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Abstract 

Most television newscasts often relay crime stories with detailed descriptions and vivid 

images. Literally, the media set the agenda of what the audience should pay attention to 

and think about by selecting crime stories. The audiences are however not usually told how 

to think about those selected stories. This could mean that the degree to which exposure to 

televised crime news stories influences audience perception about crime is not explicit and 

therefore not clear. This study aimed at documenting audience perception of prevalent 

crime topics in televised news content,  in order to infer the priming and framing 

tendencies of such news. This article presents results obtained from a qualitative study 

undertaken in Milimani geographical area of Nakuru town. The study was guided by 

McCombs and Shaw’s Agenda Setting and Gerbner’s Media Effects theories to collect and 

analyze data. The population comprised all categories of people residing, working or 

learning within Milimani area of Nakuru town. The total sample was 30 participants. The 

results show that audience  perceive terror attacks, murder, carjacking, sexual violence, 

burglary, street muggings, violent robbery and abductions as prevalent crime topics in 

televised news in Kenya. The participants however indicated that the agenda setting 

dimensions of priming and framing, which have been described as having strong 

sociological roots, determined how such news topics are selected and relayed in televised 

crime news. This is an indicator that priming and framing is utilized in the preparation and 

presentation of televised crime news, which in turn determine the amount of audience 

following and focusing.  Consequently, this affirms the influence of televised news 

bulletins on audience perception of social issues, and in the process, they influence the 

audience with what to think about because of the emotions they evoke.  
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Introduction 

Crime activity is a global phenomenon that manifests in various forms and at different 

levels of magnitude. The world over, nations are grappling with crime menace that has left 

many governments strategizing how to contain it. Whereas crime in itself is not a new 

phenomenon, it is the diverse and changing strategies that criminals employ which pose 

great concern for many. However, the reality of crime as a potentially everyday 

phenomenon in our lives is taken a notch higher by the way media content determines the 

aspects that the audience focuses on since information that people receive about criminal 

activities is obtained through the various media outlets.  

The extent of the influence of media is captured in the assertion by Han Er (2014) that 

since the early 1920s, researchers have tried to shed light on the question of the media and 

its power. He adds that initial debates questioning the power of the media to influence 

behavior of the consumers as well as the extent to which it can lend itself to a variety of 

uses has surfaced through the works of many psychology scholars, who have indicated that 

there is a high dependency on the media for information, which plays a great role in 

altering behaviors, feelings and attitude (Ball-Rokeach & DeFleur, 1976). 

Today, the media still has immense influence on its audiences although it does not 

only rely on propaganda techniques as commonly misconceived. Instead, it interrogates 
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different themes that reflect the contemporary society. Crime is one such theme that the 

media capitalizes on and spends substantial amount of air and print space to capture 

audience attention. This study diverts from empirical studies to focus on audience 

perceptions, which opens more spheres of interrogation because despite the attention that 

televised crime news receives from diverse Kenyan audiences, it is not clear how such 

news influence how the audience perceive real crime situations and how they react. 

Research indicates that majority of public knowledge about crime is derived from 

the media representation (Romer, Jamieson & Aday, 2003; Surrette, 2007, 2015). For 

example, when individuals watch news reports about terror attacks, street shootings, sexual 

violence/assault, burglary, murder etcetera, they often express dismay. However, the power 

of the media content still mesmerizes and even attracts the attention of the public, 

suggesting media and audience fixation on incidents of crime.  

Crime news content disseminated by the mass media indicates just how much this 

unquenchable concern and curiosity in crime has become. Despite the diversity of media 

that relays crime information, this study focuses on the televised crime news because 

television news uses motions and images that attract and retain the attention of the viewers. 

This presumably provides long lasting effect. 

