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The shift toward viewing patients as active consumers of health information raises
questions about whether individuals respond to health news by seeking additional
information. This study examines the relationship between cancer news coverage
and information seeking using a national survey of adults aged 18 years and older.
A Lexis-Nexis database search term was used to identify Associated Press (AP)
news articles about cancer released between October 21, 2002, and April 13,
2003. We merged these data to the Health Information National Trends Survey
(HINTS), a telephone survey of 6,369 adults, by date of interview. Logistic
regression models assessed the relationship between cancer news coverage and infor-
mation seeking. Overall, we observed a marginally significant positive relationship
between cancer news coverage and information seeking (p < 0.07). Interaction
terms revealed that the relationship was apparent only among respondents who paid
close attention to health news (p < 0.01) and among those with a family history of
cancer (p < 0.05). Results suggest that a notable segment of the population actively
responds to periods of elevated cancer news coverage by seeking additional infor-
mation, but they raise concerns about the potential for widened gaps in cancer
knowledge and behavior between large segments of the population in the future.

The growing emphasis in clinical medicine on patients participating more actively in
making health care decisions, combined with rapid growth in the availability of
health information, creates potential for widespread use of publicly available infor-
mation in medical decisions (Frosch & Kaplan, 1999). In light of these systemic
changes, it is vitally important to understand how health consumers navigate the
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health information environment. Information seeking is increasingly viewed as an
important mediator between health information in the media and subsequent health
knowledge and behaviors (Griffin, Dunwoody, & Neuwirth, 1999; Johnson, 1997
Niederdeppe et al., 2007). Optimistic views suggest that many search for additional
health information when exposed to health news (Campion, 2004; Nelson et al.,
2004), but the extent to which this occurs remains largely unknown. This article
examines the relationship between cancer news coverage and information seeking
using data from a national survey.

News Coverage and Health Behavior

Health news coverage has contributed to notable changes in preventive behavior.
Lagged time-trend analyses link news coverage to decreases in the administration of
aspirin to children and subsequent development of Reye’s syndrome (Soumerai,
Ross-Degnan, & Kahn, 2002), reductions in youth marijuana use (Stryker, 2003),
increased smoking cessation (Pierce & Gilpin, 2001), decreases in youth cocaine use
(Fan & Holway, 1994), reductions in HIV infection in gay men (Fan, 2002), reduced
youth binge drinking (Yanovitzky & Stryker, 2001), increased mammography use
(Yanovitzky & Blitz, 2000), and lowered levels of drunk driving (Yanovitzky & Bennett,
1999). In most of these cases, changes in behavior trends occurred in the wake of massive
publicity about the benefits of performing preventive behaviors to reduce risk of disease.

But important unanswered questions about the effects of news media coverage
on health behavior remain. First, each of the aforementioned studies explores news
coverage effects on aggregate trends in health behavior, which does not address
which population segments are influenced by health news coverage. Second, most
of the aforementioned studies focus on health behaviors with strong scientific
evidence supporting specific behaviors to prevent disease (e.g., National Highway
Traffic Safety Administration [NHTSA], 2004; Pinsky, Hurwitz, Schonberger, & Gunn,
1988; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services[USDHHS], 2001; U.S. Preventive
Services Task Force [USPSTF], 2002a; U.S. Surgeon General [USSG], 1990, 2004). The
strength of evidence supporting these behaviors has produced consistent public health
recommendations. It remains unclear how individuals respond to news coverage of
diseases characterized by ambiguity about effective prevention and treatment.

There is a growing recognition among medical practitioners about high levels of
scientific uncertainty regarding effective preventive measures for cancers (Kaplan &
Frosch, 2005). Scientific evidence supporting effective preventive behaviors for most
cancers is weak (Taubes, 1995), and the relative value of some screening tests is
uncertain (American Urological Association [AUA], 2000; National Cancer Institute
[NCI], 2003; Smith, Cokkinides, & Eyre, 2005; USPSTF, 2002b, 2002c). Many treat-
ment options are available for several cancers with little agreement about which are
best at various stages of disease (Middleton et al., 1995; National Comprehensive
Cancer Network [NCCN], 2004).

