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Coverage of tobacco control in Jordanian
newspapers: implications for strengthening the role

of news media
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ABSTRACT News media play a critical role in tobacco control. To strengthen this role in Jordan, four newspapers
were searched and 1145 articles between 2011 and 2015 were coded for mention of MPOWER topics and for tone
of coverage (neutral, pro-, or anti-tobacco control). Monthly counts, mention of tobacco control topics and the
tones were examined. The monthly count of tobacco control-related news items showed an upward trend with
an average monthly growth of 16%. Peaks in coverage were observed in synchrony with national tobacco control
developments. 'Warn' was the topic most frequently mentioned (46%). 'Protect’ was the only topic that showed
a statistically significant upward trend over time. A pro-tobacco control tone was more prevalent than an anti-
tobacco control or neutral tone. Thus, efforts are needed to enhance the newsworthiness of certain topics, boost
influence on decision-makers and pre-empt industry interference.

Couverture de la lutte antitabac dans les journaux jordaniens : implications pour le renforcement du role
des médias d’'information

RESUME Les médias d'information jouent un réle crucial dans la lutte antitabac. Afin de renforcer ce role en
Jordanie, quatre journaux ont été étudiés et 1145 articles publiés entre 2011 et 2015 ont été codés lorsqu'ils
comportaient lamention du programme MPOWER et pour le ton de la couverture (neutre, pour ou contre la lutte
antitabac). Les décomptes mensuels, les mentions de sujets relatifs a la lutte antitabac et les tons ont été passés
en revue. Le nombre mensuel d'articles traitant de la lutte antitabac a montré une tendance a la hausse, avec une
croissance mensuelle moyenne de 16 %. Des pics dans la couverture ont été observés de fagon synchrone avec
les nouveautés liées a la lutte antitabac au plan national. Les mises en garde étaient le sujet mentionné le plus
fréquemment (46 %). La protection était le seul sujet qui affichait une tendance a la hausse significative au cours
du temps. Un ton en faveur de la lutte antitabac était plus prévalent qu’un ton défavorable a la lutte antitabac ou
un ton neutre. Des efforts sont donc requis pour renforcer la crédibilité de certains sujets, accroitre I'influence
sur les décideurs politiques, et anticiper I'ingérence de l'industrie du tabac.
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Introduction

News media play a crucial role in in-
fluencing health practices and health
policy (1). Specifically, in the context
of tobacco control, news media can
play a critical and complex role beyond
disseminating information (1,2). News
media can shape policy-makers’ stance
and public perception: the emphasis
news media place on tobacco control
influences the priority afforded to the
issue, and their framing influences
perceptions of the problem and of its
potential solutions (1-6). In addition,
news media coverage may also be con-
sidered a reflection of the newsworthi-
ness of tobacco control developments
and events, where increasing coverage
reflects a rise in the number of events
deemed newsworthy (1).

Accordingly, strengthening the role
of the news media in tobacco control
is crucial, particularly when mass media
campaigns are scarce (1). Efforts that
contribute to increasing the newswor-
thiness of tobacco control and influenc-
ing the framing of news coverage may
take several forms, including generating
and pushing content, holding forums
such as press conferences, and main-
taining open communication channels
with reporters (1,2,4).

Jordan is an Eastern Mediterranean
country thatis heavily burdened with to-
bacco use. The prevalence among adult
males approaches 50% (7) and 34%
of boys (aged 13-15 years) currently
use some form of tobacco product (8).
Despite ratifying the Framework Con-
vention on Tobacco Control in 2004
(9), Jordan still lags behind countries
of the region and the world in enforcing
measures that could address the epi-
demic, including the use of mass media
campaigns which are non-existent in
Jordan (7,10).

Under these circumstances, there
arises a need to strengthen the role that
news media play in tobacco control
in Jordan. Such strengthening should

build on an understanding of the status
quo and align with the national tobacco
control priorities. Given the lack of re-
search that describe the coverage of
the news media of tobacco control in
Jordan, and taking into consideration
that the coverage by television, radio
and electronic media parallels that of
newspapers (6,11,12), this study sought
to characterize the coverage of tobacco
control by newspapers to provide a base
onwhich to build. Specifically, we exam-
ined the responsiveness of newspapers
to tobacco control developments, the
newsworthiness of specific tobacco
control topics and the tone displayed in
the coverage of tobacco control topics.
While there are no studies from the re-
gion to compare with, our work benefits
from those conducted in other parts of
the world (4,12-14).

