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ABSTRACT 

Local television news plays a vital role communicating risk as part of an 

integrated warning system.  However, literature does not clearly define how local 

television news does this during rapid onset risk.  This paper addresses the gap using 

the videography process (Knoblauch & Tuma, 2011) for qualitative analysis of two 

local television news broadcasts during the May 10, 2010 tornado outbreak in 

Oklahoma City, Oklahoma.  Findings show meteorologists and storm spotters play a 

pivotal role in local television news coverage by adjusting or reinforcing real time 

information and tailoring content to audiences by drilling down to local areas in a 

community.  Broadcasts rely on joint implementation of visuals and verbal 

descriptions for communicating information about hazard agents, severity, lead time, 

direction, and protective action associated with the tornado outbreak.  Branding 

emerged as a prominent component of coverage and the primary difference separating 

the two broadcasts.  Amongst all of these findings, evidence points to the potential for 

amplified drama underlying the severe weather coverage.  In addition, a significant 

transition from coverage led by the meteorologist and structured for risk 

communication back to the traditional news coverage led by anchors occurred during 

the tornado outbreak. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Local Television News in an Integrated Warning System 

Local television news is a vital part of integrated warning systems in the 

United States.  Integrated warning systems consist of interconnected entities for 

identifying a hazard, monitoring and aggregating information about the hazard, 

communicating risk through alerts, and suggesting protective action to those at risk.  

Effective risk communication in warning systems have the ability to mitigate injury, 

reduce the loss of lives, and reduce losses to livelihood (Nigg, 1995; Sorensen, 2000).  

Severe weather capable of producing tornadoes pose an exceptional threat across the 

United States and requires the use of local television news as a part of integrated 

warning systems. 

Under severe weather conditions capable of producing tornadoes, local 

television news works with other entities identifying hazards, monitoring the situation, 

delivering alerts, and suggesting protective action to those at risk.  Risk 

communication begins with the presence or identification of a potential threat.  In an 

integrated warning system, the National Weather Service use forecasts for issuing 

weather bulletins, watches, and warnings to meteorologists working with local 

television news stations.  Additionally, local television news meteorologists also 

develop their own forecasts and content for monitoring and delivering severe weather 

information directly to viewing audiences. 
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Just as important as the role of local television news in an integrated warning 

system are the needs of audiences on the receiving end.  Much of value in local 

television news comes from audience access to content and preference for 

information.  Television is the most used channel for accessing news (Dimock et al., 

2013).  Even as other channels for information grow in usage, local television remains 

relevant and continues growing (Mitchell, 2015).  Furthermore, research shows 

audiences are more likely to use television as the preferred channel for information 

and then seek confirmation elsewhere from others sources or through other channels 

(Monahan, 2010; Stempel, et al., 2000; Media Insight Project, 2014).  Even in cases 

when television is not the original source for information, it still remains an important 

tool for confirmation or reinforcing consistent messages (Stempel & Hargrove, 2002) 

and meeting the needs of different demographics (Sellnow et al., 2002).  Television is 

also the most used channel for information about hazards as they unfold (Drabek & 

Stephenson, 1971; Legates & Biddle, 1999; Balluz et al., 2000; Brown et al., 2002; 

Hammer & Schmidlin, 2002; Paul & Huang, 2004; Blanchard-Boehm & Cook, 2004; 

Sherman-Morris, 2005; Schmidlin et al., 2009; Sherman-Morris, 2010; Ahlborn & 

Franc, 2012; Donner et al., 2012; Saad, 2013; Media Insight Project, 2014; Levitan et 

al., 2014). 

 

Gaps in Local Television News 

Understanding risk communication becomes that much more important given 

the integral role of local television news in integrated warning systems and audience 

preference for information from local television news.  In spite of the importance of 

local television news during severe weather capable of producing tornadoes, this paper 
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asserts there is a relative dearth of systematic research in disaster literature on how 

local television news communicates rapid onset risk.  In addition, this paper claims the 

comparatively extensive collection of media literature falls short of explaining risk 

communication during situations of rapid onset risk, such as severe weather capable of 

producing tornadoes. 

The nature of rapid onset risk requires local television news to operate 

differently as compared to regularly scheduled programing.  News broadcasts abandon 

scheduled segments in favor of diverting attention to a breaking event.  When rapid 

onset risk such as severe weather capable of producing tornadoes threaten an area, 

local television news provides non-stop coverage of that breaking event.  These 

situations contain a great deal of uncertainty and rapidly changing conditions 

associated with potentially life threatening hazards.  Due to the lack of insight and 

grave implications, risk communication in local television news requires further 

examination when breaking in and continually updating rapid onset events. 

This paper addresses the gap through qualitative analysis of two local 

television news broadcasts during their coverage of rapid onset risk.  More 

specifically, these broadcasts occur during tornado producing, severe weather.  The 

qualitative findings in this paper come from a combination of audiovisual content 

recorded from local television news broadcasts along with written transcripts of the 

same broadcasts.  The videography process (Knoblauch & Tuma, 2011) drives the 

methodology for qualitative coding and analysis of the local television news broadcast 

data.  A qualitative approach best captures the complex interactions and behaviors 

associated with local television news monitoring and coverage of tornadic, severe 

weather. 
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The research question guiding analysis relies on data from a single case.  The 

case selected for analysis is the May 10, 2010 tornado outbreak around Oklahoma 

City, Oklahoma.  This case represents a rapid onset event with severe weather and 

multiple hazard agents such as heavy rain, strong wind, large hail, and numerous 

tornadoes.  Given the aforementioned gap in media and disaster literature describing 

rapid onset risk communication, the general question driving the analysis asks, “How 

does local television news communicate risk during a tornado outbreak?” 

At first glance, the research question appears straightforward to answer.  

However, an underlying duality exists across television news media complicating the 

interpretation of risk communication.  This duality has consequences evaluating 

whether content is a true reflection of reality or an exaggerated form of entertainment. 

 

Duality of News Media 

A duality of information and entertainment exists in the literature 

characterizing news media.  On one hand, news media serves the community by 

informing the masses.  In this regard, the news media performs public services such as 

acting as a “watchdog” by questioning and investigating authorities, elected officials, 

and other entities with power in society.  But on the other hand, news media comes 

under heavy criticism for sensationalized portrayals of events.  Dr. Dan O’Hair 

(United States, 2006) in his testimony before the United States Congress refers to this 

relationship as the “paradox of media coverage”: 

On the one hand, media serve a number of valuable, if not essential, 

functions for victims, consumers, government officials, and other 

organizations.  Alternatively, the media often frame their messages in 

ways that omit critical information, sensationalize the situation, and 

politicize the context of the disaster event (United States, 2006, p. 51). 
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In general, television news media comes under criticism for the way it attracts 

and retains viewers on a daily basis (Monahan, 2010; McManus, 2012a; Pantti et al., 

2012; Letukas, 2014).  As a profit driven entity, local television news derives a 

sizeable amount of value through original programming.  For example, network 

affiliates must pay for televising content from owned and operated stations.  While 

affiliates provide some owned and operated news and content, it is much more 

lucrative producing original content with many viewers.  When original programing 

like local television news has high ratings, affiliate station ownership charge more for 

advertising.  As a result, higher ratings during the local news leads to better returns on 

investment and greater profit for the ownership of the local television network 

affiliate. 

Among the current media landscape, the pursuit of television ratings and 

revenue influences the type of content and how it appears in news media (Monahan, 

2010; Letukas, 2014).  The word “infotainment” is a popular term for describing the 

sensationalized nature of news media containing facts but serves the purpose of 

entertainment.  According to Downs (1972), “A problem must be dramatic and 

exciting to maintain public interest because news is ‘consumed’ by much of the 

American public (and by publics everywhere) largely as a form of entertainment” (p. 

42).  In addition, Monahan (2010) points to a trend of pushing “public drama” in news 

featuring dramatic and emotional news coverage.  The public drama narrative 

continues to proliferate in the current media landscape, “because it is a cost-effective 

form of news, is relatively easy to produce, can captivate and hold a large audience, 

and can be sustained within the news cycle longer than most news items’ (Monahan, 
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2010, p. 28).  The pursuit of drama laden entertainment ultimately changes the 

production and consumption of local television news. 

It is difficult determining if the presentation of news is dramatic content 

sensationalized as infotainment or a situation where the lives of viewers are on the 

line.  Therefore, some of the criticism for news media as infotainment comes 

unwarranted.  It is difficult, if not at times impossible, determining whether or not 

news media sensationalizes coverage when the unfolding events threaten lives.  Severe 

weather capable of producing tornadoes is inherently a dramatic event with potential 

human interest impacts.  On the other hand, television news media carries out 

activities for amplifying drama such as on location reporting, recounting of harrowing 

moments, replaying of exciting footage, and the use of evocative words and images 

(Monahan, 2010).  However, only using this interpretation of news media coverage is 

shortsighted.  One may attribute confusion between sensationalism and dramatic 

disaster coverage due to shared qualities like exciting storylines and shocking images 

(Monahan, 2010).  The drama surrounding an event like a tornado may truly reflect 

the gravity of the situation when lives are at stake. 

The gray area of sensationalized coverage and sincere reporting of inherently 

dangerous events becomes murkier when the severe weather is a rapid onset event, 

such as a tornado with little to no warning.  At times, news media faces barriers 

preventing journalist from engaging in reporting (Bantz et al., 1980) and rapid onset 

disasters create situations filled with uncertainty and strained or limited resources 

(Rogers & Sood, 1981).  With imperfect information and reduced certainty around 

potentially life threatening events, worst case scenarios are not so far-fetched.  For 

these reasons, it is difficult scrutinizing local television news coverage of rapid onset 
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severe weather.  This must be kept in mind because of the potential consequences 

evaluating risk communication in situations such as a tornado outbreak. 

The first chapter identified the importance of local television news for 

informing and saving lives in an integrated warnings system.  Despite the role in 

integrated warning systems and audience preferences, media and disaster literature do 

not adequately capture risk communication in local television news during rapid onset 

events.  In addition to this gap, an underlying duality characterizing media makes 

interpretation of coverage difficult.  The following literature review section builds on 

the introduction and research question by exploring the duality as it applies to local 

television news communicating risk. 
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Chapter 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This literature review addresses two bodies of knowledge related to local 

television news coverage.  The first part identifies five attributes associated with local 

television news when delivering risk communication during a severe weather event.  

The second part addresses two common critiquess of the media related to agenda 

setting and framing.  Even though the literature review presents opposing views, it 

provides insight on the evaluation of risk communication. 

 

Attributes of Local Television News 

There are many forms of media and numerous stakeholders involved in 

integrated warning systems.  But the purpose of this paper focusses on the role of local 

television news.  For the purpose of this paper, local television news provides two 

types of benefits to viewers that stand out.  This section refers to them as symbolic 

meaning and practical services.  It is from these practical services that five important 

attributes emerge during rapid onset severe weather. 

First, viewers draw symbolic meaning from local television news broadcasts.  

For better or worse, news media has the ability to sway opinions and influence 

behavior.  Much of the research on this phenomenon in news media stems from social 

constructivism (Letukas, 2014).  An example of a constructivist view, Altheide (1985) 

states the media is a “social force” with the power of influencing how people consume 

information and interpret the world around them.  Some literature even goes as far as 

asserting the news media is necessary for society to make meaning of the world 

(Anderson, 1991; McNair, 2000).  Through interaction with local television news, 
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individuals connect to the larger local community containing its own unique culture 

and history.  This comes from local news television news providing a format for 

understanding information in social time and space for a particular audience (Altheide, 

1985).  This symbolic meaning has an effect in times of disaster.  One can expect that 

local television news makes meaningful connections with audiences due in part to its 

understanding of local culture and history that comes with this social exchange. 