News Coverage About Cancer

The uncertainty of much cancer information highlights the need to understand how
individuals acquire and make sense of new cancer information. The news media are a
primary source of new health information for physicians and the lay public alike
(e.g., Niederdeppe et al., 2007; Phillips, Kanter, Bednarczyk, & Tastad, 1991;
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Yeaton, Smith, & Rogers, 1990). While widespread critiques of the quality of cancer
news coverage abound (e.g., Freimuth, Greenberg, DeWitt, & Romano, 1984),
factual disagreements between published scientific results and news reporting of
them are rare (Bubela & Caulfield, 2004; Condit, 2004; Moyer, Greener, Beauvais,
& Salovey, 1994). Most complaints about health news reporting are instead rooted
in the conflict between journalistic and scientific norms (Entwistle, 1995; Ryan,
1979; Stryker, 2002). Journalists compete for limited newspaper space, resulting in
efforts to enhance their stories by adding personal anecdotes or simplified results
(Condit, 2004; Stryker, 2002). In light of these considerations, cancer news coverage
might be characterized best as incomplete rather than inaccurate. The public never-
theless hears about new information about cancer through the news media
(Niederdeppe et al., 2007) and is expected to make sense of this information (Sharf
& Street, 1997; Stewart et al., 1995). Combined, these factors underscore the impor-
tance of information seeking in response to cancer news.

Information Seeking as Outcome

Recent years have witnessed increased interest in the dynamics of health information
seeking (e.g., Brashers, Goldsmith, & Hsieh, 2002), particularly in the context of
cancer (e.g., Johnson, 1997). Theories of health information acquisition consider
information seeking as an important mediator between a stimulating event and
subsequent behavior initiation or change (e.g., Griffin et al., 1999; Johnson, 1997).
Individuals who seek health information report that information to be highly
influential on subsequent health behavior decisions (Fox & Ranie, 2002; Freimuth,
Stein, & Kean, 1989; Niederdeppe et al., 2007). Surveys document positive associations
between health information seeking and both preventive behavior and screening test
uptake (e.g., Dutta-Bergman, 2005; Knaus, Pinkleton, & Austin, 2000; Rakowski
et al., 1990). Individuals who seek cancer information are more likely to hold accurate
knowledge about cancer, engage in healthy lifestyle behaviors, and undergo cancer
screening tests at recommended intervals (Shim, Kelly, & Hornik, 2006). These findings
suggest that a greater understanding of the factors that promote information seeking
could have favorable implications for efforts to change health behavior.

Study Hypotheses

Several studies demonstrate the effects of major celebrity news events on health
information seeking, including Magic Johnson’s HIV status disclosure (Casey
et al., 2003), Katie Couric’s colorectal cancer awareness campaign (Cram et al.,
2003), and Nancy Reagan’s breast cancer diagnosis (Stoddard, Zapka, Schoenfeld,
& Costanza, 1990). Far less is known about the effects of more routine news cover-
age about cancer. While major news events may raise awareness of the causes and
treatments for particular cancers, thousands of news stories documenting new scien-
tific evidence about cancer causes and treatments are published every year (Freimuth
et al., 1984). The effects of these routine news stories on cancer information seeking
remain largely unknown. Nevertheless, in the context of major news event effects on
seeking, we propose the following:

HI: Controlling for major celebrity news events, individuals will report
higher levels of cancer information seeking during periods of higher
cancer news coverage.
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Information-seeking models place a heavy emphasis on information access and
use information access variables as key predictors of information seeking (e.g.,
Griffin et al., 1999; Johnson, 1997). Information-seeking studies cite news media
use as a primary predictor of seeking behavior (e.g., Dutta-Bergman, 2005). Many
argue, however, that long-term information acquisition is contingent on exposure
and paying sufficient attention to process and store the message (Chaffee & Schleu-
der, 1986; Chaiken, 1987; McGuire, 2001; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Slater &
Rasinski, 2005). News attention measures also account for more variance in knowl-
edge (Romantan, Hornik, Weiner, Price, Cappella, & Viswanath, 2005) and risk
judgments (Slater & Rasinski, 2005) than general news media use measures. These
results suggest that health news attention measures should be particularly likely to
moderate the relationship between cancer news and information seeking.

H2: The positive relationship between cancer news coverage and infor-
mation seeking will be stronger among respondents with greater
attention to health news.

Individuals with cancer history (through either a personal or family member
diagnosis) are far more likely to seek cancer information than those without such a
history (e.g., Freimuth et al., 1989; Johnson, 1997). Personal experience with cancer
is also an integral part of health information-seeking models (Griffin et al., 1999;
Johnson, 1997). Hence, it is reasonable to suggest that individuals with a personal
or family cancer history also should be more likely than others to respond to cancer
news by seeking information.

H3: The positive relationship between cancer news coverage and infor-
mation seeking will be stronger among respondents with a family
cancer history.

H4: The positive relationship between cancer news coverage and infor-
mation seeking will be stronger among respondents with a personal
cancer history.