In contemporary Kenya, all mass media often seem to be at their best when 

disseminating crime news. As a consequence, prime time television news often places 

great emphasis on violent crime related news stories. The media and in particular television 

has been a source of violent crime related news for many Kenyans. Such news as terrorist 

activities like the 2013 Westgate shopping Mall terror attack in Nairobi, the 2014 

Mpeketoni terror attacks in Tana River of Kenya’s Coast region, the 2014 North Eastern 

Kenya Mandera bus attack on Nairobi bound commuters, the North Eastern Kenya 

Mandera quarry workers terror attack, the 2015 North Eastern Kenya, Garissa University 

College terror attacks on students; the killing of spouses and children, street shootings, 

rape, arson, vehicle hijacks, abductions, violent highway robberies by hooded gangsters 

etcetera. However, a crucial question that arises and may cause considerable concern is the 

issue of how crime news is constructed especially with regard to issues of reliability and 

accuracy, on the one hand, and the attention it generates among consumers on the other 

hand.  

This study’s concern is to establish the perception of the audiences to determine the 

degree to which such news is perceived as reliable among the viewers. These crime stories 

are disseminated by all media, however, the televised version seems to draw the attention 

all of categories of audiences because of its immediacy and the impact that it creates. This 

is why this study focuses on televised crime news stories to support the argument that since 

the post 1945 period, television took over from newspaper as the main vehicle of modern 

political and social news (Tuchman, 2005), crime is a social issue that affects all classes of 

people in different situations. The interest of this article is therefore to describe the various 

tendencies of priming and framing that may be the reason for the audience interest in crime 

news stories. 

Consequently, the audience’s perception of crime victims, criminals and deviants 

and even law enforcers is largely influenced by the strategies used by journalists and 

newscasters to communicate various crime stories over television. These strategies are 

embedded in the priming and framing tenets of the Agenda Setting Theory, where 

televised crime news is selected and relayed with specific intentions to enable achieve the 

journalists’ goals. As a result of this strategy, the audience rely heavily on how the news is 

represented for their interpretation and understanding, to a large extent (Chermak, 1994). 
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This study was therefore guided by two media effects theories that determined data 

collection and analysis: Agenda Setting Theory and Cultivation Theory. This is because 

the two support each other in facilitating understanding of news making and audience news 

intake. But each theory serves independent purpose. Agenda setting theory helps to locate 

the study in the theoretical underpinnings of the nature of media while Cultivation theory 

enables the study to find an umbrella under which to explain television viewing effects on 

the audience. The two theories have ability to support each other in facilitating 

understanding of news making and audience news intake because they both explain media 

effects on their audiences. 

 

Priming and Framing 

Based on the journalist techniques of news dissemination, Beckett and Sasson (2004) draw 

attention to between 1990 and 1999, when major networks (ABC, NBC and CBS) devoted 

more coverage to crime than any other topic on their nightly national newscasts. They 

further indicate that on local television news, crime consumed 30% of all news time, 

displacing coverage of other pressing issues. They provide a comparison with topics like 

government (11%), health (7%), education (4%), and poverty (2%) which receive far less 

attention. So, globally, surges in media coverage of crime and drugs are said to have 

typically been triggered by increased attention to crime-related issues by public officials 

and politicians 

The manner in which journalists craft and relay their messages seems to echo the 

key tenets of agenda setting theory of priming and framing. Although priming and framing 

are often viewed and discussed as independent theories, this study has used the two as sub-

sets of the broader agenda setting. This was deemed appropriate because priming often 

refers to enhancing the effects of the media by offering the audience a prior context, a 

context that will be used to interpret subsequent communication (McCombs 2013, 2014; 

Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). The media serve to provide the audience with standards 

and frames of reference. Agenda setting refers mainly to the importance of an issue, so 

priming in essence tells us whether something is good or bad, whether it is communicated 

effectively and so on. The media have primed the audience about what a news programme 

looks like, what a credible person looks like and so forth. 

