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Introduction

‘Are we having risk for dinner tonight, dear?’

Today, the answer to this question cannot be simple. Many possible answers present themselves in a time when risk seems to have become an almost expected ingredient in food. Answering the question thus depends on numerous conditional matters, such as for instance: how should a risk be defined, who’s defining what risk is, is the risk easily identifiable, if you are aware of the risk, if you have the choice between the risk or not… when you have dinner.

The aim of this paper is to explore the role of mass media in the construction of risk with particular regard to food-borne zoonoses (i.e. diseases transmitted to humans by animal foods). The issue examined here constitutes part of a larger project that includes both an analysis of media texts and qualitative in-depth interviews with experts and lay people. The overall objective of the larger project is to compare Danish expert and lay perceptions of risk of zoonoses with a view to evaluating risk communication, especially impact of mass media on the construction of risk and risk communication.
 The analysis presented here has a more limited objective: to analyse the story patterns of reporting on a dominant zoonosis – mad cow disease – in order to identify central elements in the way mass media is constructing risk. In that regard the study is founded on a previous analysis of the different types of zoonoses that have appeared in the mass media’s agenda during approximately the last ten years in Danish newspapers.

This paper is primarily presenting empirical findings
 and is less concerned with the theoretical discussion of the mediating role of the media. Yet, I hope the empirical findings can contribute to further substantiating a theoretical conceptualisation of how the media plays an important role in matters where the food industry, science and governmental interests are intertwined. An outline of the encountered risk models in the articles will thus be presented at the end of the paper. 

Method

The study is designed as a top-down case study with three main cases defining the general object of the investigation. These are the following zoonoses: mad cow disease/BSE (Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy), salmonella, and campylobacter. These cases have been selected on the basis of the following criteria: political importance, reporting frequency, and seriousness as seen from the scientific perspective. Compared to the general covering of zoonoses, BSE and salmonella are the by far most dominant as defined by frequency. Campylocabter differs from the two others probably because it has been subject to less politicising in the media, and thus yields a considerably lower frequency in reporting.

The method for selecting the articles has been the defining day of the ‘breaking news event’. All articles that particular day have been selected and in addition to this, five articles before that day, as well as five articles after have been selected.
 The breaking news events selected for each case are defined on the basis of distance as seen from the political and/or reader perspective: an international case that is added a national dimension – as for instance the British BSE crisis occurring in Denmark in 2000; a case discussed in terms of structural problems/actors that is added a ‘this could have been me’ dimension – as for instance the issue of salmonella, for a long time mainly debated on the level/with references to sector and authority actors and institutions potentially appearing in everyone’s kitchen with the ‘kiksekage’ family tragedy in 1999/2000.

Theoretical aspects with regard to method

The textual analysis has been conducted primarily on the basis of a thematic analysis, however with a view to formal, that is linguistic elements, which substantially contribute to the shaping of the meaning of the text. Combining elements from discourse analysis and framing analysis, the study then adheres to a moderate constructivist position. The media are on a very general level considered to be part of modern society’s most important and influential discourse diffusers (Thompson 1995). However, no a priori presuppositions of the media’s actual effect on the audience are contained in this particular consideration. Consequently, media text and media framings are regarded as important due to their agenda setting power, a power that is in particular based on the processing of the operations of selection and salience (Entman 1991, 1993). Yet, media text is regarded as possible readings of reality only (cf. Boltanski 1993). This moderation points to several factors in media reception: if a central agent in sensitising the public to certain issues, the media by no means deliver an exhaustive account of these issues (cf. Irwin 1995, Grove-White 2000) as well as their framings are not digested by the public in a homogenous way (cf. Hall 1999 [1980]).

Preliminary interpretation of the results

From the first articles in the beginning of 1994 to the last ones in March 2000, the particular ways in which food and food regulation is treated has changed considerably. Also the description of the zoonoses and the shaping of their risks vary to a great extend.

In this paper I will outline some general mechanisms in media risk constructing activities. This will be followed by an account of the results from an analysis of how the newspaper Politiken covered the crises of BSE from 1994 to 2000. Any statement I put forward is thus referring to this particular case study and cannot be considered to be general in scope. However, I will occasionally use the term ‘the media’ to indicate how the results from this specific case study could be applied overall.