Methods

We tested study hypotheses by combining two sources of data. The Health
Information National Trends Survey (HINTS) is a representative national survey
conducted by the NCI examining the American public’s use of cancer-related
information. We merged HINTS with data describing AP news coverage of cancer
during the time period the first HINTS survey was conducted (October 21, 2002,
through April 13, 2003).

Identification of Cancer News Articles

The AP is a wire service that is used by more than 85% of U.S. newspapers (Fan &
Tims, 1989; Watt, Mazza, & Snyder, 1993) and is a reasonable proxy for broader
media coverage of news topics (Fan, 1988; Romantan, 2004). The Lexis-Nexis
database was used to search for cancer AP articles. We first examined AP coverage
of cancer during time periods outside of the survey data collection period, with
the ultimate goal of developing a reliable, replicable, automated search term closely
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following procedures described by Stryker, Wray, Hornik, and Yanovitzky (2006).
We retrieved all AP articles for seven randomly selected days between May 2003
and October 2005 that contained the word “cancer,” or a variety of cancer syno-
nyms, anywhere in the headline or text (the “calibration sample”; see Appendix
A). We defined cancer news as stories that focused on prevention, screening, treat-
ment, epidemiological findings, or stories from cancer patients and survivors. Using
these criteria we identified relevant stories from the larger pool of articles containing
“cancer” or cancer synonyms. Two independent coders were consistent in selecting
relevant articles from a random subset of 236 stories (k = 0.95).

Next we sought to create a detailed search term that would automate the
retrieval of relevant articles. We iteratively tested our search term on 30 randomly
chosen days between 2003 and 2005 (the ‘“‘validation samples’). After the second
iteration of this process, we achieved recall of 0.91 (95% CI 0.86-0.96) and precision
of 0.84 (95% CI 0.74-0.94; Salton & McGill, 1983; Stryker et al., 2006). These values
indicate that the final search term (Appendix B) captured 91% of all relevant articles
identified by hand coding, while 84% of the articles captured by the computer were
deemed relevant by human coders. We applied this search term to the time period
during which survey data were collected (including the week before the first inter-
view, from October 21, 2002 to April 13, 2003), yielding a total of 250 articles.

The identified stories covered a wide range of cancer news, including reports on
major celebrity cancer events, inspirational stories about public figures who have
overcome cancer diagnoses, cancer epidemiology, treatment development, and
cancer risk quantification. For example, the sample included reports of Senator John
Kerry’s treatment for prostate cancer and inspirational stories about Lance
Armstrong being named the AP Athlete of the Year after being successfully treated
for testicular cancer and winning the Tour de France. Other stories discussed
attempts to alter a smallpox vaccine to attack cancer cells, the development of a
formula to calculate lung cancer risk, and the identification of a new blood marker
for colon cancer.

Health Information National Trends Survey (HINTS) Data
Collection Procedures

We merged AP news coverage data to the HINTS based on the date of interview.
HINTS used random digit dialing (RDD) to recruit Americans aged 18 years or
older to participate in a telephone survey between October 2002 and April 2003.
The survey achieved a 34.5% response rate (55.0% household screening rate multi-
plied by 62.8% sampled person participation rate), resulting in a final sample of
6,369 respondents. Since the data are publicly available, the analysis met eligibility
criteria for Institutional Review Board (IRB) review exemption.

HINTS purposely oversampled Hispanics and African Americans to enhance
minority representation. The unweighted HINTS sample contained a larger percent-
age of females (60.4%) than males, with a mean age of 47.8 years (SD = 17.42).
Most participants without missing values described themselves as Caucasian
(70.5%), with 11.8% African American, 12.6% Hispanic, and 5.1% of another
race/ethnicity. To account for the survey’s complex sample design and to create
estimates generalizable to the national population of adults aged 18 and older, all
subsequent study analyses (and all reported below) were conducted with replicate
weights and jackknife standard errors using STATA’s “svy jackknife” command.
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Details about the sampling strategy and weighting procedures are published
elsewhere (Nelson et al., 2004).

Dependent Variable: Cancer Information Seeking in the Past Week

HINTS asked respondents, “Have you ever looked for information about cancer
from any source?” Participants who responded in the affirmative were asked,
“About how long ago was that?” Overall, nearly half (44.9%) of the weighted
sample reported having ever looked for information about cancer. We focused on
whether an individual sought information within a week of their interview (5.0%; see
Table 1).