Beyond conveying meaning and social cohesion, news media also plays a 

practical role, especially in disasters.  Local television news exhibits attributes making 

it an advantageous source of information during a tornado outbreak.  These same 

advantages are a key component of risk communication and this paper’s analysis.  The 

five attributes of local television news include reaching those at the last mile, breaking 

in and providing wall to wall coverage, communicating in real time, tailoring content 

to local markets, and the relationship with news personalities.  These attributes are 

what separate local television from other types of media by the way it conveys 

lifesaving information during rapid onset events.  They directly shape broadcasts in 

the case of a tornado outbreak and affect how local television news communicates 

risk. 

First, local television news plays a vital role communicating risk directly to the 

last mile.  The last mile refers to the final leg of a warning system reaching vulnerable 

end users.  Local television news broadcasts offer easy access for those seeking 

information due to high penetration and large rate of use in the United States.  This is 

such an important consideration, that the protective action decision model (Lindell & 

Perry, 2012) identifies channel access and preference as a step in the multistage 

decision making process for end users during a hazard event.  Local television news 
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not only provides content straight to communities, but acts as a direct conduit of 

feedback and information between authorities and those at the last mile (Scanlon et al., 

1985).  With this type of reach, risk communication messages must reflect the needs 

of intended recipients and provide information in a way they understand. 

Secondly, local television news has the ability to abandon the pre-established 

television news narrative and provide “wall to wall” coverage.  Wall to wall coverage 

is a term describing uninterrupted reporting on a topic over the life of a particular 

event.  When news breaks in for wall to wall coverage, there is little to no stoppage in 

reporting as new information comes in and evolves (Monahan, 2010).  As an example 

of the prolific use of local television news breaking in and providing wall to wall 

coverage, “One DRC study found that 83 per cent of stations pre-empted regular 

programming and 96 per cent increased their news time during the disaster period” 

(Quarantelli, 1996, p. 6).  The ability to break in and provide continuous coverage is 

especially useful during rapid onset severe weather when conditions change quickly.  

In a summary of local media operations during disaster, Quarantelli (1996) found local 

television news stations elected for interrupting regularly scheduled content and 

extending disaster coverage.  Wall to wall coverage provides constant monitoring and 

updates to risk communication in the case of a tornado outbreak. 

The next advantage links to wall to wall coverage.  Local television news 

adjusts information and forecasts in real time to constantly evolving situations.  

During rapid onset severe weather, real time information is necessary for maintaining 

accurate forecasts and avoiding unwarned hazards.  Moreover, real time adjustments 

to content meet the needs of diverse audiences across different geographies over the 

course of a hazardous event.  In the case of a tornado outbreak, information requires 
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quick and continuous updating.  Local television news is a source of immediate access 

to risk information regarding the numerous hazard agents associated with severe 

weather.  In addition, the real time coverage from local television news allows for 

immediate verification for audiences accessing information from other sources such as 

friends, family, and direct observation.  The use of real time information indicates 

frequent changes in risk communication to audiences. 

The fourth advantage of local television news is tailoring content to a 

particular television market.  The way media warns end users of hazards depends on 

the local market and requires refinement of delivery over time (Coleman et al., 2011).  

Because local television news operates in a specific region over time, these outlets 

have a unique understanding of the local community.  For example, Quarantelli (1996) 

found, “News stories on disasters are almost exclusively provided by local personnel 

who have a strong proprietary sense about the news of the disaster” (p.6).  

Additionally, local television news is logistically better equipped at addressing rapidly 

developing community threats such as a tornado outbreak.  Resources such as 

personnel and equipment are already in place and ready at a moment’s notice.  The 

logistics and knowledge of the television market gives local television news an 

advantage compared to other media when disseminating information to audiences. 

The fifth advantage of local television news deals with the special relationship 

between audiences and onscreen news personalities.  While there are many variables, 

one of the most important characteristics of whether a person chooses a source for 

information comes from the perceived trust and credibility (Peters et al., 1997; Renn & 

Levine, 1991; Nigg, 1995; Siegrist et al., 2005; Slovic, 1993).  As a result, research 

shows audiences tend to trust local television news when compared to other sources 
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(Sherman-Morris, 2005; Rosenstiel et al., 2011, Mitchell et al., 2013; Media Insight 

Project, 2014).  Trust and credibility in weather forecasts comes from consistent and 

accurate predictions.  However, this is not the only determining factor. 

Audience relationships with actors in a broadcast, such as the meteorologist, 

also plays a role in trust.  Local television news personalities are a familiar figure in 

the community that viewers rely on for information.  Literature shows audiences 

develop a “face-to-face” relationship with television news personalities such as 

anchors and meteorologists (Levy, 1979; Houlberg, 1984, Rubin et al., 1985; Perse, 

1990).  This almost intimate relationship between the person on screen and the 

audience is called para-social interaction (Horton and Wohl, 1956).  Regarding local 

television news, one study suggests audiences have a relationship with the local 

television “weathercaster” as a particularly trustworthy and credible source (Sherman-

Morris, 2005).  Based on this knowledge, this helps explain why people turn to local 

television news during a tornado outbreak and the presentation of risk communication. 

The five attributes of local television news provide a foundation for 

conceptualizing risk communication during a tornado outbreak.  The next section 

shifts to the other body of knowledge shaping the critical stance on media.  This paper 

describes some of the critiques surrounding agenda setting and framing.  Discussing 

these critiques are important due to their prevalence in media literature and the 

evaluation of broadcasted content. 

 

Critiques of the Media 

A number of critiques surround media’s dissemination of news.  While 

television news is an important resource for information, critics point to the production 
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of entertaining news narratives driving sensationalism and soft news (Altheide & 

Snow, 1979; Altheide, 1985; Altheide, 2002; McManus, 2012a).  Two common 

critiques are the use of agenda setting and the type of framing in news broadcasts.  

Agenda setting and framing work interdependently in shaping the final product 

disseminated to audiences.  “If agenda setting is the capacity to influence what issues 

will come to the attention of the media audience, framing is the role of the news media 

in shaping how the audience thinks and talks about those issues brought to its 

attention” (Monahan, 2010, p. 19).  While it is difficult separating what is and is not 

sensationalism during a tornado outbreak, acknowledging potential manipulation of 

risk communication through agenda setting and framing is significant. 

Recognition of the agenda setting function of mass media is first credited to 

McCombs and Shaw (1972).  As an agenda setter, local television news influences 

opinion through the selected content for broadcasts while the unaired topics become 

forgotten or remain unknown to the collective community (McCombs & Shaw, 1972; 

McCombs, 1977; McCombs, 1982; Brosius & Kepplinger, 1992; McCombs & Shaw, 

1993; McCombs, 2005).  In this way, local news media may not outwardly support a 

particular position, but subtly lend more legitimacy to topics and viewpoints covered 

in a news segment due to its presence in the broadcast. 

Agenda setting is always present in local television news.  The influence of the 

agenda setting function occurs indirectly due to limitations in local television news 

and occurs purposefully due to strategic decisions in production.  As an example if 

indirect limitations, segment length and advertisements restrict regularly broadcasted 

local news programing.  In the limited television time slots and broadcast structure, it 

is impossible to cover everything going on in the world and the local community.  
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Local television news production must choose what to cover and bypasses other topics 

relevant to a community by default of limitations.  Given these parameters however, 

strategic decision making favors drama and entertainment.  “Because media cannot 

cover all claims, they are forced to choose what to cover and give preference to 

dramatic and novel issues” (Letukas, 2014, p. 49).  The classic example of, “if it 

bleeds, it leads,” illustrates that broadcasts feature more dramatic content in the 

beginning of news segments. 

The decision for selecting what content gets featured in the local television 

news broadcast helps drive a particular narrative.  There are a number of theories on 

the logic behind news selection (McManus, 2012b).  One theory on determining 

newsworthiness is gate keeping.  In media, this refers to “gate keepers” using 

particular criteria of newsworthiness for filtering and selecting the content that make it 

to broadcast (Shoemaker & Reese, 1991).  Some examples of gate keepers in local 

television news include producers and program directors.  These people decide what 

content makes it on television, thus shaping the narrative of a segment or local news 

broadcast.  It should be noted, the formal divisions of labor, including gate keepers, 

changes during a disaster with workers taking on additional responsibilities and 

blurring roles (Quarantelli, 1996). 

In a tornado outbreak, there is no question gate keepers make decisions on 

what goes on air such as moving to wall to wall coverage.  Gate keepers decide on 

when to begin and end non-stop coverage of an event while other topics receive little 

to no attention.  In this way, wall to wall coverage is a tool for gate keeping.  In 

addition, the same criteria gate keepers use for selecting content, like compelling 

images and memorable storylines, also characterize a tornado outbreak event.  While 
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wall to wall coverage provides constant coverage for risk communication, other gate 

keeping decisions about what does and what does not go on air has the potential for 

sensationalizing the broadcast or ignoring potential threats.  What remains unknown is 

the extent of how gate keeping decisions affect risk communication. 

The second critique comes from local television’s use of framing.  The first 

person credited with identifying and defining framing was Goffman (1974).  Framing 

is a natural process that occurs across all communication mediums, whether deliberate 

or unintentional.  Deliberately imposing a particular frame begins by defining the issue 

through selection or omission of content, identifying the underlying cause of the issue, 

and then providing possible solutions (Entman, 1993).  The media’s process of 

framing makes a particular storyline more salient in broadcasts by isolating or 

ignoring particular information.  While all content undergoes framing, the type of 

framing commonly used in media coverage of disasters often perpetuate 

misconceptions of events and disaster myths (Quarantelli, 1996; Tierney et al., 2009). 

The same scenario framed one way or another by local television news may 

elicit different interpretations and responses from audiences.  News media possess the 

ability to shape public opinion by deliberately implementing particular frames 

(Moeller, 1999; Pantti et. al., 2012).  Framing of content through a lens of drama and 

entertainment is a common way local television news shapes audience opinion and 

perception.  Some other common examples of framing include frames of fear 

(Altheide, 2002), political and human-interest stories (LaFountain, 2004), and civil 

unrest and militarization (Tierny et al., 2006). 

The process of framing is not inherently bad, but the use of sensationalized 

frames has some negative consequences.  Bennett (2009) identifies dramatization as 
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one of four types of information bias skewing news media.  One study found media 

use of drama and entertainment driven framing sensationalizes events and omits 

information that clearly reflects reality (Covello & Sandman, 2001).  In addition, 

repeated use of images framing a particular narrative feeds extended coverage in what 

becomes a “disaster marathon” (Liebes, 1998).  Framing and the many different 

frames are known parts of local television news broadcast.  Uncertain is the extent of 

framing in risk communication during a case like a tornado outbreak, an event already 

steeped in drama. 

Having elaborated on some attributes and critiques of local television news 

described above, Scanlon (2007) eloquently captures the duality of news media and 

the coverage of disasters: 

The social science literature has established that the media play a key 

role in many aspects of crisis and disasters.  Mass media participation is 

critical, for example, for effective warning and the mass media may be 

the glue that binds societies in certain occasions.  Yet, the media are 

also responsible for many of the misconceptions that may lead to errors 

of judgement when disaster strikes (p. 76). 

This paper takes the stance that a qualitative approach makes for the best 

evaluation of risk communication in local television news.  The third chapter on 

methodology provides detail on the case selection and the qualitative approach for 

coding and analysis of local television news broadcasts. 



 17 

Chapter 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This paper relies on qualitative archival analysis in the study of risk 

communication during a rapid onset event.  The approach focusses on two local 

television news broadcasts in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma during the May 10, 2010 

tornado outbreak.  The two local television networks in the tornado outbreak case are 

ABC affiliate KOCO-5 and CBS affiliate KWTV-9.  The following sections describe 

the justification for qualitative archival analysis, the selected tornado outbreak case, 

and the process for coding and analysis. 