With regard to the media attitude to the BSE event, one could say in a very general way that the evolution in the story telling pattern from the mid-1990’s to 2000 echoes certain findings in the literature on reporting on extraordinary and unexpected events (Tuchman 1997 [1973], Berkowitz 1997 [1992]). Thus the argument currently stands as follows: when treating risk claims surrounded by scientific uncertainty, the media can adopt a thoroughly sceptical attitude, and align themselves with contemporary judicial apparatuses, governing the field in which the risk claim is put forward. If, however, scientific evidence of the risk hypothesis gains strength, the media readily change sides and pass through a state of actively constructing risk activities, now utilising remaining scientific uncertainty for further boosting risk hypotheses. Finally, the media contribute to creating a new normalcy within which the notion of risk fits, or is made to fit, into ideas of appropriate political attention and measures susceptible to properly control the identified risk.

With particular regard to the ‘risk constructing mechanisms’ the media are often said to blow up rumours, create hysteria, or distort science (cf. Stocking 1999). I shall refer to this activity as the establishment of ‘de facto facts’ where the media is seen as consolidating hypotheses into functioning facts, which then form the basis for further reflection, more hypotheses and not the least, (demands for) political action. The point of talking about ‘de facto facts’ is that these ‘wanna be facts’ are not pure fantasy, fiction or deliberative lies (which the ‘distorting science’ perspective tends to suggest).
 Yet, they are not facts in the hardcore, and QED scientific way. They are what could be viewed at best, the better suggestion, given the state of knowledge, and when action is called for, or at worst, the least bad option when certainty is beyond reach and the assumption is put forward that political action is necessary. 

This interpretation could be considered as more or less reflecting the Habermassian ideal of a critical press, where the press compels the government to describe and legitimate its actions in the public domain – or even to take action if it has not already done so (Habermas 1989 [1962]). Perhaps at a pace at odds with the time bind of the political system. The question of time and time pressure then alters the conditions for the ‘real’ working out of the Habermassian ideal: time is often too short to wait for the certain, true and authentic answers (this problem of course equally applies to situations when questions are addressed at scientists). It seems comme il faut in the social sciences and media studies to criticise the media for not respecting the complexities of other functional systems or organisations’ way of functioning and their time cycles. It could however also be suggested that sometimes, this is more of an advantage than a problem: some situations seem to call for action before (scientific) evidence, and certainty for effective solutions could even be expected. Yet this position poses the problem of defining when it is legitimate.

Dealing with the question of mechanisms of risk construction, a fundamentally different tendency in news reporting, as represented by the articles in Politiken at least, needs some attention too. At odds with the critique of mass media for distorting science is the fact that this critique only allows for part of the story. Thus the analysis suggests that when treating risk hypotheses presented by scientists, the media can also reveal a highly conventional stance, endorsing the existing normal state of affairs, aligning themselves with the primacy of other systems’ logic or normal procedure (economic and judicial apparatuses in particular).

Presentation of results

In the following, I shall give an overview of some of the main results from the analysis. The presentation is thematically ordered. It is organised around the two dominant themes of (1) scientific knowledge and the expert role and (2) the representation of political action, including the ‘interpellation’ of the authorities, in media text. 

The dominating tendencies of the analysis will be summarised, allowing for only a few illuminating examples, in chronological order. The two items are subdivided into two times three parts each: the day the Danish newspapers publish the British government’s statement about a possible connection between BSE and the new strain of the human disease Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease (CJD) constitutes the centre, encircled by a period ‘before’ and ‘after’ the breaking news event, and the same principle applies to the moment when the first Danish non-imported BSE incident is reported.

Experts and scientific knowledge 

On a very general level, it can be said that the use of experts and scientific knowledge is changing from a conventional, authority based use to one which features increased exposure of the uncertainties and shortcomings of science. This transformation should probably be regarded with some precaution, and preferably be coupled with the representation of scientists in less controversial scientific matters in order to establish a fuller and more accurate picture of the media use of experts and scientific knowledge. This is however an enterprise which is beyond the scope of this paper.

First case story:  March 1996, the news reports that the UK government publicly acknowledges a possible connection between BSE and CJD

Before 22/03/96

This period is dominated by two hierarchical logics, which are structuring the representation and use of experts and expert knowledge with regard to the BSE question. On the one hand, scientific accounts and indications of a possible risk associated with British beef meat and BSE are primarily overruled by other regulative apparatuses, in particular the free trade regulations within the EU. This interpretation is put forward in January 1994, when German consumer find distrust in British meat and the German government accepts this latter as a serious matter. However, this is suggested by the journalist to be without substantial foundation – although a brief reference is made to the scientific controversy underlying the dispute. The risk hypothesis in this context suggests promotion by national political concerns: the German government’s ambition to win the elections. On the other hand, two British experts’ concern over a possible risk pronounced in December 1995 is accorded far more attention and judged a legitimate basis for the panic sweeping Britain in the aftermath of the expert statements about a possible risk.