Media framing means that the media draws the public attention to certain topics, it 

decides what people think about (the journalists select the topics) (Weaver, 2007). In news 

items, there is much more than just bringing up certain topics. The way in which the news 

is brought to the audience, the frame in which the news is presented, is also a choice made 

by journalists. Thus, a frame refers to the way media organize and present the events and 

issues they cover, and the way audiences interpret what they are provided with (McCombs 

2013, 2014; Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). Frames are abstract notions that serve to 

organize or structure social meanings. They influence the perception of the news of the 

audience and it does not only tell the audience what to think about, but also how to think 

about. In this way, the framing theory suggests that how something is presented to the 

audience (called “the frame”) influences the choices people make about how to process 

that information. Frames may be constructs that work to organize or structure message 

meaning. The most common use of frames is in terms of the frame the news or media place 

on the information they convey (Fairhurst & Sarr, 1996). They are thought to influence the 

perception of the news by the audience, in this way it could be interpreted as a form of 

second level agenda-setting – they not only tell the audience what to think about (agenda-

setting theory), but also how to think about that issue (second level agenda setting, referred 

to as framing theory) (Scheufele, 1999). 
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In view of priming and framing as subsets of agenda setting theory, the themes 

identified and described by the participants in this study are given unique focus in the 

television newscasts. It is evident that television news offers numerous cues about 

prominence of a news item. Some of these include the opening story on the newscast, the 

length of time devoted to the story, the number of times the story will be relayed, the 

follow-up efforts that are made to certain stories e.tc. These cues may be repeated day after 

day and effectively communicate the importance of each topic. In other words, the news 

media can set the agenda for the public’s attention to issues around which the public can 

pay attention and eventually determine the opinions formed.  

The focusing of attention to specific issues and topics contributes greatly to the 

agenda setting influence that the news media may have on the consumers of the 

information relayed. By so doing, the media wields immense power to influence the topics 

that its consumers pay attention to. In the communication process therefore, the media 

influences the levels of understanding and the perspectives held about the issues 

communicated. This situation can apply in the approach taken in this study of establishing 

how the televised crime news described by the participants in this study, are characterized 

by priming. This is an implication that the media and in this study, the television news, 

cannot pay equal attention to all issues and therefore, the viewers are directed to issues that 

they eventually focus on more than others. In its common practice, the items that define the 

agenda are therefore specific objects with unique attributes. 

Rokos-Ewoldsen et al. (2009) argue that the more intense and recent a prime is, the 

stronger its effect is. The intensity of a prime refers to either its frequency or its duration. 

This may therefore mean that, a frequent or longer prime has a stronger effect. So the 

media and indeed television news, provides a context for discussion of issues, setting the 

stage for audience participation and understanding (Weaver, 2007). Consequently priming 

enables the audience to evaluate the situation and to conclude how effective the media 

have been in order to make a decision by providing a frame of reference. Thus, creating an 

influence among people to make judgement or decisions (Guo et al., 2012; Rokos-

Ewoldsen et al. 2009) 

In essence, the media provide a focus and environment for reporting a story, 

influencing how audiences will understand or evaluate it (McCombs, 2014; 2013). 

Through initial reporting for instance, the media may present the facts of a story in such a 

way that the audience is given a particular point of view or frame of reference and 

interpretation. The media may report that a particular type of crime is commonly 

committed by a certain category of people; or that a new medicine is of questionable 

safety, and so on. By such reporting, the media thus have presented a frame through which 

the story is interpreted by audiences. It also sets the baseline for future reporting on the 

same or similar issue. A media frame is therefore a central organizing idea for news 

content that supplies a context and suggests what the issue is through the use of selection, 

emphasis, exclusion, and elaboration. Rokos-Ewoldsen, et al. (2009) argue that to frame is 

to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a 

communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal 

interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation. This is to say that mass 

media construct or interpret social realities through framing (Scheufele, 1999; McQuail, 

2005; Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007).). Hence, framing is employed widely in television 

news.  

 

Methodology 
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This study used qualitative exploratory case study approach (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, 

2000, 2011; Yin, 2009), and was informed by Creswell’s (2007) argument that the 

researcher can choose an individual, a group of identified aspects, an incident, a 

community or a specific geographical area as a ‘case’. Residents of a specific area were 

selected, determined by the unique characteristics and life styles that are dictated by their 

environment as described earlier. Preference for a case study approach enables the 

researcher to explore and obtain a broad understanding of how the participants of televised 

crime newscasts perceive the reality of crime.  