 

Qualitative Archival Analysis 

Studies of risk communication implement a number of methodological 

approaches.  This paper favors the use of qualitative archival analysis as the best fit for 

answering the research question due to the nature of the data.  Local television news 

broadcasts fall under the category of a “commercial media account” because it is 

intended for the commercial consumption by the general public (Berg & Lune, 2012, 

p. 283).  A local television news archive of a broadcast provides an exact copy of what 

aired at a particular date and time.  Generally, qualitative research separates archived 

data in two categories – public archives and private archives (Denzin, 1978; Berg & 

Lune, 2012).  This type of qualitative data is useful for examining past events exactly 

as audiences viewed the broadcasts live. 

Using only archived local television news media data does have potential 

limitations.  For one, archived data may be compromised over time.  Some examples 

include gaps in the recorded broadcasts, damaged media files, or part of the recorded 
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data may lose quality and become indecipherable.  Additionally, local television news 

broadcasts from a certain airing may not exist or be available. 

Despite these potential weaknesses, archived data provides advantages when 

kept in good condition.  Archived data allows for in depth analysis and reflection of 

content exactly as it occurred through the camera lens.  In addition, any researcher has 

the ability to repeatedly revisit the same archived data and draw their own conclusions 

for comparison. 

Qualitative methods provide benefits quantitative metrics alone do not address 

in this paper.  First, qualitative methods support inductive approaches allowing for 

more flexibility with emerging or changing codes over the course of the event.  As 

soon as conflicting observations emerge, codes adjust by reflecting the changes 

observed in the event. 

Secondly, the qualitative interpretation of events captures empirical and 

subjective evidence (Becker, 1995; Ruby, 2005).  Empirically verifiable events occur 

in the local television news broadcast.  However, there exist subjective interpretations 

about the selection and framing of the same events in a local television news 

broadcast.  Using a qualitative approach tells a detailed story of the activity taking 

place in the local television news broadcasts.  Memos and code notes support 

observations made over the course of the tornado outbreak with a nuanced account of 

risk communication. 

Furthermore, qualitative methods are a better fit for deciphering the 

multimodal nature of the local television news broadcast data.  The term multimodal 

data refers to data appearing in several different states.  The multimodal data in the 

local television news broadcasts consist of content captured together in the form of 
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audiovisual and text data.  Using a multimodal approach incorporates more senses and 

adds more dimensions to an event as opposed to a single mode relying on just 

transcripts.  Images from a broadcast convey a great deal of meaning and have the 

ability to derive additional interpretation beyond transcripts alone. 

Local television news broadcasts heavily depend on images and visuals when 

communicating risk.  Some examples include live footage, color coded levels of 

intensity, storm paths on a map, and the selection of geographic regions under 

warning.  The use of a single image in the broadcast is open to many interpretations 

and can convey multiple meanings.  While those with a positivist point of view see 

this as an issue for seeking consensus, others view this as an advantage when 

portraying the complexities of reality. 

The next section outlines the scope of analysis for the selected tornado 

outbreak case.  It describes the source of the data and the parameters for conducting 

analysis.  In addition, the case selection includes steps for formatting data prior to 

analysis.  The data consists of transcripts and digital audiovisual recordings of two 

local television news broadcasts during a tornado outbreak.   

 

Case Selection: May 10, 2010 Tornado Outbreak 

The analysis of risk communication centers around the coverage of the May 

10, 2010 tornado outbreak.  On this date, severe storms producing dangerous 

thunderstorms accompanied with strong wind, large hail, and numerous tornadoes 

affected the Oklahoma City metropolitan area.  The entire event included a number of 

severe weather statements, significant weather advisories, severe thunderstorm 
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warnings, and tornado warnings (National Weather Service, 2014).  Over the course of 

the afternoon and evening, the storms produced 56 tornadoes of varying intensity. 

Answering pertinent questions about rapid onset risk communication in local 

television news requires strategic decisions about the data and scope of the severe 

weather event.  After deciding on local news broadcasts of rapid onset hazards, the 

first step required obtaining data through purposive sampling.  The data for analysis 

originates from recorded broadcasts of two local television news stations during the 

May 10 tornado outbreak.  The two local television stations in the Oklahoma City 

designated market area selected for analysis are ABC affiliate KOCO-5 and CBS 

affiliate KWTV-9.  Hearst Television Inc. owns KOCO-5 and Oklahoma based Griffin 

Communications owns KWTV-9.  These stations were chosen because they both 

provide coverage for the Oklahoma City designated market area and the availability of 

a full broadcast from each station during the entirety of the tornado outbreak.  This 

paper coded and analyzed broadcasts from the two stations seeking patterns in risk 

communication. 

The University of Delaware’s Disaster Research Center provided access to 

recorded broadcasts of KOCO-5 and KWTV-9 during the tornado outbreak.  The 

broadcasts were originally recorded as TiVo files and converted to .mp3 and .mp4 

media files for transcription and coding.  Following conversion, a hired professional 

service performed verbatim transcription of the .mp3 data.  When analyzing video 

recordings, “knowing what is being said helps orient the person analyzing the video” 

(Knoblauch, 2012, p. 71).  Transcripts are the main source of coded data that is further 

supplemented by the audio and visual content from the broadcast.  In addition, text in 
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the form of transcripts assists in coding and evaluating broadcasts.  Using ATLAS.ti 

software, transcripts paired alongside .mp4 media files for coding. 

The final versions of .mp3 files, .mp4 files, and transcripts excluded 

advertisements and only contained the coverage of hazardous weather in the 

Oklahoma City designated market area.  The Oklahoma City designated market area 

composes of 34 counties in Oklahoma that represent the Oklahoma City television 

viewing market.  This paper included the entire television viewing market because 

local news stations are responsible for forecasts in that same geographic area. 

With these geographic boundaries in mind, the content used for coding begins 

when severe weather enters the Oklahoma City designated market area and ends when 

there is no longer severe weather in the designated market area.  The first tornado 

warning issued in a county within the Oklahoma City designated market area 

determines the start.  The sample ends when the last tornado watch for the same 

designated market area expires.  The range of time starts with the first warning at 

2:22pm and ends with the expiration of the last tornado warning in the Oklahoma City 

designated market area at 9:00pm.  This is a total of almost 12 hours of local television 

news coverage across both stations after removing the regular television broadcasting 

and advertisements in what became wall to wall coverage. 

The use of recordings of two local television news broadcasts during the 

tornado outbreak provides an audiovisual account of risk communication.  Transcribed 

versions of the broadcasts were coded and analyzed alongside the recordings as 

explained further on in the following section using the videography process 

(Knoblauch & Tuma, 2011) and coding elements taken from of grounded theory 

(Corbin & Strauss, 1990). 
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Coding and Analysis 

The next step in the methodology requires developing a coding system.  The 

coding and analysis section covers pre-coding activity, the videography process, 

elements of grounded theory, and different coding methods.  Prior knowledge does not 

clearly outline methods for coding audiovisual data alongside transcripts, but this 

paper takes a qualitative based approach. 

Before coding the transcribed material, the first step was pre-coding activities.  

Pre-coding includes reviewing information about the tornado outbreak, identifying 

early conceptual codes, and creating a coding process.  The literature review process 

and viewing the broadcasts while editing out non-essential material provided enough 

content for developing initial conceptual codes.  For example, a researcher can expect 

using weather related codes during a tornado outbreak event.  Next, videography and 

grounded theory influenced the coding process. 

Videography (Knoblauch & Tuma, 2011) guides the coding and analysis of data 

from the tornado outbreak.  Figure 1 illustrates Knoblauch and Tuma’s (2011, p. 419) 

videography process divided into coding, selection, fine-grained analysis, and comparison. 
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Figure 1 Videography Process (Knoblauch & Tuma, 2011, p. 419) 

 

 

 

Each step of the cycle feeds into the other and continues until saturation is 

achieved.  Raab and Tänzler (2012) recommend, “the interpretation of the first 

sequence is finished when no new hypothesis on the meaning of the sequence can be 

formulated by rational means” (p.90).  Therefore, analysis is sequential and codes 

evolve as fine-grained analysis continues. 

Knoblauch (2012) suggests video analysis methodologically falls along a 

spectrum of two categories – standardized and interpretive.  Standardized aligns more 

with a post positivist point of view utilizing predefined codes and intercoder reliability 

measures.  On the other hand, interpretive aligns more with constructivists, utilizing 

more elements of grounded theory and inductive processes.  This methodology falls 

somewhere along the middle of standardized and interpretive based on the approaches 

taken for coding and analysis.  While playing segments of broadcast footage, 
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transcripts were coded based on a combination of pre-established and emergent set of 

concepts and codes.  Selection in the next part of the process refers to the building of 

concepts and categories from codes.  While there are pre-determined codes, patterns 

from coding and observations group together and separate in what become emerging 

codes or concepts.  Fine-grained analysis deals with breaking down the activity and 

observations (in the form of code notes and memos) into code categories.  These 

observations and notes are then compared across the across the life of the broadcast. 

Using ATLAS.ti software, transcripts were coded alongside of actual 

broadcasts.  The broadcast footage played simultaneously while reading through the 

transcript.  Figure 2 below is taken directly from the ATLAS.ti data file. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 Coding Selection 

 

 

 

When coding, the first task is identifying when a segment begins and ends.  In 

the example above, the segment begins when the meteorologist turns over coverage 



 25 

and the storm spotter drills down by naming the road for his location.  Over the course 

of the broadcasts, patterns appeared signaling a transition to the start of a new 

segment.  An actor will break in or the actor on screen will announce the shift in focus.  

Often these are accompanied by visual shifts in focus such as a studio shot of a map 

transitioning to a live shot from the storm spotter in the case of Figure 2 above.  These 

shifts in focus update information about the event by adjusting or reinforcing 

information.  After drilling down in the Figure 2, the storm spotter describes what he 

observes in the rest of the segment.  Under the hazard agent coding category, the 

spotter talks about clouds, rain, and wind as part of the process of adjusting.  The 

severity code category gives a level of strength to the hazard agent.  Each segment 

ends with the transition to another segment.  In the example from Figure 2, the 

segment ends when the storm spotter turns the coverage back over to the 

meteorologist.  After identifying each code that appears, code notes describe what is 

happening on screen and based on what occurred previously.  Appendix A provides a 

list of categories and codes used for coding the transcripts. 

Coding is systematic and sequential working from the beginning of the 

broadcasts to the end.  Video recorded data, like the tornado outbreak broadcast data, 

inherently has a temporal nature that stresses sequential events (Knoblauch, 2012; 

Luckman, 2012).  Because there are two different local television news broadcasts, 

this required switching back and forth between the broadcasts.  Switching between the 

two local television news broadcasts occurred about four times – the initial 

development of severe weather, the severe weather entering the metro area, the severe 

weather leaving the metro area, and the end of the severe weather coverage.  Doing 
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this helped keep events in chronological order, especially considering the extended 

length of time devoted to coverage. 

The coding of transcripts while playing the local television news broadcasts 

utilized multiple methods such as initial coding, provisional coding, simultaneous 

coding, process coding, axial coding and theoretical coding (Saldana, 2009).  

Furthermore, coding and development of codes took on elements of grounded theory 

(Corbin & Strauss, 1990).  Initial coding provides opportunities for concepts to 

emerge while going through the transcripts line by line.  It is a hallmark of grounded 

theory and allows for code development from observations in the data. 

Almost opposite of initial coding is provisional coding.  Provisional coding 

relies on pre-developed codes from prior knowledge such as literature or past research.  

Based on previous research on news media and disasters, certain codes come to be 

expected.  Take the case of actors in a local television news broadcast.  Provisional 

codes for the category of actors included meteorologists, anchors, storm spotters, and 

reporters.  However, this is not to say these codes appear the same as in other studies 

or that new codes of actors could not emerge or get lumped together in the final 

analysis.  For example, the code for officials represented all authorities including such 

as fire, police, and government officials. 