Two main points could be drawn from this. In the first place, scientific hypotheses are subsumed under the economic-judicial apparatus in the EU and in the second case consumer distrust is not considered a legitimate reason for further investigating the risk hypothesis whereas expert concern is. This points to a fundamentally authoritarian attitude within the media: endorsing the primacy of economic-judicial priorities in one case, and according more weight to scientists’ worries over risk than to consumer distrust.

22/03/96

The covering of the British government’s admittance that a risk associated with British beef meat could not be denied is dominated by an extreme risk framing. A front page article
 presenting the British government’s statement is primarily representing the BSE incident as a sensation, and establishes the danger of infection from British beef meat to humans as a ‘de facto fact’ even though scientists are referred to as pointing to (only) a possible connection between the two diseases, BSE and CJD. Essentially, the article is correctly referring to the scientific accounts with the necessary caveats, but it is itself proceeding as if the risk was already established as a fact.

In particular, the risk construction is nourished by scientific uncertainty besides a total neglect of the question in what particular ways the disease is supposed to be transmitted to humans. Also a lot of time and energy is used to describe the fact that pathologists fear the human disease, CJD, to such a degree that suspected CJD victims are not subjected to post-mortem examination. The pathologist fear is a highly irrelevant information given the fact that the main story and supposed problem is the fear that BSE can be transmitted to humans. But if the pathologist ‘scary story’ seems irrelevant, it functions, however, very effectively as a fear and drama generating element in the article, only further fuelling a general risk hypothesis associated with the issue.

After the 22/03/96

During the days after the British government’s announcement has been reported focus is centred on the need for political action. This, however, is indirectly described at the EU level as politically inconceivable without recourse to scientific advice. The acceptance that only science can furnish us with the right tools to unravel the problem is also indirectly reflected in the media reporting, covering, in several articles, scientists’/scientific knowledge accounts of the BSE problem with an emphasis put on the possible risk of infecting humans. References made to scientists thus position them in the trouble solver role. The interesting thing, however, is that in addition to its scientific advice giving function, the EU scientific veterinarian committee is said to state ‘in a presumably political addition’
 that it shall ‘welcome any practical interference from the EU which can do something about the occurrence of the disease and the possible risk of transmission’

The uses of and references made to experts then, both within the political system and the media, are conventional: tell us the truth about this situation, enabling us to act on it. The reaction of the European expert committee is controversial, or at least unusual, stating overtly that the problem and its immediate mediation is political.

Second case story: the reporting in February 2000 that a Danish non-imported cow had BSE.

Before 29/02/00

The overall distinguishing feature about the use of experts and scientific knowledge is that it is virtually absent. Moreover, almost all references made to BSE are ‘iconic’, that is not relating specifically to the BSE crisis, but using BSE (and other types of food scares) as an incarnation of risk to designate the risk in other contexts. Thus, risk is seen to have become a normal ingredient in food, and modern food production is connoting risk production. Of course the risk icons are based on scientific detection and evaluations. Yet, in accordance with their icon status, no in-depth inquiry is made into the precise nature of the risky elements. 

In the same vein, the sole direct reference made to scientists is not investigating any subtleties surrounding their status or function. In an article dealing with biotechnology in food production, BSE, together with the dioxin scandals, are functioning as the (iconic) explanation why biotechnology encounters important consumer resistance and distrust, and why a situation has developed where ‘the consumer trust in big industry, scientists’ guarantees, and the authorities’ capability to control industry [is] close to zero’.
 

29/02/00

Generally, the media evaluation of the discovery of a Danish BSE incident is focusing on the political action and reactions to it. However, experts figure in some articles. In all cases, they are cited for stressing that there is no need to panic, or that the situation is by no means serious in comparison with the UK crisis. Nevertheless, the articles are highlighting the scientific uncertainty still prevailing, as if suggesting by this that there is then a reason to be wary of the advice and guarantees promoted by the experts. This is in particular evident in the article titled ‘Fear for a silent epidemic’,
 followed by a subtitle that reads: ‘One mad and lonely cow in Denmark doubtfully has any impact on the general people’s health. If Denmark collapses as a result of BSE, it is because of the fear of a silent epidemic, which puts the medical science in checkmate’.
  The notion of the ’silent epidemic’ is in the article referring to the British BSE crisis, that is experts referred to/cited in the article do not expect a ’silent epidemic’ to apply to the Danish case as however suggested by the subtitle. Moreover, the judgement of the medical science placed in ’check mate’ is only focusing on the shortcomings of science at the expense of the actually found (and also referred to) scientific evidence of certain aspects of the disease (its origin, ways of transmission, the clinic account of the disease development etc). 