Independent Variable: Cancer News Coverage in the Past Week

To match the timing of the dependent variable, we calculated the average number of
AP stories per day that appeared in the week preceding a respondent’s date of inter-
view. The mean value was 1.40 (SD = 0.59; range 0.29 to 3.43), with substantial
variability over time (Figure 1).

We reviewed each AP story to assess whether major celebrity cancer events
occurred during the observation period. We defined major celebrity cancer event
coverage using three criteria: (1) the story mentioned an individual’s name in the
headline, (2) the individual was deemed sufficiently famous that the headline did
not include additional descriptors to identify why that person is noteworthy
(e.g., “Pop singer Anastacia,” or “UConn coach Calhoun™), and (3) the story was

Table 1. Weighted variable distributions

Nonmissing n Mean (SD)
Cancer information seeking in the 6,369 0.05 (0.22)
past week (proportion)
AP stories per day in the past week 6,369 1.40 (0.59)
(# stories per day)
Interviewed within a week of John Kerry’s 6,369 0.02 (0.15)
prostate cancer surgery (proportion)
Age (in years) 6,369 45.2 (17.4)
Female (proportion) 6,369 0.52 (0.50)
White (proportion) 6,068 0.72 (0.45)
Black (proportion) 6,068 0.11 (0.31)
Hispanic (proportion) 6,068 0.12 (0.32)
Other (proportion) 6,068 0.06 (0.24)
Education (in years) 6,139 12.93 (2.58)
Has Internet (proportion) 6,358 0.63 (0.48)
Personally had cancer (proportion) 6,352 0.11 (0.31)
Family history of cancer (proportion) 6,319 0.62 (0.49)
Attention to health news (scale, range 0-12) 6,327 6.21 (3.14)

Note. The table presents weighted mean and standard deviation estimates for all variables
included in subsequent multivariate analyses.



Downloaded By: [Donaghy, Maryann] At: 15:45 27 May 2008

Cancer News and Information Seeking 187

John Kerry’s
Prostate Surgery

}

Average Number of AP Stories per Day in Past
Week
N

0 T T T T T T T T T
O %) S $) O S O
& & & F LSS
q:\\‘lz ,\\‘b\q' qso\"v \&‘L \\,\\‘lz ,\cg,\q’ \‘3(1’ ‘Lb‘\m \b‘\")/ bg\\"lz ,\q\'lz
QYN W@ NV o =
Date

Figure 1. Variation in cancer news coverage between October 28, 2002, and April 13, 2003.

catalogued by the AP as a “Domestic News” story (rather than domain-specific,
such as “Sports” or “Entertainment News”). Only one event met these criteria: John
Kerry’s prostate cancer surgery, referenced in three “Domestic News” headlines on
February 12, 2003.

To separate the effects of this major celebrity cancer event from other cancer
news coverage, we created a single indicator variable for individuals who were inter-
viewed between February 12 and February 19 (within a week of Kerry’s surgery)
and included this variable as a control for major celebrity events in all multivariate
analyses.

Variables Related to Moderating Hypotheses

Slightly less than one in nine respondents (10.8%) reported a personal history of
cancer (see Table 1). A much larger proportion of the sample (61.9%) indicated that
a close, immediate family member had a history of cancer. Attention to health topics
in the media was measured on a 4-point scale. Specifically, respondents were asked,
“How much attention do you pay to information about health or medical topics
on...” television, radio, newspapers, magazines, and the Internet. Respondents
reporting greater levels of attention were assigned higher numerical values (a lot = 3,
some = 2, a little = 1, not at all = 0). Attention to the Internet had considerably
weaker correlations with other sources than did other media and substantially
reduced scale reliability. We thus created an additive scale ranging in value from 0
to 12 using responses to each medium except the Internet (Cronbach’s o = 0.72).
The mean attention scale value was 6.21 (SD = 3.14). Other variable distributions
are found in Table 1.
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Analytic Approach

We tested HI by estimating a bivariate logistic regression model to predict the odds
of cancer information seeking in the past week by the average number of AP stories
appearing in the past week. We tested H2, H3, and H4 using a series of interactions
between each moderating variable (centered when continuous) and cancer news
coverage (centered) to assess whether each interaction produced odds ratios that
were statistically different from one.! Finally, we tested a comprehensive multivari-
ate logistic regression model including news coverage, each moderating variable,
each significant interaction, and a series of demographic controls shown in previous
work to influence cancer information seeking (age, gender, race/ethnicity, education,
Internet access, and exposure to the major celebrity cancer event) to assess whether
results were robust to potential confounders (Fox & Ranie, 2002; Freimuth et al.,
1989; Johnson, 1997).