Based on this premise, this study adopted social constructivism paradigm 

(Schwandt, 2000; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, 2011), which served as the main guiding 

principle in analyzing and understanding the responses obtained from the study 

participants because the study focuses on participant perceptions, which are often 

individualized. The origins of social constructionism are often traced in part to an 

interpretivist approach to thinking (Charmaz, 2006). However, while the two may share 

common philosophical roots, social constructionism is distinct from interpretivism. It is 

more concerned with meaning than structure because it stresses the role of culture and 

context in understanding what occurs in society and then constructing knowledge, based on 

this understanding. 

The population of this study constituted all people who live, work or study within 

Milimani East area. The categories include: all residents of original Milimani estate, 

currently referred to as Milimani East; all people running retail shop businesses within 

Milimani East area; all youth from schools, colleges and universities located within 

Milimani East area; proprietors and workers of all the hotels and lodges located within 

Milimani East area; medical staff of all the hospitals within Milimani East and all the 

private security guards who work in the residential and business premises within Milimani 

area. The sample in this study was not purely pre-specified; it was open although there was 

approximate guide to relevant categories and size of the participants. This is in support of 

qualitative research scholars who suggest that methodologically, samples in qualitative 

research are not usually wholly pre-specified. Instead, selection is sequential -by a rolling 

process, inter-leafed with coding and analysis- (Maxwell, 2013; Stake, 2012; Brinkmann, 

2012; Creswell, 2007). This assertion informs the decision in this study to work with an 

initial sample size of 30 participants using stratified purposive sampling and snowball to 

select participants from each of the six cohorts of residents of Milimani area, bringing the 

total to the 30 participants. The sample categorization and sample size is summarized in 

the table below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1: Sample Categories and Size 

The study sample was derived from six categories of participants as shown. 

S/NO Category Number 

1 Youth 

(School/College/University)  

 

10 
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2 Retail Shop Owners 

 

4 

3 Hotels/Lodges Workers 

 

4 

4 Medical/Hospital Staff 4 

5 Domestic Residents  4 

6 Private Security Guards 4 

 Total 30 Participants 

 

This study used in-depth interviewing one of the many methods of qualitative data 

collection, to seek information from the participants. Patton (2002) and Prairie Research 

Associates (2001) view interviews particularly appropriate for exploring sensitive topics, 

where participants may not want to talk about certain issues in a group environment. In this 

study, the topic of crime was viewed as sensitive because repercussions of any security 

laxity or giving personal information on individuals can be grave. Interviewing was 

therefore most appropriate to use in this study because, Bower (1973) says that the best 

way to find out what people think about something is to ask them. The choice of in-depth 

interview technique was necessitated by the need to ask probing and leading questions. 

Semi-structured interviews consisted of about 10 questions that helped to elicit responses 

to address the research objectives. The questions, however, allowed the researcher and 

interviewee to diverge when need arose in order to pursue an idea or a preceding response 

in detail. All the interview responses were written in note form by the researcher and also 

recorded by voice recorder in to help retain verbatim transcripts of the responses. 

Recording was done to complement the notes and minimize loss of vital information 

during data analysis. 

This study therefore aimed at documenting audience perception of prevalent crime 

topics in televised news content,  in order to infer the priming and framing tendencies of 

such news. In order to achieve the study objective, the participants were asked to describe 

what they thought characterized the televising of crime news stories by explaining what 

made them want to follow the stories.  

 

Results and Discussion 

There was a strong indication that the more viewers experience things on the television 

screen the more they get interested in watching them and therefore they look out for them. 

Some of the responses are randomly presented in the following paragraphs without 

indicating the participants’ category. It is live and so it is believable, and it is continuous, 

during the news bulletin they may make a follow up on what happened in the previous 

crime relayed.  

I am often making a follow up on where crime has happened and even keep myself safe. 