In sum, these complexity-reducing strategies are moulding together into the establishment of more ‘de facto facts’, boosting several risk hypotheses. Denmark is suggested to be subject to a silent epidemic, and by stressing the lack of scientific knowledge, and representing science as more or less lost vis-à-vis BSE and CJD, the formerly conventionally supposed means to solve the crisis is undermined qua the conjuring up of a less authoritarian aura surrounding science.

After 29/02/00

The articles published the day following the revelation of BSE in Denmark also primarily focus on the political aspects and reactions. In a follow-up on the detection of the BSE infected cow, experts are said not to be able to explain how the cow contracted the disease. Otherwise, the references made to experts are all associated with another dimension of the shortcomings: the monitoring program initiated by the EU, demanding that Denmark should control 100 cattle every year for BSE, has not been conducted as prescribed. Another revelation is thus added to the BSE incidence: Danish scientists have not examined the required number of cattle, but only 39 the preceding year. A long article is describing this failure, and the argument (delivered in a direct citation by Jørgen Agerholm, senior researcher at ‘Statens Veterinære Serumlaboratorium’, also responsible for the monitoring program in Denmark), is somewhat surprising: ‘the attitude has been that this is a disease that we have not had [in Denmark]. Maybe that is why one has not been sufficiently attentive to it.’
 Essentially then, the scientific monitoring program is said to have been short-circuited for non-scientific reasons, emanating from unwillingness or a banal experience based attitude that BSE is not a problem in Denmark. 

Summing up, the general transformational pattern concerning the representation of experts could be seen to be centred around the question of authority. From the first case story (1994-1996) to the second (2000), a fundamental shift in the attitude towards science can thus be identified, maybe crystallising most importantly in relation to the use of scientific uncertainty. Even if scientists are not holding any certain answers in the beginning, they are consulted in a way revealing that both the political system and the media expect them to deliver whatever answers there may be/could be expected in the future. Only a couple of years later, exposure of scientific uncertainty or signs of a failing scientific system constitutes the core focus. With particular regard to the construction of risk drawing on scientific knowledge, uncertainty is heavily invested in times of crisis (when ‘shocking’ or unexpected situations occur) and utilised in the construction of possible risks as ‘de facto facts’.

Authorities and the question of political action

With regard to the role of the authorities and political action, one of the most important changes occurring from the mid 1990’s to the year of 2000 is that the area of food and food production is intensively politicised. A major outcome of this is a shift in political and media focus from the working out of the agriculture schemes (which is mainly about deciding on technical standards and allocating resources) to a discourse evolving around the aim of protecting consumer security (which often consists of a lot of well chosen words and, sometimes, of some eventful and very spectacular action). It even seems as if the BSE crisis plays a pivotal role in this evolution, and that one can speak of a precipice before and after the BSE crisis. 

First case story: the reporting, in March 1996, on the UK government publicly announcing a possible connection between BSE and CJD 

Before 22/03/96

As stated in the above paragraphs on the use of experts and scientific knowledge, the normal state of affairs in mediation of disputes over food issues is to consider these within the framework of the economic-judicial apparatuses regulating the domain. This is most particularly evident in an article treating the German-British controversy over the risk question. Germany is announcing that a ban on British beef meat might be their solution to the problem. The article tends to represent the dispute in terms of Germany violating the free trade regulations – and thus Germany would be both disturbing the order, and subjecting England to vital economic loss if a boycott is implemented.

22/03/96

It seems as if a change occurs when the British government officially admits that British beef meat may constitute a risk to human health, since this breaking news is placed on the front page. As described in the above section about experts, the notion of risk – whether it is the scientific or an uncertainty fuelled one – is attracting the most attention. But evidently, the Danish government’s position is also considered important: ‘While France, Belgium, the Netherlands and several German provinces immediately have stopped all import of British beef meat, the Danish Minister of Agriculture Henrik Dam Kristensen (S) has a policy of wait-and-see.’

The Danish minister is quoted for stating, that the policy of wait-and-see is due to the governments’ strategy to await the experts’ conclusions. Also, he points to that a whole range of restrictions already have been applied with regard to import of British beef meat. In sum, it appears indirectly that a whole range of risk hypotheses have been guiding the actions and choices made in a top-down risk managing strategy where no information about the reasons for these priorities has been rendered public.

Generally, the article reporting on the Danish governmental position tends to represent the Danish hesitation as less appropriate than the immediate reaction (boycott of British beef meat) in other European countries.