Next, simultaneous coding refers to portions of the transcript containing 

overlapping codes.  In the case of the tornado outbreak, a great deal of activity 

transpires at the same time.  Simultaneous coding captures these nuances of reality 

that do not have a linear order.  More of the rule than the exception, coded elements do 

not start and stop one after the other but often overlap.  There are two ways 

simultaneous coding appears.  The first case is two separate codes used for the same 
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selected content in the transcript.  An example of the first case, codes for the category 

hazard agents such as wind, hail, and visibility all occur while reinforcing or adjusting 

occurs – another set of codes.  In the other case, larger categories act as a conceptual 

umbrella for other codes.  For example, the codes for distance and time fall under the 

category of lead time. 

Moving to the next coding method, process coding specifically captures 

progressions and actions.  These codes appear as gerunds and are nouns ending in 

“ing.”  The entire set of codes used for analysis contains five process codes.  These 

codes are drilling down, associating up, adjusting (also referred to as adjustment in 

this document), reinforcing (also referred to as reinforcement in this document), and 

branding.  All of these codes capture actors carrying out a process during the tornado 

outbreak broadcast.  As an example, a meteorologist using the name “Advantage 

Doppler HD” when requesting or working with a particular map represents the code of 

branding. 

Having gone through first cycle coding, next are the second cycle coding 

methods of axial coding and theoretical coding.  Axial coding is an extension of initial 

coding.  It is a way of bringing together all codes, including predefined and emergent 

codes, under categories.  This progression clarifies and organizes codes after the first 

cycle of coding.  For example, location played a large part of the broadcast and 

eventually formed a category.  The codes associating up, city, country, direction, 

drilling down, landmark, region, and road all cluster under the general category of 

location. 

How codes interact and group together only became clear after a large amount 

of time making observations.  Theoretical coding is the last step bringing together all 
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the codes and categories for the development of theory.  The central core category 

encompassing all others is risk communication.  Risk communication further separates 

into other categories and codes making up the risk communication process in the local 

television news broadcasts. 

Grounded theory proposes that coded concepts emerge and are only 

provisional unless repeatedly present.  This meant starting again from the beginning as 

the conceptualization of codes changed based on later observation of the broadcasts.  

The initial attempts of coding required going back to the beginning and making 

multiple passes until a firmer understanding of the codes and categories emerged.  

Over the process of coding, “lumping and splitting” of concepts lead to the formation 

and specification of categories. 

In addition, memos and code notes (Strauss, 1987; Corbin & Strauss, 1990; 

Saldana, 2009) taken over the course of coding assist in later analysis.  After applying 

a code to a piece of content from the transcript, a code note describes what happened 

on screen and why the chosen code applies.  Separate from code notes, the use of 

memos detailed concepts, patterns, and variations observed in the local television 

news broadcasts. 

In the final analysis, quotations were isolated based on the code and pulled 

from the transcripts with the ATLAS.ti software.  This resulted in a list of every 

occasion the code was used accompanied by each code note and other simultaneous 

codes.  However, only certain codes were isolated for analysis.  These included 

drilling down, associating up, adjustment, reinforcement, authorities, and branding.  

These codes were chosen because of the large role they played communicating risk 
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during the tornado outbreak.  Because of simultaneous coding, it is possible to identify 

other coded material present in the isolated quotations. 

From the selected codes, in depth analysis of the quotations and associated 

code notes led to the emergence of identifiable patterns among codes and code 

categories.  This required reading through a list of quotations and sorting or 

highlighting selected quotations based on similarities and differences.  For example, 

identifying the actors participating and what they do in each code took place for every 

list of quotations.  Another example included separating instances of visual aids or 

activity appearing simultaneously on screen. 

The following section on analysis explains characteristics and patterns 

associated with codes during local television news broadcasts of the tornado outbreak.  

Broadcasts primarily communicated the level of risk through what this paper identifies 

as elements of risk communication.  The elements of risk communication include the 

codes that make up the categories of hazard agents, severity, lead time, and protective 

action and the code of direction.  In addition, the local television news broadcasts used 

processes for further clarifying risk across geography and in real time.  The processes 

of drilling down and associating up allow the local television news broadcasts to 

geographically focus in on specific areas or pan out and get a larger scope of the 

severe weather implications.  The analysis for that process came from the quotations 

coded as drilling down and associating up.  The other processes of adjustment and 

reinforcement allowed broadcasts to continually monitor elements of risk 

communication in real time.  The quotations coded for adjustment and reinforcement 

made up this analysis.  The presence of branding emerged throughout the local 

television news broadcasts and the quotations with the codes branding enabled the 
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analysis.  Finally, observations capture the potential for amplified drama observed 

during the coding process.  Patterns in the codes and categories serve as the foundation 

for conclusions on risk communication during the tornado outbreak. 
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Chapter 4 

RESULTS & DISCUSSION 

This section breaks down the findings from the codes and provides examples 

directly from the broadcasts.  The order the extrapolated codes appear are elements of 

risk communication broken down into hazard agents, lead time, direction, and 

protective action, the process of drilling down and associating up, the process of 

adjustment and reinforcement, and branding.  The last section addresses the potential 

for amplified drama observed during the coding process. 

 

Elements of Risk Communication 

During the tornado outbreak, the actors in both broadcasts primarily talk about 

five types of information when communicating risk.  These five types of information 

include hazard agents, severity, lead time, direction, and protective action.  The actors 

adjust and reinforce these five types of information throughout the entirety of the 

tornado outbreak to actively reflect the level of risk in real time. 

This paper groups these five categories because they represent the core of risk 

communication in the broadcasts.  They present a snapshot of risk at a given moment.  

Hazards agents identify the threat, severity measures the level of the threat, lead time 

is a measure of distance between the threat and those at risk, direction provides 

coordinates and movement of the threat, and protective action identifies options for 

reducing risk from the threat.  They are the foundation for describing the nature of 

events and conceptualizing risk. 
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Hazard Agents 

First of the elements of risk communication, the hazard agent identifies the 

threat.  These threats are characteristics associated with the tornado outbreak and 

include wind, rain, hail, lightning, storm speed, and tornadoes.  These hazard agents 

are a reflection of potentially destructive or life threatening conditions.  Ultimately 

they communicate danger to viewers.  Most commonly, it is the meteorologists and 

storm spotters mentioning hazard agents during the broadcast.  Of the two actors, it is 

meteorologists driving most of the conversation around hazard agents and controlling 

most of the broadcast.  This is a departure from news programming under less 

threatening conditions with anchors driving much of the content and the weather 

personality appearing in only a small segment of a local television news broadcast.  In 

addition, observations of hazard agents associated with the tornado outbreak occur in 

real time.  The following excerpts are examples meteorologists identifying hazard 

agents followed by a storm spotter identifying hazard agents. 

Meteorologist – Again, main threat with this will be some large hail, 

damaging winds, and uh not seeing much in the way of tornadic 

activity with this, but we’ll keep a close eye on it. It could intensify as 

it moves closer to the Kansas border. 

 

Storm Spotter – Uh, Gary, we, right now, we’re just about a mile from 

the town of Covington right now. We’re watching a rapidly forming 

wall cloud with this storm. It would be to the northwest of Covington, 

several miles. But this thing, it rapidly went from a flat base to a big 

lowering, and now we’re seeing what looks like an occasional small 

funnel trying to form. So this thing is definitely rotating hard, and I 

think that the, you know, it needs to be watched very, very closely 

because I think it’s just a matter of time. 
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Severity 

Along with mentioning the hazard agents associated with severe weather, the 

excerpts above illustrate another observation.  Meteorologists and storm spotters 

further describe conditions with adjectives reflecting severity.  Weather conditions 

vary and severity is a way of describing the level of danger associated with a hazard 

agent or storm.  For example, winds can be strong winds or weakened winds.  Severity 

may remain consistent, change over time, or change based on different locations.  The 

term tornado outbreak itself describes particularly dangerous storms capable of 

developing many strong tornadoes.  Some common descriptions of severity during the 

tornado outbreak included strong winds, large hail, low visibility, fast moving storms, 

and dark clouds.  In addition to some of the previously mentioned adjectives, 

meteorologists and storm spotter also use quantitative measures for describing 

severity.  Below are examples of both qualitative and quantitative cases of using 

severity. 

Qualitative – Main threats, large hail, damaging winds, perhaps long-

track, violent tornadoes, not out of the question. 

Qualitative – The winds are getting a little bit better with it. The 

circulation is looking a little bit tighter. 

Quantitative – You see that notch right there, and that's where we’re 

also detecting wind speeds of up over 70 miles per hour. 

Quantitative – Uh hail size right now could be up around 2 inches, little 

over 2 inches. 

Severity do not just describe hazard agents.  At times, the actors even go as far 

as characterizing the entire day’s events by making statements such as, “very 

dangerous storms.”  The next excerpts are four examples when this behavior occurrs. 
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Example 1 – This is a powder keg of a severe weather day. Uh, we 

monitored the conditions coming together, and now we’ve seen the 

spark. 

Example 2 – We’ve had a lot of people calling in the newsroom, and 

we just want you to know that this is still a dangerous situation for a lot 

of people. 

Example 3 – Crazy springtime weather in Oklahoma. 

Example 4 – We’re quiet right now. 

In addition to characterizing the entire storm event, severity also generally 

describes events at a particular location or part of the storm.  Below are some 

examples of this more focused case of severity. 

Example 1 – It’s a higher risk in central and northern, northeastern 

sections of the state. 

Example 2 – This is the one that I do believe has, that is the more 

dangerous storm at this point. 

Example 3 – Most dangerous portion – portion of it is in between 

Healdton and Springer. 

Example 4 – This storm is on the uptick, Rick. It’s intensifying. 

Severity serves as an intensity scale when describing the storm or particular 

hazard agents.  It is a way of communicating the level of risk and a way of 

conceptualizing the threat.  However, this conceptualization of severity is not limited 

to just verbal descriptions.  Severity also comes across in the broadcast visually 

through graphics and live footage.  Graphics like Doppler radar, watches, and 

warnings laid over a map use color scales indicating hazard severity.  Live footage 

may not be as obvious.  However, viewers get an idea of severity based on the weather 

conditions such as dark clouds, heavy rain, and objects moved by wind.  It also may be 
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argued that previous damage from the same storm cell is an indication of the type of 

severity associated with the storm. 

 

Lead Time 

The next element of risk communication is lead time.  Lead time helps 

audiences personalize risk and better understand the time until impact for potential 

hazards.  The lead time refers to the measurement of space, in the form of distance or 

time, between the hazard and a fixed location.  The fixed locations used for measuring 

lead time are mostly cities.  However, landmarks and roads also serve as the fixed 

locations for expressing lead time.  As with hazard agents, meteorologists and storm 

spotters almost exclusively refer to lead time through verbal comments.  However, the 

meteorologists also display graphics showing a list of lead times with associated 

locations and graphics of forecasted storm paths.  Figure 3 is an example of the lead 

time and storm path graphics from each station. 

 

 

 

  

Figure 3 Lead Time 
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The images above in Figure 3 and other cases show the broadcasts measure 

lead time in both time and distance.  The broadcasts express the time aspect in lead 

time a couple different ways.  First, time of arrival appears as if read off a digital clock 

as seen above in Figure 3.  Meteorologists and storm spotter also give lead time in 

minutes it will take for the severe weather to reach a fixed location.  However, there 

are instances when lead time is not expressed numerically, but descriptively.  

Descriptively stating the lead time between the severe weather and the fixed location 

includes expressions like it will be there “soon.”  The excerpts below are some 

examples of lead time described descriptively in the broadcast during the tornado 

outbreak. 

Example 1 – I would not be surprised if this produces a tornado here 

pretty soon. 

Example 2 – So the front storm could be in the Mustang area in, eh, 

very quickly, less than an hour, obviously. 

Example 3 – Boy, I would tell – I tell you what, you’re not going to 

have much time to get to a shelter in Medford. This thing’s hauling. 

In addition to time, lead time also appears in the form of distance.  The 

broadcasts express distance between the severe weather and a fixed location in miles.  