For example the strange murders of prominent people. They keep repeating, and 

sometimes even go back to history to highlight key issues and what happened in the past, 

and make a list of similar crimes. They make it so unavoidable and I do not want to miss 

out, it could happen to me or nearby any time that is how they help me pay attention 

In this study, interest is on the extent to which prior television news viewing 

moderates the priming effect of news exposure to crime news and activities. Given that 

certain categories of people have been linked with criminality so often in news 

programming, this repeated exposure to crime in the news may lead to the activation of the 
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construct linking those people with criminality. As a result, exposure to crime news devoid 

of any identifiers may nonetheless elicit certain thoughts about crime perpetuators: 

Like these stories where adult men or women commit sexual violence against children. The 

way these stories are repeated and emphasized now and again and sometimes the news is 

repeated so many times. This makes me to stick on the television so that I can even see 

what happened to the victims’ relatives. 

Murder for instance, has been identified as common topic of interest to all categories 

of the participants. The priming and framing that determines the issues that the audience is 

expected to focus on is evident in the following comment made by one of the participants 

in the study: Like those sex workers here in Nakuru who were serially murdered, I often 

watched TV to see how they focused on the issues so much, it could help unravel the 

mystery. 

Terror attacks have been wide spread and all the categories of the participants in 

this study indicated that they pay great attention to terror attack news whenever they 

happen in any part of the world because it is no longer a foreigner scare. Some of the 

comments made on terror attack news coverage include the following. 

 

One of the participants said that 

It has been said that terrorist organizations receive undue media attention. Whether it is the 

Taliban, al-Qaida, Boko Haram, Al Shabab and recently Isis, terrorism is everywhere on 

TV stations every day and even in newspapers and the radio. Another participant 

acknowledged that: We also know that terrorists need media coverage to spread their 

message, create fear and recruit followers. So when our TV channels give such stories so 

much air time and space by making it major news item all the time you switch on  the 

station, that leads to another story and problem to deal with. A different participant noted 

that: “Media coverage of other events that are causing more harm in the world should not 

be neglected at the expense of media coverage that discusses the activities of terrorists. By 

the way I understand that there are more people dying of other causes in the world every 

day than those that are killed by terror attacks.” 

Furthermore, one other participant lamented that reporting terror attack incidents 

was problematic. He said that: My problem with the reporting of terror attacks in general is 

that it can be biased in what it focuses on. It can also use negative language in areas that 

are not completely relevant to everyone, in order to stir up the audience. You see like this 

focus on Muslims. They are not bad people because all the Muslims I know are 

comparable with ordinary people of other religions … but what percentage of the Kenya 

public thinks that Muslims are bad? I suspect this impression is created by media coverage, 

the way they focus and even the language they choose to use.  

In addition to comments on specific crimes that the participants recalled, the 

following were general comments, which indicated that the news is characterized by 

priming and framing. One participant said that he is usually led by the newscasters to pay 

attention to certain issues that he would not have bothered about: “…these journalists lead 

me to what is important and that helps me to focus on what they have selected and hence I 

cannot avoid paying attention to those topics in different news bulletins. The way they 

begin with certain captivating expressions.” Another participant said that news were 

purposeful: “There is every indication of thorough research for those news and the 

television stations like Citizen, the one I watch most, they usually have specific reporters 

who deal with crime news, so that I find myself identifying with such type of reporters and 

I just come to like them, and just wait for their stories.” 

Consequently, the manner the story is broadcast sways the viewer’s perception: 
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The manner in which a story is told over the television channels just changes the way I see 

the things that are happening around me and in the world. This is because some crimes go 

unnoticed by the media, for example, one participant says: “There are also many other 

small crimes committed around us every day, but the television people concentrate a lot on 

the so called big crimes and keep repeating them in every news, to me, that is a way of 

making me pay much more attention than normal to what is said.” The comments above 

imply that the news media do not just give any information to the public; they select what 

information they give to the public as they select the events about which they provide 

information. The routines of selection form journalistic conventions through which they 

decide the newsworthiness of an event against the other. This is an indication that the news 

media, particularly the television on channels,  give massive coverage to terrorist acts 

because they satisfy their certain conventional requirements of live broadcasts, as they are 

emotionally significant or highly dramatic; compelling to view; involve some dramatic 

uncertainty; are delimited in time and space or they can be sufficiently focused to sustain 

the audience attentions; involve personalities at the center of the unfolding drama-both 

heroic individuals or teams and anti-heroes. 