After 22/03/96

The overall change in the framing structure in the days following the breaking news is that the BSE problem is increasingly identified as a political problem, calling for action and crisis management. Two tendencies present themselves: the one already mentioned in the above section on experts positions science as the appropriate agent to consult in order to find a solution. Science however strikes back and leaves the problem within the political system. The other tendency consists of the reporting on various political actors proposing different remedies to the situation. Not surprisingly, the scope and nature of these solutions differ enormously. The contextual particularities of each actor (i.e. the questions of guilt, economic interests at stake, competency and access to implement a different politics etc.) would explain why the British and Danish government, and the interest organisations representing the consumers do not point to the same types of problems, or solutions.

Thus these different actors are suggesting diverging distributional logics as the more appropriate analytical lens for reading the problem. In short, by distribution of risk in time, the British Minister of Agriculture, Douglass Hogg, is assuring the public that British beef has never been safer than it is at present. He does however admit that some problems may have existed in the 1980’s. The Danish Minister of Agriculture, Henrik Dam Kristensen, is presenting a model for labelling quality meat, (both pig and beef meat), thereby acknowledging that within the framework of the EU regulations a ban aiming at excluding products from a particular geographical area cannot be envisaged, but distinction markers on the basis of quality is fully legitimate. Finally, the consumer interest organisations, both the European BEUC and the Danish National Consumer Council, (Forbrugerrådet), are claiming that the BSE crisis reveals problems with the distribution of responsibility for solving problems: the wrong subjects (consumers) are paying for the guilty subjects (referring to ‘the UK’) having created the problem. 

This last position is critic of the EU giving primacy to the free movement of commerce, and essentially translates the problem into a moral issue. The Danish government is accepting the rules of the game, however trying to find a way of meddling with the existing labelling mechanisms in order to create distinctive tools, allowing consumers ‘a real choice’
. The British governmental strategy is to insist that the time of risk is over. The articles representing these diverging definitions and political answers to the problem of BSE, do not overtly express a point of view (although the article presenting the British position is far more sympathetic to the scandalised British consumers and businesses’ point of view, living extreme disappointment and distrust in the government). Basically, the media display of these diverging political reactions reflects the on-going struggle over the right definition of the problem and corresponding solutions as well as it contributes to the massive political investment in the problem.

Second case story: the reporting, in February 2000, that a Danish non-imported cow had BSE.

Before 29/02/02

As mentioned in the above section on experts, the period before the 29/02/00 is marked by a tendency to make references to BSE as an iconic value. It is in this vein that the Danish Minister of Food, Agriculture and Fisheries, Henrik Dam Kristensen is suggesting that the food scares such as BSE overshadow the less sensational, but indeed important health matters such as the fact that Danish diet often contains too much fat and is marked by low intakes of fruit, vegetables, and fish.

The sole article treating BSE as its main focus is dealing with politico-administrative troubles within the EU in implementing the labelling of beef meat with the country of origin, decided four years earlier. By setting out to aim at the protection of the consumer right to know, the EU shortcomings in installing new regulative procedures are described as disappointing and unsatisfactory by various political and interest organisational actors. 

29/02/00

On the day the news about the Danish BSE incident is reported, the overall covering is centred on the question of the political action and the reactions to it from various political actors as well as interest organisations. Ritt Bjerregaard, a former commissioner
, is new in the siege of the Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Fisheries and is attracting a lot of attention due to her rescue plan: the finding of one single BSE incident makes her state that the situation is ‘extremely serious’
, immediately calling for action. The result is a withdrawal of enormous amounts of beef meat in Danish shops and supermarkets, estimated by Kødbranchens Fællesråd to represent a value of 30-40 millions D.KR.

A couple of representatives from left wing parties and Forbrugerrådet are cited for approving the consumer sensitive line of acting, while ‘Venstre’, the agriculture and the EU are cited for condemning the action as exaggerated. The overall impression that several articles vehicles is that the action is more about drama than about appropriate political action. Several evaluations of the action are directly stating it as distrust or panic inducing rather than reassuring the consumers (the EU and the agriculture). The general point is that more concern over the political action per se is presented in the articles than is the dealing with the question of the actual incident, its causes, any risk associated with it etc.

After 29/02/00

The framing of the event in terms of a political problem is also prevailing in the days following the first reporting, however with more attention paid to the administrative-procedural aspects of risk reducing strategies. In effect, the scandal of the day is that Politiken can reveal that Denmark never fully adopted the monitoring program that the EU expected it to follow and which Denmark is said to have promised to conduct. This focus of interest is overshadowing the, by the way, now entirely positive evaluations of the preceding day’s dramatic handling of the situation.
 