When giving lead time in distance, the meteorologist and storm spotter provide points 

of reference such as a landmark or city.  Below are some examples of lead time 

expressed as distance. 

Example 1 – Now let me uh, just uh, just spi - stick some mileage on 

here for you.  If storms, if and when they form, and I think they will.  

Now let’s say they form in the Hobart area – it’s about 100 miles out. 

Example 2 – This one, if it continues to intensify, is about from let’s 

call it west Norman, right along the river, it’s 50 miles out. 
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Example 3 – And it’s 22 miles southwest, you guys in Enid, and it’s 

moving northeast about 40 so it should pass it a little bit to the east of 

Enid. And if it turned to the right, it’s about 53 miles or about an hour, 

a little over an hour away from you guys in Stillwater. 

However, other terms such as “far” and “close” appear throughout the 

broadcasts as ways of expressing distance descriptively.  Below are some of the other 

excerpts for lead time expressed as distance descriptively. 

Example 1 – Uh yeah, we’ll look at it. Uh it is uh continuing to produce 

– the most dangerous portion of this storm is very close to Vining. 

Example 2 – It’s going to continue to fire up thunderstorms, and even 

though the metro is clear right now and is fine and the thunderstorms 

are still far enough away we don’t have to worry about it 

 

Direction 

Direction is the third element of risk commonly communicated in the 

broadcasts.  The tornado outbreak was not stagnant.  In fact, the storms in question 

affected an exceptionally large portion of the state of Oklahoma.  The direction of the 

storm’s current and future movement provided another way for audiences to interpret 

and personalize risk. 

As with the other elements of risk communication, meteorologists and storm 

spotters primarily articulate the current and future direction of severe weather during 

the tornado outbreak broadcasts.  Direction appears verbally two different ways in the 

broadcast.  First, compass coordinates are the most common way of communicating 

direction.  Reports describe the storms associated with the tornado outbreak as moving 

in an eastern and northeastern direction.  While discussing direction, meteorologists 

also make the point that storms have the ability to change direction at any moment and 
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tornadic activity has the potential to turn in a southern direction.  The following 

excerpts are examples of cases from meteorologists and storm spotters using direction. 

Meteorologist – Let’s put a storm track on Advantage Doppler HD, 

moving northeast at 55, nine miles south of Quinlan, so this is going to 

be right along 412 and the, uh, most dangerous portion of the storm 

looks like it’s going to be just to the, uh, southeast of Mooreland. 

Storm Spotter – You see a lot of the rotation just west of Medford, over 

top of Highway 11. That back side of that storm that had come through 

with the tornado that we could see when it went to the northeast that 

we’ve been kind of watching. 

In addition to compass coordinates, the broadcasts communicate direction 

using fixed locations.  There are times when meteorologists and spotters describe 

severe weather as moving from one fixed location to another.  These fixed locations 

include cities, landmarks, and roads.  Examples of excerpts from the broadcast follow 

below. 

Example1 – And it has moved, uh, to the north of 412, heading 

towards, I guess probably just south of the Alva area. 

Example 2 – So folks in Renfrow, you are under immediate uh danger 

with this storm, as it is headed through your area right now. Down the 

road, Braman, you’re our next in line as this storm is now moving more 

in an easterly fashion at around 55 miles per hour. 

In addition to the two types of verbal descriptions, direction also appears 

visually two different ways on maps.  One way the broadcasts visually express 

direction is through an animated Doppler radar map.  Doppler captures the past 

movement of storm cells in motion over a specified time interval.  This movement 

infers future direction of the storm and associated hazards based on past and current 

location.  The second visual representation of direction occurs when putting up lead 

time graphics.  Cones of uncertainty, lines, and arrows forecast the predicted future 
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movement of a storm cell based on the storms current location and past movements.  

Referring back to Figure 3 provides two examples of visual representation of 

direction.  The image on the left has a cone shape with an arrow while the image on 

the right uses a line. 

 

Protective Action 

The final element of risk communication are suggestions for protective action.  

Meteorologists are primarily the actors stressing protective action during the tornado 

outbreak broadcasts.  There are times in the broadcast when meteorologists review 

best practices for protective action procedures as a reminder or for those not familiar 

with the area.  Protective action includes sheltering in place, staying off the roads, 

staying away from windows in centrally located places, and getting as low as possible.  

The following excerpts are cases when the meteorologist describes types of protective 

action during the broadcasts. 

Example 1 – We always tell you a cellar, basement or safe room is best. 

If you don’t have that, you go to the center part of your house, a closet 

or bathroom, middle part of your house, and if you have a helmet for 

the kids or yourself, bicycle helmet, whatever, and shatter-resistant 

goggles, you make sure they always have on long-sleeved shirts, long 

pants, and always put shoes on because after the storm passes, there 

may be a lot of nails out there. So just do the right thing. And you go to 

the center hou – part of your house, lowest level, smallest room, you 

get down and you cover up and you wait ‘til this thing blows by. 

Example 2 – So maybe you call your loved on and say, hey, you’re safe 

at the office. You know what? Just – just ride this thing out there. 

Assuming that, you know, their office is a nice, sturdy building and 

they can get to the lowest level. I would not want you to get stuck on 

the roads. If you do go on the roads, you do not, under any 

circumstance, park under a bridge. Do not take shelter under a bridge, 

and for goodness’ sakes, don’t ever leave the safety of your house to go 

and seek shelter under a bridge. Huge no-no. Don’t ever do that. So as 
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these thunderstorms come on into the metro, best thing you can do is 

either stay home – if you’re out at the mall, stay at the mall. If you’re at 

work, stay at work, assuming that you can get to a safe spot within 

those buildings that you’re in. 

In addition to verbal recommendation to take protective action, information 

about taking protective action also appears as on screen graphics or crawling on the 

bottom of the screen.  Figure 4 is one of the protective action graphics appearing 

during the broadcast reminding viewers the recommended steps to take. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 Protective Action 

 

 

 

In addition to the general reminders, the more frequent cases occur when 

meteorologists advise viewers in a particular area to take protective action.  While 
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viewers are encouraged to be “weather aware” and vigilant of conditions throughout 

the broadcast, there come points when the risk of approaching storms is so great 

meteorologists on the broadcast suggest taking protective action.  Messages 

recommending protective action for audiences occur when dangerous storms become 

imminent.  When fixed locations fall within the projected storm path, the 

meteorologists advise viewers in those areas to start preparing to take protective 

action.  When storms reach a short distance away (a couple minutes or miles) from 

fixed locations such as cities and landmarks, meteorologist stress the need to take 

protective action immediately.  In some instances, recommended protective actions 

accompany the call to take protective action as in Example 3 below. 

Example1 – Rusty McCranie is going to go ahead and talk about the 

storm track and the folks that are in the path of this storm. Those of you 

that are in the path, make sure you’re taking your tornado precautions. 

Example 2 – All right, let’s – uh folks, if you live in Wakita, be in your 

tornado shelters right now, right now. This is a potential tornado just 

southwest of you moving to the northeast at some 65 miles per hour. 

Example 3 – You folks, Lexington, Purcell, again, take your tornado 

precautions. Uh, safe room or underground shelter is best. If you don’t 

have that, lowest level, smallest room, center part of the structure 

you’re in. Put in lots of blankets. Get a mattress, put it in on top of you. 

Get in the bathtub if a bathroom is in the center part of your house and 

you want to do it right now. 

 

Processes for Monitoring and Updating Conditions 

The five elements of risk communication that include hazard agents, severity, 

lead time, direction, and protective action, together construct a picture of risk 

associated with the tornado outbreak.  Limitations in tracking the severe weather such 

as technical limitations and uncertainty sometimes distort this picture.  However, local 
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television news broadcasts gain a more complete understanding of risk using certain 

processes for monitoring activity across a region and comprehending observed shifts 

in conditions during the tornado outbreak.  These processes include drilling down, 

associating up, adjustment, and reinforcement.  These are not media or meteorological 

terminology but labels applied to observations in this paper.  The process of drilling 

down and associating up relate to geography and provide a setting for discussing the 

severe weather risk.  On the other hand, the process of adjustment and reinforcement 

deals with forecasts and observations about the severe weather risk using the elements 

of risk communication.  

As mentioned before, the weather conditions in the tornado outbreak are far 

from stagnate.  The severe weather escalates with little warning and moves quickly 

across large regions of the state.  The processes addressed in the following sections 

occur due to sporadic updates of areas not recently monitored on screen, observed 

changes in severity, and the availability of resources, such as storm spotters, in the 

field. 

 

Drilling Down 

Drilling down is a concept of space and location.  When the local news 

broadcast drills down, the subject matter moves from a larger geographic space to a 

narrower area of geographic coverage.  The geographic scope occurs at different levels 

such as state, region, county, city, landmark, road and intersection.  In essence, the 

drilling down starts at a higher level of geography and moves to any lower level.  

Drilling down gives opportunities for actors in the broadcast for providing more 
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contextual information about the level of risk associated with severe weather in a 

given geographic area. 

The process of drilling down involves both visual cues and verbal cues.  

Drilling down using visual cues occurs predominately two ways.  The first occurs 

when an area on a map physically zooms in on a smaller geographic location or a 

specific geographic area becomes the primary focus on the map.  Higher risk or 

damage are predominately attributed to the extra attention on these smaller geographic 

areas.  Areas of higher risk include elevated elements of risk communication such as 

heavy rain, strong winds, large hail, and tornadoes.  However, there are occasions 

when meteorologists check in on conditions at the locations of storm spotters on the 

ground for updates. 

The second visual cue occurs when the local news broadcast provides footage 

on the scene of higher risk, damage, and updates from storm spotters.  The footage on 

scene is either live or pre-recorded.  As with the first visual cue, footage of a specific 

geographic area comes in view on the screen due to elevated risk, images of damage, 

or updates from resources in the field. 

The other part of the drilling down process includes verbal cues.  Verbally 

drilling down occurs when an actor in the broadcast names the city, road, intersection, 

or landmark with higher risk, damage, or updated observations of conditions.  As with 

visual cues, members of the broadcast use verbal cues in tandem with maps and live or 

pre-recorded footage. 

However, a noticeable difference exists when drilling down to a person on the 

scene with live and pre-recorded footage.  The meteorologist or anchor in the studio 

identify the people in the field providing the content by the actor’s name and or 
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function.  For example, KOCO-5 refers to storm spotters as Fast Unit # and KWTV-9 

calls them Storm Action # when drilling down as seen in the excerpts below. 

KOCO-5 – Fast Unit 2 Chris Lee is continuing to follow this. Chris, are 

you there? Go ahead, Chris. 

KWTV-9 – Do Storm Action 3, guys. Hank, if you’re listening to me, 

go ahead. 

While drilling down, actors in the broadcasts use one or both visual and verbal 

cues.  The actors in the broadcast drilling down using visual and verbal cues are 

meteorologists, storm spotters, reporters, and anchors.  However, each member of the 

news team drills down in distinct ways. 

The meteorologists exclusively use the maps for drilling down visually.  A 

number of times, meteorologists zoom down to a lower scale and then directly interact 

with the map by pointing or using tools on the map such as graphics.  At this point, 

activity shifts to discussing the elements of risk communication.  In addition, 

meteorologists switch between a number of different maps for drilling down, such as 

Doppler radar.  The images below in Figure 5 are examples of the meteorologist 

drilling down on the map and interacting directly on the left or with tools on the right. 
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Figure 5 Meteorologist Visual Drilling Down On a Map 

 

 

 

The most commonly observed instances of visual cues for drilling down occur 

when meteorologists turn the broadcast over to storm spotters in the field.  All of the 

storm spotters are equipped with cameras (including those in the helicopter) for live 

video feeds of what they observe as it happens.  Additionally, meteorologists turn the 

broadcast over to a reporter or a storm spotter with verbal cues by identifying them 

and giving their location in the form of a street, intersection, city, or landmark.  After 

this, the person in the field usually drills down by confirming their location and or 

providing even more specific coordinates.  Below are three examples of 

meteorologists verbally drilling down. 