Results

H] received limited empirical support. The odds of information seeking were higher
during periods of higher cancer news coverage, but this result was only marginally
significant (OR = 1.20; 95% CI 0.99-1.45, p < 0.07).

Two of three moderating variable hypothesis received support. Consistent with
H?2, the relationship between cancer news coverage and information seeking in the
past week was substantially stronger among individuals who reported paying closer
attention to health news in the media (attention*AP stories OR = 1.09, 95% CI
1.02-1.16, p < 0.01). Consistent with H3, the relationship between cancer news
coverage and cancer information seeking in the past week was substantially stronger
among respondents with a family history of cancer (family history*AP stories
OR = 1.57, 95% CI 1.07-2.33, p < 0.05). H4 received no support. The interaction
between personal cancer history and cancer news coverage was not statistically
significant (personal history*AP stories OR = 0.94, 95% CI 0.60-1.48, p > 0.10)
and was excluded from subsequent models.

Comprehensive logistic regression models confirmed results observed in earlier
models. The main association between cancer news coverage and information seek-
ing in the past week disappeared when the interaction terms were included in the
model (OR = 0.72, 95% CI 0.51-1.02, p > 0.05), see Table 2. The major celebrity
cancer event (John Kerry’s prostate cancer surgery) was not associated with higher
levels of information seeking (OR = 1.12, 95% CI 0.48-2.62, p > 0.05). Higher edu-
cation, personal cancer experience, family history of cancer, and greater attention to
health news increased the odds of information seeking in the past week. Consistent
with H2 and H3, interaction terms for health news attention and family history were
significant when controlling for potential confounders (attention*AP stories
OR =1.10, 95% CI 1.03-1.18, p < 0.01; family history*AP stories OR = 1.56,
95% CI 1.03-2.37, p < 0.05).

To gain a clearer understanding of the relationships between variables involved
in H2 and H3, we used logistic regression model parameter estimates to predict

'_2 log likelihood chi-square tests for nested models, a more formal test of whether the
interactions improved model fit, are not available for jackknife standard error estimates of
logistic regressions.
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Table 2. Logistic regression predicting cancer information seeking in the past week

n=5,993 Odds ratio [95% CI]
Average number of AP stories per day in the past week 0.72 [0.51-1.02]
Interviewed within week of John Kerry cancer surgery 1.12 [0.48-2.62]
Age 1.00 [0.99-1.02]
Female 1.09 [0.83-1.43]

Black (vs. White)
Hispanic (vs. White)
Other (vs. White)

Years of education

Has Internet

Personally had cancer
Family history of cancer

1.47 [0.99-2.19]
1.23 [0.60-2.51]
1.72 [0.93-3.17]
110" [1.04-1.17]
1.29 [0.86-1.93]
2.99%* [2.15-4.15]
1.69** [1.25-2.28]

Family history of cancer* Number of AP stories 1.56* [1.03-2.37]

Attention to health news

L.17** [1.12-1.24]

Attention to health news* Number of AP stories 1.10** [1.03-1.18]

Note. Table 2 analyses used replicate weights and jackknife standard error estimates. Cells
contain adjusted odds ratio estimates and 95% confidence intervals. *denotes odds ratios
significantly different from one at p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

cancer information seeking by each interaction pair. Figure 2 plots model-predicted
cancer information seeking (in percentages) by attention to health news (in quartiles)
and cancer news coverage in the past week. A positive relationship between cancer
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----Low-mid attention  ------- Lowest attention
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Figure 2. Model predicted relationship between cancer news coverage and cancer information
seeking in the past week by attention to health news in quartiles (n = 5,993).
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Figure 3. Model predicted relationship between cancer news coverage and cancer information
seeking in the past week by family cancer history (n = 5,993).

news coverage and information seeking was apparent only among respondents in
the highest quartile of health media attention. The model predicted a dramatic
increase in cancer information seeking, with greater cancer news coverage (from
4.3% at the minimum number of AP stories per day to 13.5% at the maximum
number of stories per day) among individuals in the highest attention quartile.
Conversely, the model predicted generally flat relationships between cancer news
coverage and information seeking in the past week at the other three quartiles of
attention to health news.

Figure 3 plots model-predicted cancer information seeking (in percentages) by
family cancer history and cancer news coverage in the past week. The model pre-
dicted cancer information seeking to increase with greater cancer news coverage
(from 3.0% at the minimum number of AP stories per day to 7.8% at the maximum
number of daily stories) among individuals with a family history of cancer. The
model predicted a flat relationship between cancer news coverage and information
seeking in the past week among respondents without family cancer history.