The procedural failures are in fact both applying to the EU monitoring program and to the adoption of changed procedures in the slaughterhouses. The argument for the latter neglect is echoing the principles of the expert account of the former case (presented in the expert section): we do not have BSE in Denmark, so why waste money on changing our method of slaughtering?

The crucial point to make with regard to the risk constructing mechanisms seems to be that risk is hardly discussed as a scientific matter in this context (except in a short article stating that experts cannot explain how the cow became infected with BSE). It is in that respect that risk is increasingly represented as emanating from the politico-administrative system, depending on decisions, and omissions in particular – and thus due to procedural failing with regard to assure the proper risk control. 

Summing up the changes occurring in the representation of political actors and actions from 1994-2000, the dominating tendency is that the topic itself, BSE, once it is publicly acknowledged to represent a risk to human health in scientific terms, is a magnet for political attention by virtue of its scandalous character. Secondly, it functions as a risk icon, i.e. a cluster of meaning which rests relatively unarticulated. Finally, a third turn points to a general transformation in food regulative matters during the late 1990’s, where risk becomes an expected part of nutrition. It is thus attracting less attention than the administration of risk, by ‘promised’ or recommended, and sometimes rejected or ignored models for risky correct procedure.

Summing up

Before I turn to the final outline of the encountered risk models as evaluated from a more theoretical perspective, I’ll make a brief chronological summary of the elements presented so far. Also, I shall point to some of the mechanisms identified in the beginning of the paper (the establishment of ‘de facto facts’) and to the obvious intertwining of science and politics when scientifically identified risks turn into political problems.

In the beginning of the analysed period, the emergence of the BSE crisis is treated almost with reluctance, i.e. as disturbing normalcy. Some priority is given to the principles ruling this normalcy – as for instance when the German-British struggle in 1994 over the question of risks associated with British beef meat is considered within the framework of free trade regulations of the European Union. Also the German critique and stance towards the question of risk is described as merely the result of national political interests (winning the elections) and because it violates the rules governing market transactions within the EU it is considered to be illegitimate.

When, however, the BSE crisis a couple of years later is only too apparent to deny even for the British government, the media immediately change sides and contribute only too eagerly to boost the risk hypothesis until a new normality is installed. ‘Boosting’ the risk is where the establishment of a ‘de facto fact’ is taking place: with scientific uncertainty still prevailing, and even though scientific caveats are not totally dismissed from the news reporting (directly reproduced in citations, or referred to by the use of linguistic moderators), the media do 1) on the global level reason as if the uncertainty did not exist, and 2) tend to mention the risk as real and certain.

In the new normal state, risk is a central if, however, not debated part of the game, and the scientific uncertainty is not subject to reporting. Risk, as inherently forming part of the new reality is thus both present and denied: put forward and not considered in any detail. In this respect, risk is being black boxed or treated as an icon: meaning whose presupposed evident meaning is not further investigated.

The quest for certainty rather finds its answer in a translation of the scientific assumptions into a number of politically endorsed precautions. In the case of the BSE crisis, prescriptions concerning various aspects of the process from feeding the cattle to cutting up the meat, according to new standards, were in effect decided at the EU level and disseminated to the member states. It seems that this kind of practice oriented procedures, by constituting the authorities’ direct and official dealing with the supposed risk, become the essential point when media evaluations of a new crisis is taking place. 

Thus, the question of respecting these standards (even if they are not entirely eliminating the risk of the occurrence of BSE) constitutes the imperative in the new normal state, and even supersedes the question of the risk as a scientific enigma and possible threat. This would explain why it appears, when the first non-imported Danish cow is discovered to suffer from BSE in February 2000, that the sensation is not primarily the fact that BSE has been identified on Danish ground. On the day of the revelation, most attention is offered to the reactions of the political system, and, in the following days, the theme of the scandal is that the Danish authorities had not adopted the recommended risk minimising standards as proposed by the EU. In short, the risk is not primarily described as a risk in the scientific way, not at all in a sensational hysteria kind of way – but evaluated in terms of the political, and in particular held up against that a ‘procedural incorrect’ action has taken place. 

Amongst others, two main points call for further consideration:

Scientific uncertainty is treated differently in a normal state situation and in a situation of crisis: in the latter case, scientific uncertainty, passing through the media tread mill will only be used to further consolidate the scientific assumptions as facts, that is as ‘de facto facts’. However, the political perspective of this uncertainty reducing activity is that the media facilitates thus enable calls for political action in a more direct and apparently ‘righteous’ way.

