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2.	 Determine the units of analysis. These could be newspaper articles, whole newspapers, television episodes, or 
political conventions.

3.	 Select a sample of units from the population. The most basic strategy might be a simple random sample of 
documents. However, a stratified sample might be needed to ensure adequate representation of community 
newspapers in large and small cities, of weekday and Sunday papers, or of political speeches during election 
years and in off years (see Chapter 4).

4.	 Design coding procedures for the variables to be measured. This requires deciding what unit of text to code, 
such as words, sentences, paragraphs, or newspaper pages. Then, the categories into which the units are to be 
coded must be defined. These categories may be broad, such as supports democracy, or narrow, such as sup-
ports universal suffrage.

5.	 Test and refine the coding procedures. Clear instructions and careful training of coders are essential.

6.	 Base statistical analyses on counting occurrences of particular items. These could be words, themes, or phrases. 
You will also need to test relations between different variables.

Developing reliable and valid coding procedures is not an easy task. The meaning of words and phrases is often 
ambiguous. As a result, coding procedures cannot simply categorize and count words; text segments in which the 
words are embedded must also be inspected before codes are finalized. Because different coders may perceive different 
meanings in the same text segments, explicit coding rules are required to ensure coding consistency. Special dictionar-
ies can be developed to keep track of how the categories of interest are defined in the study (Weber, 1985).

After coding procedures are developed, their reliability should be assessed by comparing different coders’ codes 
for the same variables. The criteria for judging quantitative content analyses of text reflect the same standards of valid-
ity applied to data collected with other quantitative methods. We must review the sampling approach, the reliability 
and validity of the measures, and the controls used to strengthen any causal conclusions.

Case Study
Media Portrayals of Abducted Children

Researchers interested in the media and crime have used content analysis in a number of ways. For example, scholars 
analyzing crime depictions presented in the media often conclude that newspaper and television coverage of crime 
is frequently inaccurate and misleading; stories disproportionately report violent crimes, and reporters tend to focus 
attention on sensational matters such as the capture of criminal or high-status offenders.

Over the past few decades, policy makers and the media alike have been paying increasing attention to the child 
abductions. Unfortunately, similar to media coverage for other crimes, the media tends to focus on sensational abductions 
such as those perpetrated by strangers compared to the more common family abduction incidents. Justine Taylor and her 
colleagues Danielle Boisvert, Barbar Sims, and Carl Garver (2013) wanted to determine whether media representations of 
abductions actually represented the most common characteristics of abductions. To do this, they relied on data from the 
United States Justice Department–sponsored National Incidence Studies of Missing, Abducted, Runaway, and Throwaway 
Children 2 (NISMART-2), the federal government’s most accurate accounting of children abductions in the United States 
NISMART-2 not only collects information on abductions from law enforcement agencies but also employs a random sam-
ple survey of youth households about their experiences with missing children. NISMART classifies several different types 
of abductions including family, nonfamily, and stereotypical abductions, which is a nonfamily abduction in which a child is 
detained overnight, transported at least 50 miles, held for ransom, or abducted with intent to keep the child permanently or 
to kill the child. These NISMART data were used to describe the actual incidences and characteristics of child abductions 
in the U.S., which were compared to how newspapers reported on abductions across the United States.

To obtain a sample of newspaper articles, Taylor et al. (2013) searched LexisNexis Academic, which provides 
articles from most major newspapers in the United States, using the terms kidnap or abduct. Only articles related to 