Example 1 – All right, let’s go to Sam. Sam, you’ve got some damage 

in the Tecumseh area?  

Yeah. The Tecumseh area. Uh, up 177 and, uh, just north of Highway 

9. 
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Example 2 – Go ahead and zoom in a little farther. This is going to be 

south of Billings, east of Garber. 

Example 3 – OK, let’s go over to Advantage Doppler 3D and we’ll 

look at this cell here that is from Blanchard, uh, down through Dibble. 

When drilling down to a storm spotter, the screen shows a live shot of the 

location.  Sometimes a graphic on the screen displaying the location at the same time.  

At this point, the storm spotter proceeds making observations and commenting on the 

elements of risk communication.  Drilling down to storm spotters occurs two ways on 

screen.  The live shot is either the only video playing on the screen or the local news 

broadcasts display a split screen with other content.  However, there are a couple 

instances when the live shot is lost due to technical difficulty.  In the event this occurs, 

other pre-recorded material plays.  Figure 6 below is an example of the storm spotter 

drilling down with live footage on the scene. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6 Storm Spotter Drilling Down 
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In addition to the meteorologists and storm spotters, anchors also drill down 

during the broadcast.  While meteorologists dominate most of the broadcast during the 

tornado outbreak, anchors begin to play a bigger role as storms move out of the 

Oklahoma City region.  At this point, reports of damage and official information from 

authorities comes into the studio.  When drilling down, the anchor relies on footage 

that is either live from the helicopter or pre-recorded footage from a storm spotter, 

reporter, or helicopter.  Figure 7 below is an example of the screen when the anchor 

drills down to damage. 

 

 

 

Figure 7 Anchor Drilling Down 
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As seen in the above figure, a graphic naming location sometimes accompanies 

footage of the drilled down location.  Almost all of the time, anchors drill down to 

damage, such as downed powerlines, debris fields, overturned vehicles, and destroyed 

homes and businesses due to the storm.  However, there was a case when anchors 

drilled down to a location with pre-recorded footage of a lowering tornado from earlier 

in the day. 

In addition to visual cues, anchors also drill down verbally.  It is mostly the 

case that anchors drill down verbally while footage plays of that area.  However, there 

are instances when verbally drilling down occurs alone such as talking with authorities 

or new information on damage coming.  Below is a verbal example of the anchor 

drilling down during the tornado outbreak while footage is playing. 

In Tecumseh we’re looking at some video of all the emergency crews 

there. Uh, major damage reported, multiple injuries, a lot of search and 

rescues going on and uh, you can see all hands on deck. Emergency 

crews out in that area trying to get to the people who may be trapped. 

The last member of the local news broadcast drilling down are the reporters.  

Reporters have the least amount of screen time during the tornado outbreak.  Most 

commonly, the anchor turns the broadcast over to the reporter by identifying them and 

drilling down to their location.  But there are occasions when the reporter also 

specifies their location following the anchors.  Below are excerpts of reporters drilling 

down in the broadcasts. 

Example 1 – Yeah, let’s show you some of that and go out to 

Eyewitness News 5’s Linda Madas. And Linda, you’re over there by 

this damage we’ve been talking about near I-40 and Choctaw. 

Example 2 – All right, let’s go over to, uh, uh, Linda Madas with a 

report on the damage at I-40 in Choctaw. 
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Hey, Rick. We are here near I-40 in Choctaw Road just as you 

mentioned. 

In addition, reporters drill down, live on the scene, to areas of damage where 

people were affected.  However, there was an occasion in one of the local television 

news broadcasts playing previous footage of the reporter’s interviews.  After drilling 

down to a location, reporters move to details about damage they come across, accounts 

from people on the scene, and the activity of emergency officials addressing damage 

on scene.  When reporters drill down, it is always accompanied by visual footage.  

While reporters usually occupy the entire screen, there are times when the screen splits 

with pre-recorded footage of damage.  The image below in Figure 8 is an example of a 

reporter on screen while drilling down. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8 Reporter Drilling Down 
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The tornado outbreak across Oklahoma is full of uncertainty and changing 

conditions.  Actors in the local television news broadcasts shift geographic focus to 

specific areas by drilling down.  As the severe weather and storm spotters move, so 

too does the geographic focus through drilling down to areas for monitoring events 

and capturing heighted risk.  In addition to drilling down, local news broadcasts 

describe and forecast events at a broader scale by associating up. 

 

Associating Up 

Like drilling down, associating up is a concept of space and location.  

Associating up in the local television news broadcast during the tornado outbreak 

occurs when the subject matter moves from a specific and focused geographic space to 

a wider and more encompassing geographic scope.  Associating up during the 

coverage of the tornado outbreak occurs at the state, regional, and county level. 

If drilling down represents micro level observations, associating up provides a 

macro level scope of coverage of the tornado outbreak across Oklahoma.  Associating 

up provides a wider area of focus.  On other occasions, it also presents a big picture 

perspective of the overall storm and connects areas of severe weather to the larger 

storm system.  Taking account for the overall tornado outbreak and larger forces 

driving hazardous conditions creates a wider scope for better understanding risk. 

Throughout both of the local television broadcasts, content moves back and 

forth between drilling down and associating up.  Associating up provides a backdrop 

for the severe weather across the state and a wider perspective of storm activity.  

Compared to drilling down, the elements of risk communication remain the same 

except they apply to much larger geographic area after associating up. 
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Storm cells and pockets of hazardous activity move east across the state of 

Oklahoma stretching from the north of the state, through the metro, and reaching the 

south of the state.  By associating up, viewers are able to see things like the dry line 

pushing the movement and development of severe weather across the state.  

Meteorologist often reference the development of storms along the dry line.  Figure 9 

below is a satellite image of the dry line showing the vast size of the storms moving 

across the state. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9 Dry Line 

 

 

 

Similar to drilling down, associating up in the local television news broadcast 

during the tornado outbreak utilizes visual cues and verbal cues.  What is unique is the 

exclusive use of maps for associating up visually.  Maps already on screen expand 
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outward and encompass a larger geographic area.  When maps are not immediately on 

screen, like when drilling down live on scene, high level maps appear on upon request 

as the subject of discussion shifts back to elements of risk communication at a higher 

geographic level. 

Both broadcasts during the tornado outbreak utilize different types of maps on 

screen for associating up.  Figure 10 provides an example from each local television 

station using similar watch and warning maps for associating up. 

 

 

 

  

Figure 10 Maps of Associating Up 

 

 

 

In addition to visual cues are the use of verbal cues for associating up.  Verbal 

cues include the request to “pan out” for a wider geographic view of the map.  



 53 

Additionally, verbal cues for associating up include the naming states, regions (i.e. 

northern Oklahoma, the metro, and the dry line), counties, and the use of road, cities, 

and landmarks for bounding large geographic areas at risk of severe weather.  In 

almost every case, verbal cues occur alongside visual cues when associating up.  The 

following excerpt from the transcripts is an example of the verbal cues used in 

coordination with visual cues. 

In fact, Rusty, if you would, let’s zoom out just to get some perspective 

on – on how far, uh, the storm is. The red – OK, you can see the 

movement on this. The red that you see back here, that’s just 

highlighting the counties that are still under tornado warnings. 

Unlike drilling down, meteorologists are almost exclusively the only actors 

associating up during the tornado outbreak.  The meteorologists deliver verbal cues for 

associating up while interacting with or just displaying maps on screen.  The maps 

usually take up the entire screen, but there are many instances of a split screen 

showing pre-recorded and live footage alongside. 

There are far fewer examples of anchors associating up.  When they do, they 

verbally associate up about damage and previous activity across the state.  In addition, 

anchors interview or speak on behalf of authorities about the damage across the state.  

The following excerpts are some examples from anchors associating up. 

Example 1 – Uh, for lack of a better term, a tornado swarm hit the 

metro area today, and then traveled east past the metro area 

Example 2 – And right now I’m getting a situation update from 

Oklahoma Emergency Management on the state level, and I just want 

to, kind of, open this up and just read some of the information to you 

right now. As far as power outages, they are saying OG&E is reporting 

approximately 31,000 customers without power; about 28,000 of those 

are here in the metro area. 
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After associating up, actors shift to the elements of risk communication.  The 

following excerpt is a general example of the meteorologist associating up 

geographically to a higher level.  Observations about the severe weather, such as the 

elements of risk communication, follow after establishing the geographic scope. 

Well, we’re going to start with kind of a statewide view of Advantage 

Doppler HD, and all the red that you see, these are still active tornado 

warnings that are in effect right now. OK, so we still have east of the 

metro very violent weather that is still taking place. It is slowly making 

it way – not slowly. A lot of these storms are moving. They’re hauling. 

But they are making their way on into eastern Oklahoma. Lots of 

lightning, but still, within our viewing area, active tornado warnings. 

Now notice from the metro, things are fairly quiet. Should stay that 

way. Western Oklahoma, you’re not going to have any risk of any 

severe weather. 

While associating up, meteorologists not only provide a wider scope of activity 

but discuss how the parts of the storm change across the state and interact with each 

other.  When updating weather across the state, meteorologists move in a line with a 

northern or southern direction across the state discussing each storm cell along the 

way.  Some of the observations also include forecasts such as predictions of 

weakening conditions when storm cells come together. 

Drilling down and associating up are not the only processes for clarifying 

observations and communicating risk in local television news during the tornado 

broadcasts.  The process of adjustment or reinforcement are ways for actors in the 

broadcast to update or confirm the elements of risk communication in real time.  This 

adjustment and reinforcement follow the process of drilling down or associating up.  

Updates or confirmation of the elements of risk communication have little value 

without a given geographic range set by drilling down and associating up. 
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Adjustment and Reinforcement 

Rapid onset severe weather, like the tornado outbreak across Oklahoma, makes 

for a dynamic environment.  In this case, the two local television news broadcasts 

attempt to reduce the uncertainty and provide the most up to the moment information 

associated with the severe weather by adjusting or reinforcing previous observations 

and forecasts.  Throughout the tornado outbreak, reinforcement and adjustment are 

important ways of monitoring the pulse of the situation over the course of events. 

Severe weather during the tornado outbreak is not static.  Just as it sounds, 

adjustment is a way of accounting for changes to hazardous conditions and subsequent 

risk associated with severe weather.  Adjustment in the local television news 

broadcasts occurs when actors make changes to prior forecasts and observations on the 

elements of risk communication for a particular geography. 

During the tornado outbreak, three actors play a part making adjustments 

during the tornado outbreak.  These three actors are the storm spotters, meteorologists, 

and anchors.  Storm spotters provide a form of “ground truthing” after drilling down in 

the field.  The storm spotters’ first hand observations adjust earlier forecasts and 

observations that come from the meteorologists in studio drilling down in the same 

location.  Concerning the types of adjustment, storm spotters make updates to the 

elements of risk communication.  Examples include changes seen in the excerpt 

below. 

The tornado raised, there was a debris cloud on the ground, circulation 

aloft. There was no connection, but there was definitely a tornado 

touchdown on the ground. And we are still headed eastbound on 

Highway 11 and watching this circulation off on the north side of the 

road. Don’t see the tornado right now, but we’re still moving with it as 

it nears the town of Medford. 
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The second actor observed adjusting in the broadcasts are the meteorologists.  

Meteorologists adjust following both the drilling down and associating up processes.  

The meteorologist teams on set continually review maps, station data, and other 

information coming into the station from authorities and scientists such as the National 

Weather Service.  In most cases, one of the meteorologists on set adjusts comments on 

another meteorologist’s forecast or interpretation of the severe weather conditions.  

The following excerpts are examples of meteorologists adjusting previous content 

from other meteorologists during the tornado outbreak. 

Example 1 – Sarah, just want to let you know that, uh, the national 

weather service has cancelled the tornado warning for Major and 

Woodward County. The threat has moved east of that area, at least for 

this particular storm. 