When a new state of normalcy is constituted, respecting – or disrespecting – the procedures and practice oriented recommendations constitutes the crucial matter in the strategies aiming at countering the risk – in a ‘risky correct’ manner. Whether or not they effectively reduce risk, the respect of the procedures is primordial. Risk minimising standards thus have an important political penchant: the ‘risky correct’ manners are, if based on scientific evidence (or best suggestions), primarily a political tool: to display disrespect or be revealed to have been disrespectful vis-à-vis the risk reducing procedures is a political problem, maybe suggesting that ‘we have never been modern’ – risk is political, and risk management is politics…

Outline of risk models

In this final section, I will sketch out the contours of three different risk models. The definition of these models draws on recent risk theory in combination with the empirical findings. The underlying presupposition to expose is the idea that the notion of risk itself should be regarded as a very broad category, irreducible to the narrower scientific conception and ideas about appropriate areas of application (cf. Dean 1999, Lupton 1999) 

Drawing on the writings of scholars like Mitchell Dean and Deborah Lupton three analytical dimensions have been distinguished as the core constituent parts of different types of risk models: forms of knowledge; forms of governance; effects of governance (in risk matters).

These dimensions function as the general interpretive grid for analysing the notion of risk and its different forms. Thus, a short hand for each particular risk model could be coined as the importance of:

1. experts and scientific knowledge

2. trust/lack of trust in particular actors and/or institutions

3. individualization of risk

In the first model, we then find the somewhat classical conception of risk as formulated within and associated with natural science. This model has been exhaustively dealt with, in both analytical and critical terms (Beck 1992 [1986], Giddens 1990, Douglas 1985, Dean 1999, Lupton 1999). 

The second model draws in particular on the work of Brian Wynne (1996). This scholars’ dealing with the relationship between experts, lay people and the authorities, and with the different types of knowledge forms which they represent, form a solid basis for suggesting that trust in collective actors and institutions is crucial for the experience of risk. In short, no-risk guarantees from a distrusted actor/institution are less likely to be accepted. In effect they are at risk of falling prey to the quite opposite effect of inducing a conviction of risk as the more likely option among the receivers of the information. In Wynnes’ own use, this model applies to the lay people perspective confronted with expert and/or authority statements. The analysis, however, points to it that in media text the question of trust is even more important, or at least more dominant, with regard to the relations between ‘macro’ actors (governments, collective actors, representatives for public authorities etc.).

The third model springs from various studies inspired by the work of Michel Foucault on the notion of ‘governmentality’. Within this perspective, Mitchell Dean has been elaborating on the hypothesis of an on-going individualization of risk. This hypothesis concerns an individualization of the responsibility of dealing with risk. It is based on the observation that individuals are to an increasing degree becoming – or subtly pushed to identify themselves with the role of being – the responsible subjects for avoiding risk factors in life, not seldom by the means of a mass media campaign. In short, the authorities are out-sourcing the responsibility for risk handling to individuals as the forced shareholders. The result is that authorities are transforming themselves into informational institutions, and individuals are expected to act as responsible subjects, identifying themselves morally with the obligation of avoiding risk.

An application of these models of risk to the empirical material results in the observation that the first two models dominate throughout the analysed period. Thus the model of scientifically identified and defined risk is found in all periods, however with a tendency to in times of crisis/breaking news events, that the media dramatically invest in the scientific uncertainty and thus further fuel the idea of a serious risk situation. The observed declining tendency to surround scientific experts with an aura of authority does not substantially alter the importance, or presence, of the scientific knowledge based risk model, even if their image is changed.

The idea of risk as emanating from distrust in particular actors/institutions is a recurring theme as well. However, this model is primordially present in the articles taking the point of vantage of various macro actors’ statements, actions and reactions. In other words, the empirical findings of Wynne apply to the lay perspective, but in news reporting the media (Politiken) deal primarily with the public and collective actors’ perspective – even if, definitely, the iconic use of BSE reflects that this model is widely spread in the public that is reflecting lay peoples’ distrust in phenomena ‘like BSE’.

Finally, the third model, the individualization of risk, emerges most visibly by the proposals of introducing labels on beef meat, and indirectly (and in a critique of this tendency) by the issue of distributing responsibility as it is formulated by the consumer interest organisations. With regard to the latter, the crucial point is that they demand collective models for both protecting consumers, and for solving problems/crises if such should occur (by changing the regulative framework that give primacy to the free trade regulations). As far as the former is concerned, if labelling meat in the first place is indeed a collective model for distinguishing goods, in the end, that is in its actual use, it depends on the individuals’ capacities (both intellectually and economically) to draw an advantage from them. Some studies stress the fact that labelling alone is highly insufficient as an informational strategy (Grove-White et al. 2000).

