abuse 
Scandal 

Total 
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Table 4.5: Crosstab Statistics on Acccuracy 

 
* These data are significant with a Chi Square value of .002.  The measure of association (Phi) summarizes 
the strength of the relationship in the table.  A Phi value of .193 shows moderate strength. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

11 131 142 

7.7% 92.3% 100.0% 

100.0% 52.0% 54.0% 
4.2% 49.8% 54.0% 

0 121 121 

.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

.0% 48.0% 46.0% 

.0% 46.0% 46.0% 
11 252 263 

4.2% 95.8% 100.0% 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
4.2% 95.8% 100.0% 

Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Article Accurate? 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Article Accurate? 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Article Accurate? 
% of Total 

secular media 

catholic media 

secularvsreligiousmedia 

Total 

No Yes 
Article Accurate? 

Total 
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Table 4.6: Crosstab Statistics on use of “Holy Father” 

*These data are significant with a Chi Square value of .000.  The measure of association (Phi) 
summarizes the strength of the relationship in the table.  A Phi value of .238  shows a strong relationship. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

118 24 142 

83.1% 16.9% 100.0% 

61.1% 34.3% 54.0% 

44.9% 9.1% 54.0% 
75 46 121 

62.0% 38.0% 100.0% 

38.9% 65.7% 46.0% 

28.5% 17.5% 46.0% 
193 70 263 

73.4% 26.6% 100.0% 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

73.4% 26.6% 100.0% 

Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Holy Father used 
to refer to John Paul II? 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Holy Father used 
to refer to John Paul II? 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Holy Father used 
to refer to John Paul II? 
% of Total 

secular media 

catholic media 

secularvsreligiousmedia 

Total 

No Yes 

Holy Father used to 
refer to John Paul II? 

Total 
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Table 4.7: Crosstab Statistics on “Pontiff” 
 

 
*These data are significant with a Chi Square value of .000.  The measure of association (Phi) summarizes  
the strength of the relationship in the table.  A Phi value of .222 shows a strong relationship. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

98 44 142 

69.0% 31.0% 100.0% 

48.0% 74.6% 54.0% 

37.3% 16.7% 54.0% 
106 15 121 

87.6% 12.4% 100.0% 

52.0% 25.4% 46.0% 

40.3% 5.7% 46.0% 
204 59 263 

77.6% 22.4% 100.0% 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

77.6% 22.4% 100.0% 

Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Pontiff used to 
refer to John Paul II? 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Pontiff used to 
refer to John Paul II? 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Pontiff used to 
refer to John Paul II? 
% of Total 

secular media 

catholic media 

secularvsreligiousmedia 

Total 

No Yes 

Pontiff used to refer to 
John Paul II? 

Total 
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Table 4.8: Crosstab Statistics on“Liberator” 

 *These data are significant with a Chi Square value of .008.  The measure of association (Phi) 
summarizes the strength of the relationship in the table.  A Phi value of .163 shows moderate strength. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

129 13 142 

90.8% 9.2% 100.0% 

57.3% 34.2% 54.0% 

49.0% 4.9% 54.0% 
96 25 121 

79.3% 20.7% 100.0% 

42.7% 65.8% 46.0% 

36.5% 9.5% 46.0% 
225 38 263 

85.6% 14.4% 100.0% 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

85.6% 14.4% 100.0% 

Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Church portrayed 
as Liberator 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Church portrayed 
as Liberator 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Church portrayed 
as Liberator 
% of Total 

secular media 

catholic media 

secularvsreligiousmedia 

Total 

No Yes 

Church portrayed as 
Liberator 

Total 
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Table 4.9: Crosstab Statistics on “Oppressor” 

 
*These data are significant with a Chi Square value of .013.  The measure of association (Phi) 
summarizes the strength of the relationship in the table.  A Phi value of .152 shows moderate strength.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

122 20 142 

85.9% 14.1% 100.0% 

51.5% 76.9% 54.0% 

46.4% 7.6% 54.0% 
115 6 121 

95.0% 5.0% 100.0% 

48.5% 23.1% 46.0% 

43.7% 2.3% 46.0% 
237 26 263 

90.1% 9.9% 100.0% 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

90.1% 9.9% 100.0% 

Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Church 
Portrayed as Oppressor 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Church 
Portrayed as Oppressor 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Church 
Portrayed as Oppressor 
% of Total 

secular media 

catholic media 

secularvsreligiousmedia 

Total 

No Yes 

Church Portrayed as 
Oppressor 

Total 
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Table 4.10: Crosstab Statistics on Oppressor by Story Topic 

 
*These data are significant with a Chi Square value of .000. The measure of association (Phi) 
summarizes the strength of the relationship in the table.  A Phi value of .280 shows a strong 
relationship. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