Example 2 – Hey, Rick, real quick. We’ve, uh, I know we’ve been 

watching these storms a lot. We’ve got some more activity starting to 

pop up just around Chickasha now just east of Amber right up the H. E. 

Bailey Turnpike. Uh, if you can go over to the Advantage Doppler 3D, 

you can see what I’m talking about here, uh, going up real fast. 

Even though meteorologists tend to adjust information from other 

meteorologists on set as seen in the examples above, there are a few instances when 

meteorologists adjust information originating from storm spotters as in the following 

example. 

Chris, it looks like they’ve upped the speed. They’re saying moving 

east at 55 now. 55. 

In this excerpt, the meteorologist interrupted the storm spotter drilling down in 

the field.  The meteorologist increased the storm speed being reported from the storm 

spotter on the ground with information in studio. 

The third actor observed adjusting on local television news during the tornado 

outbreak are the anchors.  However, the anchors are unique in the type of information 
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adjusted.  The anchors in the broadcasts adjust information about damage and 

emergency services.  Examples of emergency services include first responder 

activities, utilities, and shelter openings. 

Adjustments from anchors occur both after drilling down and associating up.  

However, majority of the adjustments from anchors appear towards the end of the 

tornado outbreak broadcasts.  This is due to a couple of factors.  First more damage 

reports come in after the dangerous part of the storms move through the populated 

metro area.  Secondly, reports come in after authorities get access to affected areas 

where debris and vehicles are obstructing the road.  The excerpt below is an example 

of anchors adjusting damage information. 

Um, let’s see what other video we have to show you from Sky Five. 

This is the Tecumseh area. And I do want to let you know, this is just 

into our news room, there is a, a Tecumseh city hall has now set up a 

shelter. So another shelter has opened up for the folks there in 

Tecumseh. Just go to city hall if you need a place to stay, to, to get 

some water and to just kind of get out, um, if your home is damaged, 

and have, uh, some shelter over you. Again, at the Tecumseh city hall. 

We know that they’ve been busy out there as well with the rescue 

operations going on and we’ve heard of major damage, uh, to homes in 

the Tecumseh area and multiple injuries. 

In addition to adjustment, reinforcement is another process playing an 

important role in the local television news broadcasts during the tornado outbreak.  

Reinforcement of previous observations and forecasts serve as a form of confirmation.  

Reinforcement in the broadcasts confirms and further stresses the elements of risk 

communication and forecasts from earlier in the coverage. 

Like adjustment, reinforcement occurs following both drilling down and 

associating up in the broadcasts.  During the tornado outbreak, three actors play a part 

reinforcing the most during the tornado outbreak.  They are the meteorologists, storm 
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spotters, and anchors.  There are a few cases when emergency officials and reporters 

confirm damage and losses, but they did not play a significant role in this regard. 

It appears logical the meteorologists are the source of most of the 

reinforcement during the tornado outbreak.  In studio, they drive the majority of the 

broadcast during the tornado outbreak and pull from information coming into the 

studio.  Meteorologist reinforce information originating from other meteorologists in 

the broadcast and from storm spotters in the field.  In addition, repeated requests to 

take protective action accompany much of the reinforcement coming from 

meteorologists.  The following is an excerpt from a meteorologist reinforcing during 

the tornado outbreak. 

All right, very good Chad. So Chad’s reporting. Uh, he’s kinda in the 

thick of the storm. He’s trying to reposition himself so he can get 

around to the back side and see the storm. So he’s kinda cutting 

through this. Uh, he’s reporting sporadic dime size hail. Sirens are 

sounding in Mustang. Don’t be surprised as, as the storm gets closer, if 

you live in the metro, your sirens are gonna sound. Uh, you’ve prepared 

for this. We’ve told you about it. Now’s the time to just relax and go to 

your tornado shelter. Again if you’ve got a loved one that’s getting off 

work here in a few minutes, call them and say, “Hey, stay put. Ride this 

storm out there.” This thing’s gonna be through the metro quickly 

because it’s moving, uh, fast. It’s moving at 55 miles per hour. 

This excerpt came from the meteorologist after drilling down to the storm 

spotter.  In reinforcing, the meteorologist confirms the elements of risk 

communication such as the hail, storm speed, and taking protective action for the 

drilled down area.  While the elements of risk communication account for the vast 

majority of reinforcement, meteorologists on occasion reinforce the damage associated 

with the storms as in the following excerpt. 

It’s been a busy day. This is one of the pieces of video we had in earlier 

to the station from a tornado, that I believe was, at this time, close to 
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the Yukon area. These were the thunder storms that eventually moved 

across the metro, shifted east and then ended up doing quite a bit of 

damage, but this is one of what will likely be several tornadoes that will 

have occurred across the state on this day. 

Much like the meteorologists, storm spotters reinforce throughout the tornado 

outbreak.  Storm spotters in the field consistently refer to the elements of risk 

communication.  Storm spotters reinforce their previous reports on the conditions and 

information meteorologists share prior to drilling down to the storm spotter.  Most of 

the time, storm spotters drill down to their location before reinforcing. 

OK, yeah, Michael, I’m east. I believe I’m on 74 South, uh, on the job 

there. Headed eastbound towards Purcell, about seven miles away. That 

lowering is still evident, still persisting. Uh, it looks like there is some 

rotation to it. I have not seen anything on the ground as of yet. 

In the excerpt above, the storm spotter drills down first.  Next the storm spotter 

reinforces the rotation and lowering is still evident since they have been tracking the 

storm earlier.  However, there are cases when the storm spotter drills down to their 

location after reinforcing because the meteorologist drilled down to the location before 

turning over the broadcast to the storm spotter. 

The third actor reinforcing in the local television news broadcasts are anchors.  

Unlike the meteorologist and the storm spotters, the actors only reinforce the damage 

and loss from the tornado outbreak.  After the storms moved through the metro area, 

anchors revisited some of the most damaged areas while live and pre-recorded footage 

of the destruction played on screen.  As in the following excerpt, the broadcast first 

drills down or associates up before the anchor reinforces the damage.   

Let’s take a look now, again, once again, over at the Tecumseh area, 

some of the damage coming in from there. These are live pictures from 

Sky5, and you can see, I mean, this is the scene that we’ve been seeing 

really across that area. Roofs ripped off of homes. You can see wood 

and debris scattered all over, and so many different homes hit there. 
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And let me get my information on the Tecumseh area. I know that there 

has been major damage reported. They have had some search and 

rescue operations going on. So, they are trying to get into some of these 

homes where people may be trapped and make sure that they can get 

everyone out safely. And multiple injuries have been reported from 

Tecumseh, and you can see why. I mean, Sky5 is just going from house 

to house to house and it’s the same scene where it’s just ripped apart. 

The prior section of findings identified the elements of risk communication and 

the processes of drilling down associating, adjustment, and reinforcement.  In addition, 

the findings explored how these components interact as the local television news 

coverage provides risk communication during the tornado outbreak.  However, the 

following sections discus the emergence of branding, another significant component in 

the local television news broadcast.  

 

Branding 

Branding was not originally considered in the proposal of research for risk 

communication in local television news, but came as a suggestion from proposal 

readers.  It is impossible to ignore the placement of branding during the coverage of 

the tornado outbreak in both broadcasts.  When comparing across broadcasts, it is an 

interesting component for consideration because both networks provide similar 

services but compete for viewer attention in the same viewing market.  In addition, 

critically evaluating the use of branding may reveal potential impacts on messages for 

audiences. 

For the case of the local news television broadcasts, branding refers to the 

repeated use of names, tag-lines, and images (i.e. logos) for the purpose of 

identification and promotion.  While it was not originally a topic for analysis, branding 

clearly appears in a couple of interesting ways throughout the coverage of the tornado 
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outbreak.  Future research should take a more analytical approach to understanding the 

use of branding, but there are some preliminary observations. 

Branding appears both visually and verbally throughout the entirety of the 

broadcasts.  This paper organizes branding into four categories henceforth referred to 

as station identification, tool identification, content identification, and web 

engagement. 

Beginning with station identification, this is the most apparent category in the 

broadcast.  Station identification appeared as logos and graphics, the name of the news 

program, and the tagline for the station.  The logo and graphics include the name and 

number associated with the news station in one form or another.  Figure 11 provides 

examples of logos from each local television news station. 

 

 

 

  

Figure 11 Local Television News Logo 
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The station logo appears in the screen corners, occasionally in the background 

of the news studio set, and in different graphics throughout the broadcast. 

Even the name of the station hints to news format and branding.  For example, 

the names of the local television news stations are Eyewitness News 5 and 

Oklahoma’s Own News 9.  At times, the call name abbreviates the station name as in 

KOCO-5 and KWTV-9.  During the broadcasts, actors refer to call names and they 

appear on screen in graphics.  An example from the transcripts below is a reporter 

signing off using the full station name. 

Reporting live, I’m Linda Mattas, Eyewitness News Five. 

Another form of station identification are the taglines.  They are the short 

slogans mentioned by actors in the broadcast.  Actors such as the meteorologists, 

anchors, and reporters all use tag lines before returning to regular scheduled 

programing and occasionally by reporters in the field.  Examples include, “Stay with 

Eyewitness News Five, we’ll keep you ahead of the storm,” and “Stay with us on 

News 9 and we’ll keep you advised.” 

The second branding category, tool identification, refers to the different maps 

and instruments meteorologist use in forecasts during the tornado outbreak broadcasts.  

Tool identification occurred when the names of tools appeared as a graphic overlaying 

the map or verbally mentioned by the meteorologist.  During the tornado outbreak 

broadcast, the meteorologist referenced the type of map or tool on screen when 

interacting with it or when requesting a different map on screen.  Figure 12 is an 

example of the map name on the screen. 

 

 



 63 

 

Figure 12 Map Name 

 

 

 

The names of these tools include Advantage Doppler HD, and Advantage 

Doppler 3D for the KOCO-5 broadcast and Doppler 9000XL, ESP, Viper, MOAR 

(Massive Output Arrayed Radar) for the KWTV-9 broadcast.  The excerpt below 

provides an example of verbal tool identification in the broadcast. 

All right, let’s go over to Advantage Doppler HD, and we’re going to 

look at the uh the velocity here, the velocity coupleting. 

The above is an excerpt of the meteorologist requesting a map.  However, there 

are times when meteorologists shorten the full name of the maps.  Below is a case of 

the meteorologist referring to a map using a shortened name of “XL.” 

If you guys would, if you could punch up XL for me, and on XL 

coming up there, and what we see is a circulation developing moving 

up toward Lambert – here, right up here – that’s circulation back and 

it’s very close to Tacoma 
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The third category of branding identified in this paper is content identification.  

Anchors and meteorologists identify the who or what captures the live and pre-

recorded footage from out in the field.  This happens when footage plays on screen or 

prior to drilling down to storm spotters and other cameras.  Storm spotters go by the 

names Fast Unit [number] for KOCO-5 and Storm Action [number] for KWTV-9.  In 

addition, each station has a helicopter, Sky 5 and Sky News 9.  KWTV-9 also refers to 

footage provided by Tower Cam 9, a mounted camera in Oklahoma City.  All of these 

identifiers are linked to the news station.  Below is an example of content 

identification occurring in the broadcast. 

Thank you very much, Rick. Yeah, Chris Lee Fast Unit 2 is near 

Cherokee. He is out and about, and we saw his stream a little bit earlier. 

Going to take that again. Chris, uh tell us exactly where you are, your 

location, and what you’re seeing right now. 

The last category of branding used in the local television news broadcasts 

during the tornado outbreak is web engagement.  Anchors on both local television 

news stations encourage viewers to visit websites to find more information or share 

personal photos and accounts of the storms.  KOCO-5 promotes areas on their website 

called Live Wire and U Local while KWTV-9 use what they call the Web Center to 

display viewer content of the storm during the broadcast.  The excerpt below is an 

example of the anchor verbally promoting the web presence where viewers can 

interact and share.  In addition, Figure 13 is an example of what this looks like on 

screen for each broadcast. 