From the participants’ views, it is discerned that priming is an important concept in 

media effects. The news stories that are given prominence become the main concern of the 

viewers because of the repetition and emphasis in the news bulletins. In essence the media 

can affect the judgement or behavior by stimulating the associating thoughts which are 

caused due to the mental relationships created inside the memory. In this article, there 

are observations made by some of the participants indicating that televised crime news 

stories are often framed. Some of them indicate that the ways the news stories are relayed 

over the television are unique and intentional in nature. Some of these observations are 

presented in the paragraphs that follow without attaching to specific cohort of participants. 

 The participants noted that journalists give leads to key issues, then they ensure 

focus is maintained in order to sustain audience attention. For example, majority of the 

participants indicated that “the news people know how to look for other supporting details 

of their stories especially the unique one and they unleash little by little, so I just keep 

following the issue as it unfolds.” This sentiment implies that every journalistic choice, 

from the types of sources used to the perspective taken (victim, perpetrator or bystander) 

helps determine the prominent themes or meanings within or perceived from a news story 

as a whole. The implication is that the perspective taken in a story has profound effects on 

how the viewer perceives the world. This may also affect the viewers especially when the 

cues correspond with the public’s existing experiences, observations and interpretations. 

For example, the following participant’s observation ‘If it can happen in Lavington, what 

is Milimani?’ points at the nature of the effect that a news story can have on the viewers. 

Furthermore, the basis of the framing theory is that the media focus attention on certain 

events and then place them within a field of meaning. News media and in this case the 

television news, frame all news items by emphasizing specific values, facts and other 

considerations and endowing them with great apparent applicability for making related 

judgements. So framing here involves the social construction of a social phenomenon by 

mass media sources. It is an inevitable process of selective influence over the individual’s 

perception of meanings attributed to words or phrases used. Consequently, media framing 

has strong sociological roots. Sociologically, frames focus on words, images, phrases and 

presentation styles that communicators use when relaying information to the receivers. 

McCombs (2013, 2014) however suggests that framing and priming are best understood 

together to explain the larger Agenda Setting Theory. This is because first, the journalists 
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select the items that they give prominence and then they use specific words, attractive 

images and specific styles to lead the viewers to what is perceived as important. 

In this study agenda setting is the umbrella theory, but framing is used to help in 

describing the techniques that journalists use to achieve the agenda that has been set. This 

is illustrated below by the observation made by some of the participants: “You know I 

choose to watch television news about crime because I will see the images that are 

presented, you see like how the robbers waylay motorists, then I will be aware in case I get 

into a similar trap. It is different from just reading the story or listening to it.” Another one 

noted, “I have seen how those images are repeated in different ways on different channels. 

The topic can be the same but I will choose to watch one station because of the way they 

present, some of them even get emotional, I have seen even news readers crying and 

breaking down when they are presenting some news.” 

Again, the two participants’ observations above reflect the nature of news writing 

and presentation as observed by Han Er (2014). He emphasizes that one of the vital 

functions of the news media especially with regard to crime or crime news was to publicize 

moral dilemmas by drawing attention to the ethical issues arising from a specific criminal 

act and by offering plausible societal responses, that is, how people often respond to issues 

that directly affect their daily lives. 

 

Conclusion 

Effects of television viewing on the audience do not rely exclusively on the amount of time 

that an individual spends glued onto the television screen as suggested by Gerbner’s (1976, 

1998) Cultivation theory, but considerably on the kinds of messages disseminated and how 

those messages are primed and framed. This in effect means that the strategies used by the 

journalists help the viewers to pay attention to certain issues more than others therefore 

attracting and retaining audience attention. 

The present study takes a step to provide information to fill the gap about whether 

crime news stories help determine which crimes are perceived as most prevalent. 

Specifically, it tests for evidence of two different sorts of media effects. First, can the 

media prime standards for judging how much crime exists by highlighting issues on the 

domestic and international agenda? Second, can the media alter the judgment process by 

providing news frames that directly link issues to specific crimes? The evidence for 

answering these questions comes from responses obtained and presented in this article.  
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