
























































































































































4h CHAPTER 3

lation and causation has implications for research design. Some content
analyses scek to uncover what variables are correlated with—accom-
pany—another variable of interest without specifying cavses and ef-
fects. Others may seek to demonstrale what causes the variable of
interest to change.

One condition necessary for demonstration of a cavsal relationship is
time order. Quite simply, the alleged or hypothesized cause should pre-
cede the effect. Suppose a researcher wanted to examine the impact of a
new integrated software and computing system blamed by newspaper
staffers for increased typographical or other errors in newspaper con-
teni. A poorly designed siudy suggested, perhaps, by staff happier with
the old system might tabulate a measure of current error rate and without
measuring the rate before the change, blame errors on the change (see
Design A inFig. 3.2). A betterstudy (Design B) examining the impact of
that change would measure number of errors in the content both before
{at Time 1 [T1], the first point in time) the change {which occurs at T2)
and after the change (at T3). This is a natural before-after design (some-
times described as a pretest and posttest design) with a clear ime order.
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FHE 3.2, Research designs involving time order,









































































































MEASUREMENT a1

the city of license (physical and theme units) as the recording units,
story (syntactical unit) as the context unit, and percentage of time during
newscast (physical unit) as the analysis unit.

The gridin Fig. 4.1 shows how information units can be used to define
study units. The information units define the study units. A given study
is likely to have more than one type of each of the study units, As dis-
cussed in chapter 5 (this volume), some studies require more than one
sampling unit. The type of information units used for recording units
will be different for different variables, For example, studying the types
of sources used in environmental coverage would require two recording
units—sources (a referential unit) and the types of environmental cover-
age (subject thematic unit). In some situations, two forms of informa-
tion units (symbolic and physical ) are combined to create the recording
unit (e.g., the square inches of copy devoted to a theme).

Identifying the appropriate information units for defining the various
study units is crucial for creating a valid content analysis protocol (ie.,
the instructions for coders to use in assigning content to categories). Ul-
timately, the numbers associated with units of analysis are the values of
variables being studied. The process of selecting unit types must reflect
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FIG. 4.1.  Information umits become the operational definitions for study wnits.
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Fl3. 6.1, Coding sheet for monthly contumer magagines.

CODER TRAINING

One is often warned in life about “going around in a circle," covering the
same ground over and over again. However, the process of concept defi-
nition, protocol construction, and coder training is just such a circular
process, Central to this process—how long it goes on and when it stops
—are the coders.

The coders, of course, change as they engage in successive encoun-
ters with the content of interest and the way that content is captured by
the concepts defined for the study, A content analysis protocol will go
through many drafts during pretesting as concepts are refined, measures
specified, and procedures for coding worked through.

Coding Process

This process is both facilitated and made more complex depending on
the number of coders. Along with everybody else, researchers carry
mental baggage that influences their perception and interpretation of
communication content. A single coder may not notice the dimensions
of aconcept being missed or how a protocol (that is perfectly clear to him
or her may be opaque to another. Several coders are therefore more
likely to hammer out conceptual and operational definitions that are
clearer and more explicit.

On the other hand, the disadvantage of collaboration among several
coders is that agreement on concepts may be more difficult, or their ap-
























































































































































































































































































