Discussion

To our knowledge, this study provides the first evidence that routine cancer news
coverage is associated with cancer information seeking among a notable proportion
of adults. The study observation period included only one major celebrity
cancer event, and the effect of that event on information seeking was negligible
and controlled for in multivariate models. We observed a positive, marginally
significant relationship between noncelebrity event cancer news coverage and cancer
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information seeking (limited support for HI). Interaction terms and plots of
model-predicted values revealed that cancer news coverage was associated only with
information seeking among two subgroups: (1) respondents who paid close attention
to health news on television, radio, newspapers, and magazines (supporting H2), and
(2) individuals with a family history of cancer (supporting H3). These two groups
actively responded to periods of elevated cancer news coverage by seeking
information about cancer. Cancer information seeking did not vary by intensity of
cancer news coverage for those without family cancer history and for those who
did not pay close attention to health news. Respondents who personally had cancer,
while more likely to seek cancer information regardless of news coverage, did
not respond to periods of elevated cancer news coverage by seeking information
(providing no support for H4).

There were dramatic differences between cancer news coverage effects on infor-
mation seeking among individuals in the highest quartile of health news attention
and the rest of the population. These results are consistent with information-seeking
models (e.g., Griffin et al., 1999; Johnson, 1997) that highlight the importance of
individuals’ habitual patterns of media use on information seeking. Persuasion
theory and research also suggest that information exposure, without sufficient mes-
sage attention and processing, are unlikely to lead to subsequent information
engagement (Griffin et al., 1999; McGuire, 2001; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986). Health
news attention measures may capture the type of engagement necessary to produce
a meaningful impact on information seeking.

On the other hand, attention measures have been criticized for confounding
exposure with personality or contextual influences such as issue involvement, life
experience, motivation to process information, and personal values (e.g., Romantan
et al., 2005; Slater & Raskinski, 2005). It is also unclear to what extent the attention
variable measures a relatively stable characteristic or whether attention to health
news varies over time (Chaffee & Schleuder, 1986). Depending on the answer, the
implications for purposive attempts to promote cancer information seeking may
be quite different. If attention to health news stories is a stable phenomenon, efforts
to promote cancer information seeking might focus on ways to reach those
individuals who are less interested in health news topics. If attention is not stable,
interventions might focus on ways to increase interest in news stories about health.
In-depth, qualitative interviews with future survey respondents might help aid our
understanding of the extent to which attention measures capture exposure, person-
ality characteristics, motivation, or something else.

There were meaningful differences in cancer news coverage effects on infor-
mation seeking by family cancer history, but a personal cancer diagnosis did not
moderate the relationship. While we can only speculate, it is possible that some
proportion of respondents with personal cancer history experience anxiety and
“information overload,” which in turn makes them less likely to engage with cancer
information (avoidance) in response to news coverage. Conversely, others may
respond to the anxiety associated with cancer experience by becoming more likely
to seek information in response to cancer news coverage (e.g., Brashers et al.,
2002; Johnson, 1997). The net effect in such a scenario would result in no detectable
effect of cancer news coverage on information seeking among the overall pool of
respondents who have had cancer. Cancer news coverage may be equally salient
to respondents with a family history of cancer (e.g., via increased risk or desire to
find information for others), but such individuals may not experience the same level
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of anxiety in response to cancer news. As a result, they may be more likely to
respond to periods of elevated cancer news coverage by seeking information.

Study Implications

We drew a distinction between routine news coverage and coverage of major
celebrity news events. While Nancy Reagan’s breast cancer diagnosis may have
had substantial implications for cancer information seeking on the population level
(Freimuth et al., 1989; Stoddard et al., 1990), events like these are impossible to plan
or predict. Purposeful efforts by public health organizations, however, exert con-
siderable influence on what topics are covered in the news. Public health advocates,
researchers, and journal editors thus have the potential to influence cancer news
coverage and health behaviors among segments of the population (e.g., Schooler,
Sundar, & Flora, 1996; Stillman, Cronin, Evans, & Ulasevich, 2001).