17 9 26 

65.4% 34.6% 100.0% 

7.2% 34.6% 9.9% 

6.5% 3.4% 9.9% 
51 2 53 

96.2% 3.8% 100.0% 

21.5% 7.7% 20.2% 

19.4% .8% 20.2% 
169 15 184 

91.8% 8.2% 100.0% 

71.3% 57.7% 70.0% 

64.3% 5.7% 70.0% 
237 26 263 

90.1% 9.9% 100.0% 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

90.1% 9.9% 100.0% 

Count 
% within Topic (Terri 
Schiavo, John Kerry, 
John Paul II) 
% within Church 
Portrayed as Oppressor 
% of Total 
Count 
% within Topic (Terri 
Schiavo, John Kerry, 
John Paul II) 
% within Church 
Portrayed as Oppressor 
% of Total 
Count 
% within Topic (Terri 
Schiavo, John Kerry, 
John Paul II) 
% within Church 
Portrayed as Oppressor 
% of Total 
Count 
% within Topic (Terri 
Schiavo, John Kerry, 
John Paul II) 
% within Church 
Portrayed as Oppressor 
% of Total 

John Kerry 

Terri  
Schivao 

John Paul II 

Topic (Terri Schiavo, 
John Kerry, John 
Paul II) 

Total 

No Yes 

Church Portrayed as 
Oppressor 

Total 
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Table 4.11: Crosstab Statistics on Conservative Label 

 
*These data are significant with a Chi Square value of .000.  The measure of association (Phi) 
summarizes the strength of the relationship in the table.  A Phi value of .385 shows a very strong 
relationship. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

98 44 142 

69.0% 31.0% 100.0% 

45.2% 95.7% 54.0% 

37.3% 16.7% 54.0% 
119 2 121 

98.3% 1.7% 100.0% 

54.8% 4.3% 46.0% 

45.2% .8% 46.0% 
217 46 263 

82.5% 17.5% 100.0% 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

82.5% 17.5% 100.0% 

Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Conservative 
Appears 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Conservative 
Appears 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Conservative 
Appears 
% of Total 

secular media 

catholic media 

secularvsreligiousmedia 

Total 

No Yes 
Conservative Appears 

Total 
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Table 4.12: Crosstab Statistics for Policy or Position 

 
*These data are significant with a Chi Square value of .009.  The measure of association (Phi) 
summarizes the strength of the relationship in the table.  A Phi value of .161 shows moderate strength. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

129 13 142 

90.8% 9.2% 100.0% 

52.0% 86.7% 54.0% 

49.0% 4.9% 54.0% 
119 2 121 

98.3% 1.7% 100.0% 

48.0% 13.3% 46.0% 

45.2% .8% 46.0% 
248 15 263 

94.3% 5.7% 100.0% 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

94.3% 5.7% 100.0% 

Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within policy or Position 
used 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within policy or Position 
used 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within policy or Position 
used 
% of Total 

secular media 

catholic media 

secularvsreligiousmedia 

Total 

No Yes 
Policy or Position used 

Total 
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Table 4.13: Crosstab Statistics on Use of other Political Phrases 
 

 
*These data are statistically significant with a Chi Square value of .050.  The measure of association (Phi) 
summarizes the strength of the relationship in the table.  A Phi value of .121 shows moderate strength.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

122 20 142 

85.9% 14.1% 100.0% 

51.9% 71.4% 54.0% 

46.4% 7.6% 54.0% 
113 8 121 

93.4% 6.6% 100.0% 

48.1% 28.6% 46.0% 

43.0% 3.0% 46.0% 
235 28 263 

89.4% 10.6% 100.0% 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

89.4% 10.6% 100.0% 

Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within other political 
phrases or words used 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within other political 
phrases or words used> 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within other political 
phrases or words used> 
% of Total 

secular media 

catholic media 

secularvsreligiousmedia 

Total 

No Yes 

other political phrases 
or words used 

Total 
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Table 4.14: Crosstab Statistics on Bureaucracy 

 
*These data are significant with a Chi Square value of .000. The measure of association (Phi) summarizes 
the strength of the relationship in the table.  A Phi value of .273 shows a strong relationship. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

118 24 142 

83.1% 16.9% 100.0% 

49.6% 96.0% 54.0% 
44.9% 9.1% 54.0% 

120 1 121 

99.2% .8% 100.0% 

50.4% 4.0% 46.0% 
45.6% .4% 46.0% 

238 25 263 

90.5% 9.5% 100.0% 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
90.5% 9.5% 100.0% 

Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Liberal Appears 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Liberal Appears 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Liberal Appears 
% of Total 

secular media 

catholic media 

secularvsreligiousmedia 

Total 

No Yes 
Bureaucracy Appears 

Total 
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Table 4.15: Crosstab Statistics on Doctrine 

 
*These data are significant with a Chi Square value of .058.  The measure of association (Phi) 
summarizes the strength of the relationship in the table.  A Phi value of .117 shows moderate strength.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

131 11 142 

92.3% 7.7% 100.0% 

52.6% 78.6% 54.0% 
49.8% 4.2% 54.0% 

118 3 121 

97.5% 2.5% 100.0% 

47.4% 21.4% 46.0% 
44.9% 1.1% 46.0% 

249 14 263 

94.7% 5.3% 100.0% 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
94.7% 5.3% 100.0% 

Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Doctrine Used 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Doctrine Used 
% of Total 
Count 
% within 
secularvsreligiousmedia 
% within Doctrine Used 
% of Total 

secular media 

catholic media 

secularvsreligiousmedia 

Total 

No Yes 
Doctrine Used 

Total 