Design and sample

As part of the day-to-day operations,
the Cancer Control Office at King Hus-
sein Cancer Center conducted daily
monitoring of the 3 most-read (IPSOS
Stat, Personal communication, March
2016) Jordanian Arabic newspapers
Alrai, Alghad, and Addustour as well
as the English afhiliate of Alrai - The
Jordan Times. A trained employee of
the Cancer Control Office used the
PDF versions of these newspapers to
identify news items covering tobacco
control. This was done through search-
ing for the following keywords on a daily
basis: tobacco, cigarette(s), smoking,
smoker(s), smoke and waterpipe (the
corresponding Arabic words were used,
except when searching the The Jordan
Times). All items generated by the
search were logged into a database. We
included 1 145 tobacco-related news
items that were published during the
period 1 October, 2011 to 31 March,
2015 (42 months).

In parallel, and to assist with the
analysis of the responsiveness to events,

the Cancer Control Office kept a
monthly log of tobacco control devel-
opments. Specifically, the Cancer Con-
trol Office logged events in the field of
tobacco control that received coverage
and mention by the logged news items.

Measures

For the purpose of this study, the
Cancer Control Office developed a
coding scheme (described in detail in
Table 1) that benefited from the experi-
ence of others (6,12,14). Building on
knowledge and involvement in tobacco
control, and after receiving comprehen-
sive training on the coding scheme, a
primary coder conducted coding of all
logged items. To test for subjectivity, a
second coder performed blinded cod-
ing of a randomly-selected 10% sample
of the items. The inter-coder reliability
was assessed using the kappa statistic
with results indicating substantial agree-
ment between the 2 coders (a median
kappa value of 0.73) (15). Given this
level of agreement, coding results as
generated by the primary coder were
used for the analysis.

Analysis

We used Microsoft Excel 2010 to gener-
ate descriptive statistics and plots. To
understand temporal effects, we tallied
and plotted monthly counts of tobacco
control-related news items.

To characterize newspaper cover-
age in terms of the newsworthiness of
tobacco control topics modelled after
the MPOWER policies (Monitor, Pro-
tect, Offer, Warn, Enforce, Raise) (16),
we calculated and plotted the monthly
“Share of Coverage” (SoC) for the vari-
ous policies and for additional topics of
interest (namely the waterpipe, and mi-
nors and tobacco). SoC, a term used in
the field of public relations, refers to the
“measurement of total earned, or non-
paid, media coverage in print, broadcast,
and Internet channels devoted to the
particular industry or topic as analysed
to determine what per cent of outputs
is devoted to a client or product” (17).
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Table 1 Coding system with operational definitions

Variable Operational definition

Date of publication Day, month and year of the publication of article

Name of newspaper Name of the newspaper in which the item appears

Tobacco control topics Items are classified under 1 or more of 6 topics that are modelled after the MPOWER
mentioned demand-control policies:

- Monitor: discussing prevalence of tobacco use, tobacco consumption, tobacco-related
economics and tobacco trade figures

- Protect: discussing exposure to second-hand smoke and enforcement of smoking bans

- Offer: discussing tobacco dependence treatment methods, availability of services, need
for and benefit of services and tips for quitting smoking

- Warn: discussing the addictiveness of tobacco, the health effects of tobacco and efforts

344

to create awareness of tobacco addictiveness and harms

- Enforce: discussing tobacco advertising, promotion and sponsorship

- Raise: discussing taxation, pricing and smuggling of tobacco products

Additional topics of interest

- Minors and tobacco

- The waterpipe

Tone’

Items are classified under either, both, or none of the following topics:

Items are classified under one of the following tones:

- Pro-tobacco-control: content highlights the negative effects of tobacco on society, is
supportive of tobacco control, is critical of tobacco use or is critical of entities supporting
or promoting tobacco.

- Anti-tobacco-control: content underrepresents the tobacco problem, is understood
as hostile to tobacco control or is understood as sympathetic to entities supporting or
promoting tobacco.

- Neutral: content is neither pro- nor anti-tobacco-control, or presents a balanced mix of
pro- and anti-tobacco-control arguments.

!Coding for tone was performed for a subset of the items (published between 1 April, 2014 and 31 March, 2015).

For our analysis, we adapted the term
SoC to refer to the percentage of news
items mentioning a specific tobacco
control topic independent of their men-
tion of other topics (ie. the SoC for the
6 tobacco control topics in a certain
month are not mutually exclusive and
the monthly sum of SoCs can add up
to more than a 100%). For example, in
March 20185, 38 tobacco-related items
were published in the newspapers. Of
those, 7 mentioned Monitor (18%), 15
mentioned Profect (39%), 3 mentioned
Offer (8%), 20 mentioned Warn (53%),
2 mentioned Enforce (5%) and there
was no mention of Raise (0%). We used
ANOVA to analyse changes over time;
P < 0.05 was considered statistically

significant.