News media reports are one of the primary ways the public learns about new
findings and changes in medical science (Johnson, 1997; Yeaton et al., 1990), but
news reports often distill study findings into simple messages, obscuring complexities
(e.g., Stryker, 2002). Our results have dual implications in this context. On the one
hand, they make it clear that even routine news coverage of cancer has effects on
information seeking for some part of the population. On the other hand, our find-
ings indicate that many people do not seek additional information after hearing news
reports about new studies. If news reports are inevitably limited in scope, and for
much of the population do not drive further information seeking, these results
reinforce the view that health care providers play an essential role in making up
for this gap. Physicians are unlikely, however, to have more time available in the
future than now to educate patients about their choices and engage them in the
decision-making process. Thus, our findings raise important questions as health
care decisions become more complex and patients increasingly are expected to play
a more active role in making decisions. Innovative interventions to help a greater
part of the population become more informed consumers of health care are
warranted.

Our findings also raise concerns about the potential for widened gaps in cancer
knowledge between large segments of the population in the future. The knowledge
gap hypothesis suggests that individuals of higher social status acquire information
more quickly than lower status individuals, so that the gap in knowledge between
these groups increases over time (Tichenor, Donohue, & Olien, 1970). Our results
suggest that the cancer knowledge gap between those who pay attention to health
news and those who do not is likely to increase over time. Post-hoc ordinary least
squares (OLS) regression analyses showed that education was strongly associated
with health news attention (f = 0.19, p < 0.001). Furthermore, published analyses
of HINTS data show that the cancer information-seeking measure used in this
study is also associated with higher levels of cancer knowledge (Shim et al., 2006).
Combined, these findings suggest that differential levels of information seeking
in response to cancer news by health news attention may explain a portion of
knowledge gaps between high and low educated individuals. Many adults, parti-
cularly those with fewer years of education, may require continued active efforts
by public health advocates and medical practitioners to disseminate information
relevant to cancer prevention, screening, and treatment.
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Study Limitations

The study’s independent variable, the average number of AP stories per day in the
past week, is an indirect measure of media influence. It is impossible to know whether
respondents actually read, saw, or heard the cancer news stories. The indirect
approach, however, also has notable advantages. First, indirect exposure measures
are not subject to selectivity biases inherent to self-report recall measures (Slater,
2004). The fact that AP coverage measures are independent of survey responses
eliminates the possibility that many alternate third-variables (e.g., selectivity, better
memory, greater interest in news) account for associations between exposure and
information seeking. Furthermore, the reverse causal pathway is highly unlikely in
this scenario, since it is implausible that information seeking would cause the AP
to issue more news stories about cancer. As a result, the observed association between
cancer news coverage and cancer information seeking likely represents a cause—effect
relationship, a conclusion that could not be drawn using self-reported news exposure.
Second, individuals do not have to read or watch a news story about cancer to hear
about it. Cancer news might stimulate conversation between those who saw the news
item and those who did not (e.g., Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955). As a result, the use of
self-reported exposure measures may miss important indirect effects that other
measures (such as AP coverage) may detect. Finally, recent studies evaluating the
effectiveness of media messages using direct (Farrelly et al., 2002) and indirect
exposure measures (Farrelly, Davis, Haviland, Messeri, & Healton, 2005) have
reached similar conclusions about campaign effectiveness, providing additional
evidence that indirect measures are valid indicators of exposure.

The use of automated search terms to assess AP cancer news coverage volume
using the Lexis-Nexis database has notable strengths and weaknesses. On one hand,
automated search terms may reduce the risk of human error in classifying stories by
topic. A computer program will code an article the same way every time if given the
same codebook, but the same might not be said about human coders. On the other
hand, automated search terms limit content coding specificity. We did not attempt to
code for more detailed article features, including story framing, topic specificity (e.g.,
prevention vs. treatment), story length, placement within the paper (e.g., front page
vs. health section), or other potentially meaningful characteristics with the exception
of major celebrity cancer news events. Many of these features are subjective in nature
and not easily captured by a search term (e.g., story framing), while others are not
categorized by Lexis-Nexis (e.g., appearance in the front page vs. another section).
Constraints on specificity highlight the practical limitations of using automated
search terms in studying news media content or effects. In this application, the
method makes the de facto assumption that each story is equally influential in pro-
moting cancer information seeking. Violation of this assumption would lead to
measurement error, which in turn would bias findings toward null results. The fact
that we were able to detect an interaction between AP news coverage volume and
attention to health news on information seeking might be viewed as particularly
compelling in this context.

HINTS data are also subject to limitations. The relatively low response
rate (34.5%) raises questions about how well the sample represents the national
population. While the use of weights alleviates some concerns about the sample’s
distribution on major demographic categories (age, gender, and race/ethnicity),
it cannot correct for differences between respondents and those who did not
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participate. In addition, only a small proportion of the sample engaged in infor-
mation seeking in the past week. Data collection occurred across only 6 months,
reducing the amount of variability in news coverage compared with what might have
been observed over a longer time period. Both of these considerations reduce the
likelihood of detecting a cancer news coverage effect. The fact that we detected an
effect among respondents with high attention to health news and among those with
a family cancer history, both hypothesized to increase the relationship between news
coverage and information seeking, might be viewed as compelling evidence in this
context.