How should we then conceptualise the role of the media with regard to the construction of risk and the identified risk models? Obviously, this study cannot yield any conclusive answer, especially because of the nature of the empirical material which does not relate to the dimension of the production of news, nor to that of the reception. Yet, even if it did, it might still leave us with the difficulty to decide whether risk construction is intimately associated with working routines and the relationship between journalists and their sources, or whether risk construction in the media should rather be regarded as anchored in historically and culturally ‘deep structures’. As suggested by Stephen Crook, this kind of distinction can only be analytical in the same way as ‘risk phenomena do structure, or “order”, sociocultural relations, but under conditions in which broader sociocultural patterns, or “orderings”, have already structured risk phenomena’ (Crook 1999: 160)
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� The full title of the project is ’Risk perception of zoonoses in Denmark – a comparative study of risk perceptions among consumers, veterinary experts and authorities in Denmark’. It is being carried out by a research group in the CeBRA research centre, The Royal Veterinary and Agricultural University, and is co-funded by the Danish Meat Council and Norma & Frode Jakobsens Fond. A review article on food scares (Hansen et al., manuscript) constitutes a first comprehensive step in the problem definition process for the project as a whole.


� This analysis is based on frequencies of articles that deal with the topic of zoonoses. By using the names of various zoonoses, ‘free text searches’ in Polinfo was used to establish these frequencies.


� In this paper, I only consider one zoonosis, BSE, and one newspaper, Politiken. The total media analysis equally takes into account the writings in Ekstrabladet and the covering of another two zoonoses: salmonella and campylobacter.


� If several articles are published on one and the same day (before and/or after the day the breaking news event is reported), all have been selected even if it increased the total number of articles before or after the day.


� This interpretation draws on the notion of story-telling patterns as analysed by S. Elizabeth Bird and Robert W. Dardenne. They propose that ‘while news is not fiction, it is a story about reality, not reality in itself.’ (Bird & Dardenne 1997 [1988]: 346). Also, they stress that the privileged status of news as reality and truth, make the seductive powers of news narratives particularly significant.


� In total, five articles are published over a period of almost two years (January 1994-December 1995).


� It could be objected that the reason for the diverging interpretations of the scientific risk hypotheses in 1994 and 1995 in the media are due to the quality of the scientific results or suggestions. However, such evaluations are by no means mentioned in the articles. 


� In total, six articles are published on the subject.


� ’Ko-galskab udløser panik’, 22/03/96, first section, front page.


� In total, eight articles are published during the following two days.


� ‘Aktion mod smittefare’, 23/03/96, first section, front page.


� Ibid. This citation is the only direct citation ascribed to the EU scientific veterinarian committee, that is the fact that a scientific committee is making a political statement is accentuated. It is in that respect that the article is transmitting or supporting the attitude that science must cede politics in this particular case: The demand is action despite of incomplete knowledge which is a business of politics.


� Six articles are published over a relatively short period: 01/02/00-23/02/00.


� ’Forbruger-skepsis: Tekno-tomatens nedtur’, 02/02/00, Business section, front page.


� 10 articles are published on the 29/02/00. By the sheer number, and the considerable length of the articles, the newspaper is definitely presenting the news as extraordinary and unexpected news. 


� ‘Frygt for en slumrende epidemi’, first section, page 8.


� Ibid.


� 14 articles are published the day after the 29/02/00:


� ’Galskaben vi ikke tog alvorligt’, 01/03/00, Business section, front page.


� ’Ko-galskab udløser panik’, 22/03/96, first section, front page.…..


� ’Mærkning af oksekød på vej’, 24/03/96, first section front page


� The importance of this additional information should be seen in the light of the fact that Bjerregaard was a commissioner at the moment when the British BSE crisis outplayed its drama; guilt was however also imputed on the Commission because for some time it had been covering up the UK government, hereby not fulfilling its control function vis-à-vis the member states.


� ’Ritt stopper dansk kød’ 29/02/00, first section, front page.


� All political parties and political analyses in the newspaper are now fully endorsing the Bjerregaard steps which are judged a success in terms of a trust generating action, both in relation to consumers and export markets (even if it is still considered by Politiken’s political analysis an exaggeration as a means to counter the expected risk associated with the finding of one single BSE incident (‘Analyse: første stik til Ritt’, 01/03/00, Business section, page 2)). In sum, this suggests an experienced importance in the political system of making political action visible. Some citations clearly indicates a need to demonstrate seriousness and responsibility under such circumstances. 


� Within framing analysis, this social dimension of a risk definition would be captured by the notion of ’conflict framing’ (cf. de Vreese et al. 2001)





PAGE  
1