We also calculated the split of items
across 3 tones, pro-tobacco control,
anti-tobacco control and neutral.

Despite variations, the monthly count

of news items related to tobacco control
showed an average monthly growth of
16%. Figure 1 shows an upward trend in
monthly counts and highlights events
corresponding to increasing coverage
(as entered in the log of events).

Warn was the tobacco topic most
frequently mentioned over the study
period, with almost 1 in every 2 news
items mentioning it [mean SoC 46%,
standard deviation (SD) 14%]. This was
followed by Protect (mean SoC 30%,
SD 18%), Monitor (mean SoC 22%,

SD 12%), Offer (mean SoC 15%, SD
11%), Raise (mean SoC 14%, SD 13%),
and Enforce (mean SoC 4%, SD 5%). As
depicted in Figure 2 A—F, an upward
trend was noticeable for SoC over time
for all tobacco control topics with the
exception of Offer. However, this up-
ward trend was significant only in the
case of Protect (P = 0.02). With regards
to additional topics, the average SoC
for waterpipe was 11% rising to more
than 50% during January—March 2014
and the average SoC for minors and
tobacco was 7% rising to 35% during
March 2014.

For the period during which
items were coded for tone, more
than half of the news items (55%,
191/347) showed a pro-tobacco
control tone, 35% (123/347) ex-
hibited a neutral tone and only 10%
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Dec 2012: The tobacco industry in Jordan lowered cigarette prices.

Jan 2014
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Linear trendline for monthly count

B. Jun 2013: The first comprehensive report on the status of tobacco control in Jordan was released, tobacco-display regulations were released, the winners
of the tobacco control media contest were announced, and smoke-free certificates were awarded to local organizations.

C. Jan - Apr2014: The Government decided to ban licensing of waterpipe in cafes and restaurants by Mar 31st. The decision faced fierce resistance from the
hospitality industry. The deadline lapsed without tangible action.

D. Nov 2014: Lung Cancer Awareness Month and the decision of the FCTC Conference of the Parties (FCTC/COP) to form a committee to address the
regulation of the e-cigarette (Electronic Nicotine Delivery Systems - ENDS).

E.  Feb2015: The World Cancer Day was marked by focusing on tobacco as a prominent risk factor.

Figure 1 Monthly counts of tobacco-control-related items in 4 Jordanian newspapers

(34/347) exhibited an anti-tobacco
control tone. However, 43% of the ar-
ticles mentioning Raise exhibited an
anti-TC tone.

Discussion

This paper attempts to characterize

newspaper coverage of tobacco control
in Jordan. To the best of our knowledge,
no other systematic efforts specific to
Jordan or the region have been un-
dertaken and shared in the literature,
but similar studies from other parts of
the world are available (4,12—14). We

propose that other countries of similar
circumstances may benefit from our
experience.

As demonstrated through the
synchrony between the spikes in the
monthly counts and the tobacco con-
trol events recorded in the monthly log,
our data indicate the responsiveness of
newspapers to tobacco control events.
Figure 1 highlights several spikes and
the corresponding events giving rise
to these spikes. For example, the surge
in count of January 2014 (the most
prominent) came in response to a deci-
sion of the government to ban serving
waterpipes in cafes and restaurants. This

surge in count was also accompanied by
a surge of SoC for Profect, minors and
tobacco, and waterpipe, which might be
expected given the nature of the event.

However, our results indicate a vari-
ation in the level of attention awarded
to the various tobacco control topics
and suggest a reliance on triggers for
coverage. While certain topics such as
Warn and Protect seem to receive a lot
of attention (Figure 2), others, such
as Enforce and Offer, do not receive the
same level of attention. In the case of
Protect, the continuous presence of trig-
gers helped coverage grow over time
(several events took place including the
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Figure 2B Share of Coverage (SoC) for Protect in news items

proposed waterpipe ban in restaurants
and cafes, several attempts to enforce
nonsmoking zones in restaurants, and
the demands for banning smoking at
the Parliament). However, in the ab-
sence of specific events to direct cover-
age, we speculate that newspapers are
more inclined to report readily available
material (ie. disseminating information
which would usually fall under Warn)
compared to covering topics that may
be considered more complex (e.g. Of

fer).