Our outcome measure did not specify where seekers looked for information. Dif-
ferent sources (e.g., physicians vs. Internet) may have differential impact on decisions
about cancer prevention, screening, or treatment behaviors (Niederdeppe et al.,
2007). HINTS did ask information seekers the follow-up question: “The most recent
time you looked for information on cancer, where did you look first?”” Among
respondents seeking cancer information in the past week, 42.9% mentioned the
Internet as their first source, followed by books (15.0%) and magazines (12.6%).
The number of individuals who sought cancer information from specific sources
was far too limited to assess differences in cancer news coverage effects on seeking
by source. Future studies might address this limitation by assessing the relationship
between the cancer news coverage and source-specific information-seeking data
(e.g., volume of web searches about cancer, calls to cancer information hotlines).

Furthermore, reliance on self-reported information seeking as the study’s
outcome does not establish the nature of the health outcomes resulting from that
seeking behavior. Although cross-sectional data does not permit a causal claim, indi-
viduals who report cancer information seeking in the HINTS data are also more
knowledgeable about cancer and are more likely to have engaged in cancer screening
behaviors (Shim et al., 2006). This measure is too limited, however, to do more than
hint at the implications of cancer news coverage for population health.

Conclusions

Results suggest that a notable segment of the population actively responds to periods
of elevated cancer news coverage by seeking additional information. At the same
time, our findings raise concerns about the potential for widened gaps in cancer
knowledge and behavior between large segments of the population in the future. This
study underscores the importance of interactions in media effects research and joins
a growing literature devoted to understanding the conditions under which indivi-
duals seek health information.
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APPENDIX A: Cancer Synonyms

cancer, cancers, cancerous, actinic keratoses, anticancer, astrocytoma, carcinogen,
Hodgkin’s, leukemia, lymphoma, melanoma, meningioma, mesothelioma, mycosis,
myeloma, neuroblastoma, onoclog!, osteosarcoma, pheochromocytoma, precancer-
ous lesion, retinoblastoma, rhabdomyosarcoma, and sarcoma.

APPENDIX B: Lexis-Nexis Search Term for Cancer-Focused News Coverage
((headline(cancer! OR leukemia! OR lymphoma! OR melanoma! OR carcino! OR
anticancer! OR mesothelioma!) AND NOT headline(dead OR dies OR died OR
lawsuit OR jury OR settlement OR feline)) OR (atleast4(BODY(cancer!)) OR
atleast4(BODY (leukemia!)) OR atleast4(BODY (lymphoma!)) OR atleast4(BODY
(melanoma!)) OR atleast4(BODY/(carcino!)) OR atleast4(BODY (anticancer)) OR
atleast4(BODY (mesothelioma!)) OR atleast4(BODY (hodgkin!)) AND NOT headli-
ne(dead OR dies OR died OR lawsuit OR jury OR settlement OR obit! OR obt! OR
death notice! OR in memoriam)) OR (atleast3(BODY(cancer!)) AND (BODY
(leukemia! OR lymphoma! OR melanoma! OR carcino! OR anticancer OR tumor
OR mesothelioma! OR hodgkin!)) AND NOT headline(dead OR dies OR died
OR lawsuit OR jury OR settlement OR obit! OR obt! OR death notice! OR in mem-
oriam OR support groups)) OR (atleast2(BODY(cancer!)) AND (atleast2(BODY
(leukemia!)) OR atleast2(BODY(lymphoma!)) OR atleast2(BODY (melanomal!))
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OR atleast2(BODY/(carcino!)) OR atleast2(BODY (anticancer)) OR atleast2(BODY-
(mesothelioma!)) OR atleast2(BODY (hodgkin!)) AND NOT headline(dead OR dies
OR died OR lawsuit OR jury OR settlement OR obit! OR obt! OR death notice! OR
in memoriam))) AND NOT (section(obit! OR death notice! OR in memoriam OR
deaths)) AND NOT (series(obit! OR death notice! OR in memoriam OR deaths))
AND NOT body((feline pre/1 leukemia) or (capricorn) or(upcoming events)) AND
NOT(state & local wire) AND NOT(worldstream) AND NOT (associated press online)
AND NOT(international news) AND NOT(AP news in brief) AND NOT(develop-
ments in the news industry).