Ourresultssuggestthattobacco con-
trol advocates in Jordan may be missing
opportunities to shape policy-makers’
stance and influence public support.
For example, examining the coverage of
January 2014 and the following months
suggests that tobacco control advocates
could have better utilized the news-
worthiness awarded to the decision to
ban waterpipes in restaurants and cafes
in order to influence the position of
decision-makers (potentially leading
to the enforcement of the decision)

and the public (potentially leading to
sustained newsworthiness of the failure
to enforce the decision). Consequently,
the deadline of 31 March, 2014 (set by
the government to put the decision into
effect) lapsed without tangible action,
suggesting that the efforts of tobacco
control advocates were insufficient to
counter the fierce resistance that the
tobacco industry demonstrated — at
times channelled through the Parlia-
ment. Accordingly, following 3 months
of extensive coverage (January—March




O3 il 5 I Al

QMAU-\ Saall

2014), newsworthiness for Protect (Fig-
ure 2B) lost traction from April 2014
As for tone, while the majority of
items were pro-tobacco control, an anti-
tobacco control tone was prevalent in
items mentioning Raise. At times, this
tone was a result of the dissemination
ofindustry-commissioned research (ar-
ticles in Arabic available upon request).
These findings are in line with previous
research describing the industry’s suc-
cess in gaining consistent coverage of
selected issues, and highlighting eco-
nomic topics among those that receive

60

the most anti-tobacco control coverage
(1 18 )

Tobacco control advocates and pro-
fessionals in Jordan may build on these
findings to strengthen the contribution
of news media to advancing tobacco
control. Advocates should build on the
responsiveness of the media to events
and aim to create triggers to help ad-
dress topics that have not been receiv-
ing sufhcient coverage, namely Enforce,
Offer and Raise. As Jordan continues to
lag behind on enforcement of tobacco
advertisingand promotion bans (7), the

media can play a crucial role in advocat-
ing for stricter measures. Likewise, in a
country where there is high interest in
quitting tobacco use but only 2.4% of
smokers have ever utilized a tobacco
dependence treatment service (19),
the media should be more engaged
in advocating for the expansion of to-
bacco dependence treatment services.
Similarly, in a country where, despite
inflation, there has been no increase in

cigarette real prices since 2008 (2021),

the media can play a pivotal role in sup-

porting the argument for higher prices
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Figure 2F Share of Coverage (SoC) for Raise in news items

of tobacco products. To further sup-
port newsworthiness of these triggers,
tobacco control advocates and profes-
sionals should aim to create capacity-
building opportunities that allow media
newspersons to learn more about the
different MPOWER policies and the
national priorities in tobacco control

in order to help achieve improved

coverage (22). In parallel, tobacco con-
trol advocates should exert efforts to
strategically build on newsworthiness to
better influence the stance of decision-
makers and the public.

Advocates should also be aware of
tobacco industry attempts to disrupt
pro-tobacco control news media cov-
erage, as has been the case elsewhere

(1,23). At a time when Jordanian print
media is facing financial problems, the
threat of interference becomes even
more significant (24,25). Accordingly,
interventions that address both contrib-
utors and editors-in-chief may also be of
value in Jordan to influence the framing
and tone of tobacco control media cov-

erage and pre—empt interference.
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Our study has its limitations. First,
we focused our analysis on newspapers,
one of many media outlets. However,
studies have found newspaper cover-
age to correlate highly with the cover-
age of other media outlets, including
radio, television and electronic media
(6,11,12). Accordingly, newspapers
are considered by researchers as the
official record for news events (1). Yet,
an area that is worth exploring and that
was not within the scope of this study
is social media, which could be more
relevant for certain topics and certain
populations (eg. youth) (13). While a
relatively new field for research, more
and more studies are attempting to
understand news coverage by social

media (2,26). Second, by virtue of our
methods (human coding), our results
may be prone to some subjectivity.
Nevertheless, we sought to minimize
this by the inclusion of a second coder
to conduct blinded coding on a random
sample, subsequently testing for coding
reliability (27). Finally, our analysis is
descriptive in nature. More in-depth
research can help explore the accuracy,
context and prominence of messages,
and the reach to target audience(s)
(17,28). In addition, further qualitative
coding that was not available in this
study could introduce measures to track
sources of articles (e.g. tobacco industry,
journalists, tobacco control activists) in
an attempt to characterize content in

relation to its sources with the aim of
generating recommendations for advo-
cacy efforts. (17,28).

In conclusion, Jordanian newspa-
pers demonstrate responsiveness to
and reliance on events as triggers, and
a general newsworthiness of tobacco
control. Yet, our results indicate that not
all tobacco control topics are equal in
the eyes of the media. While coverage is
mostly neutral or pro-tobacco control,
an anti-tobacco control tone is more
prominent on specific topics. Tobacco
control advocates may build on these
findings to enhance the role of news
media in advancing tobacco control.
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