And, also don’t forget to send us your weather pictures and videos at U 

Local at KOCO.com. 
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Figure 13 Viewer Content 

 

 

 

Potential for Amplified Drama 

The previous sections of findings explored topics and processes related to risk 

communication in local television news coverage of the tornado outbreak.  While not 

directly described in those sections, there exists questionable occurrences of 

sensationalized coverage.  This section serves the purpose of identifying and 

discussing the potential for amplified drama in the tornado outbreak event.  As 

described in the literature, there exists a gray area.  Arguments for dramatization or 

accurate portrayals of inherently dramatic events can be made for the instances 

examined within this section.  However, future research addressing the potential for 

amplified drama in the broadcasts is necessary given some of the questionable 

observations during the tornado outbreak. 
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Potential sensationalism from the choice of frames and amplifying already 

dramatic events come from suggestive language, use of images, extended coverage, 

and personalization of events.  Instances of questionable dramatization occur 

throughout the broadcast.  However, most instances of sensational and dramatic 

reporting become evident after storms move out of the Oklahoma City metropolitan 

area. 

The noticeable shift in coverage occurred in both local television news 

broadcasts when storms moved west no longer threatened the Oklahoma City 

metropolitan area.  The majority of the viewing population lives around Oklahoma 

City.  This shift is most likely attributable to the majority of the viewing audience no 

longer experiencing the risk of severe weather.  There is a clear difference in the 

structure and content for the local television news broadcasts prior to and following 

the shift in coverage. 

Before the shift, meteorologists drove the local television coverage with 

support from storm spotters on the ground.  Content at this time revolved primarily 

around observing and forecasting severe weather.  As the bulk of severe weather 

moved west past the Oklahoma City metropolitan area, coverage reverted back to the 

more common local television news structure.  It is at this point the anchors and 

reporters play a larger role in the broadcasts.  Anchors drive the broadcasts while 

reporters provide coverage on the ground similar to the relationship between 

meteorologists and storm spotters.  What is not similar between these pairs of actors is 

the content material.  With little to no emphasis on the actual threat of storms, the 

broadcasts focus primarily on damage and losses.  Also during this time, coverage 
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subtly moves from the split screen to a single screen with continued crawler 

information on the bottom. 

This shift following the exit of storm from the Oklahoma City metropolitan 

area is significant in that severe weather continued affecting areas in each stations 

designated market area.  The remaining severe weather following the shift is at the 

outskirts of the designated market area for the Oklahoma City viewing audience.  This 

area is less populated and more rural when compared to the immediate geography 

surrounding Oklahoma City.  One station, KOCO-5 clearly addresses continued 

coverage to areas still at risk in the examples below. 

Example 1 – We’ve had a lot of people calling in the newsroom, and 

we just want you to know that this is still a dangerous situation for a lot 

of people. So we need to stay on the air with our severe weather 

coverage. But set your DVRs for overnight. 1:35AM, Dancing with the 

Stars will air. 

Example 2 – But we still have a large area of our viewing area that is 

being affected by tornadoes and violent weather. And that’s why we are 

staying with our coverage. 

Despite continued storm activity affecting the audiences in more rural areas on 

the fringe of the viewing market, the coverage was not the same as was prior to the 

shift.  Even though severe weather persisted, these outermost areas did not nearly 

receive the same level attention or detail in the broadcasts.  The proximity away from 

Oklahoma City possibly affects those on the fringe of the television market because 

most of the viewers around the metropolitan area are not concerned about storm 

coverage that does not impact them.  As a result, the coverage changed to damage due 

to the earlier storms as opposed to the same in-depth storm tracking and forecasting 

seen prior to the shift in the immediate Oklahoma City area. 
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The first potential for sensationalism comes from suggestive language.  

Suggestive language refers to over the top or exaggerated descriptions of events in the 

local television news broadcast.  In particular, embellishing the severity of hazard 

agents and damage are the codes where this is most likely to occur.  Although, it is 

difficult or impossible separating between what is rhetoric accurately describing 

events and language sensationalizing severity of hazard agents or damage.  The 

tornado outbreak is a very dangerous and volatile situation.  Strong language referring 

to severity of hazard agents and damage may correctly capture events.  This gray area 

makes amplification of dramatic situations easy.  At the same time, it is not fair 

criticizing language describing life threatening hazard agents.  Below are two 

examples showing language describing weather like a “beast” that could be interpreted 

as sensational or accurate descriptions given the context. 

Example 1 – So we are in full-blown weather mode now. 

Example 2 – This is the first storm that came through the southern sides 

of Oklahoma side, and that is a beast. That is a very, very large tornado. 

The next potential for sensationalism come from the images used on screen.  

The images from the tornado outbreak may play the most influential role enhancing 

drama.  These images include capturing and replaying exciting images such as the 

tornadoes touching down long after affecting the area and revisiting heavy damage in 

select locations.  There are some examples of dramatic images standing out as 

potentially sensationalizing the broadcast.  In the most questionable example below, a 

member of the staff on set is overheard in the background emphasizing a good shot 

while a storm spotter sets up for adjusting conditions. 

[CROSSTALK] Get some wide shots. Jazz it up.[CROSSTALK] 
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One can only speculate about the true intentions of the statement above.  At 

first glance, it certainly appears the comment suggests using images for entertainment.  

On the other hand, the importance of capturing images of hazard agents and damage 

provides visual confirmation for networks and viewers.  For example, many of the live 

shots from storm spotters feature the sky and cloud movement as seen below in Figure 

14. 

 

 

 

  

Figure 14 Live Shot of Sky and Clouds 

 

 

 

It also can be argued the images captivate and draw attention.  Around the 

height of storm activity in the Oklahoma City metropolitan area, split screen use is 

more predominant and replaying of captivating footage repeatedly cycles in the 
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broadcasts.  Footage in the split screen includes live weather activity from storm 

spotters and damage.  The Figure 15 below shows an example of the split screen. 

 

 

 

  

Figure 15 Split Screen 

 

 

 

What makes this difficult to criticize is the advantage that comes with using 

split screens.  It is arguable, gate keepers are not solely focusing on the most 

captivating imagery while ignoring other important information.  People just tuning in 

to broadcasts for the first time are able to gauge storm risk by what happened 

previously as a form of confirmation.  In addition, others are able to use shots from the 

storm spotter in the split screen as confirmation of forecasted storm conditions. 
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Another factor for possible amplification of drama is extended news coverage.  

In the case of the tornado outbreak, it is true that the more populated Oklahoma City 

metropolitan area received the most attention and coverage.  The same type of 

coverage and detailed risk communication did not continue as storms left the metro 

area and continued to affect rural areas on the outermost part of the television viewing 

market.  Instead, the narrative revolved around the damage and recovery efforts 

around the city.  In this case, the broadcasts favored the storylines surrounding the city 

rather than the lingering storms less frequently updated at the rural, fringe of the 

viewing market.  In addition, one broadcast continued tornado coverage after the 

expiration of warnings in the television market while the other station returned to 

regular programing. 

The final potential for sensationalism discussed in this section comes from the 

personalization of events.  Personalization is a type of bias referring to coverage 

focusing on individual cases of human tragedy (Bennett, 2009).  Tornado outbreak 

coverage following the storms moving through Oklahoma City metropolitan area 

shifts to framing of human interest stories.  These include interviews of personal 

accounts (in some cases these get replayed) and images of damaged properties or 

landmarks.  Below is an excerpt of a personal account from an eyewitness at a 

landmark struck by a tornado.  The segment features damage in the background with 

the interviewed person describing their harrowing experience.  Figure 16 showing the 

interview on screen follows this personal account below. 

Well, the sirens started going off and the air started getting all dark, so 

we started pushing everybody in the back to where all the coolers and 

everything are. And me and my manager, my assistant manager, 

Mandy, and a lady with us named Carla, we all went into the one over 

by the sinks, the very far one. Three of us were kind of like trapped in 
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there holding the door shut, praying to God that we don’t die and that 

everybody else is safe. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16 Personal Account Interview 

 

 

 

Other examples of personalization occur in studio with anchors.  The following 

except is the conversation of two anchors personalizing damages appearing in Figure 

17 below.  The anchor framed the situation as a personal tragedy with a story 

developed on the spot despite not having any background information on the situation 

besides the video playing on screen. 

And I don’t know if you saw the pictures there, but those guys look like 

they’re – they look like they’re literally trying to get some clothing to 

wear. I saw them throw in some shoes and piling up there next to some 

clothes. It’s just almost hard to imagine that you left for work this 

morning, and you came home, and now you’re just trying to find kind 



 73 

of some clothes to put on your back tomorrow, when you have to face 

this all again.  

 

Just digging through piles of debris trying to find what you can that’s 

yours. Let’s go back over to Rick to get an update on the rest of the 

weather situation going on out there. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17 Personalization of People Searching Debris 

 

 

 

In addition to the anchors, reporters are the other actors playing a much larger 

role and potentially amplifying drama through personalization.  Reporting techniques 

driving the drama include reporting live on the scene, recounting events that took 

place on the scene, and interviews with people on the ground.  The following example 
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is an excerpt from a reporter in the field followed by Figure 18 showing reporters 

providing coverage live on scene of damage and first responder activities in the 

background. 

Uh, but information is still kinda sketchy. It’s hard to, uh, just kinda 

the, uh, the – the scope of the area here. And you get, you know, 

you’ve got, uh, I’ve seen – I know I’ve seen Midwest City Police, 

Oklahoma Highway Patrol, Nicoma Park Police, Oklahoma City Fire 

Department out here. I think I saw a Midwest City Fire Department 

also. Not sure about that. But it, it is hard to get everybody together in 

one central area and try to, uh, you know, get it worked out, you know 

– who is in charge of what and what all the injuries are. Uh, but like I 

said, uh, there are – there are lots of vehicles damaged that we’ve seen, 

uh, but luckily so far we haven’t heard of any serious injuries out here. 

Kelly? 

 

 

 

  

Figure 18 Reporters 
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Speculating between what is amplified drama and coverage is not clear.  

However, there is a noticeable shift in the broadcast as the storms move out of the 

Oklahoma City metropolitan area.  At this point in coverage, meteorologists no longer 

drive the broadcast.  Both anchors and reporters drive tornado outbreak coverage with 

anchors dominating most of the activity.  In addition, much of the coverage at this 

point surrounds the damage and loss from the severe storms.  Despite continued 

storms on the fringe of the television market, the split screen almost completely 

disappears from use in favor for full screen coverage of damage. 
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Chapter 5 

CONCLUSION 

This paper provides a number of contributions to our understanding of 

disasters in the media.  Previous research on media coverage of disasters, such as the 

sources cited throughout this paper, tend to rely on print media for data and use cases 

at the national level.  One of the purposes of this paper is filling the gap in literature 

and examining risk communication in local television news.  In addition, conclusions 

from this paper take into account visual elements in the local television news 

broadcast during the tornado outbreak.  This contribution is important because visual 

presentation is a significant part of the local television news coverage during the 

tornado outbreak. 

Based on the findings from analyzing the broadcasts covering the tornado 

outbreak in Oklahoma, there is something unique about the nature of rapid onset 

hazards distinguishing itself from the sensationalized coverage described in media 

literature.  This is not to say the local television news stations are free from criticism 

in this paper.  The critiques from literature also appear in the local television news 

broadcasts depending on one’s interpretation of the data.  Using qualitative methods 

and the videography process, this paper explores risk communication in local 

television news during the May 10 tornado outbreak in Oklahoma.  While qualitative 

approaches exist for analyzing news media, this analysis captures what is both said 

and seen on the television screen over the course of the event. 

The structure of local television news changes when networks break in during 

regular programing and shifts to wall to wall coverage of the tornado outbreak.  This 

type of activity supports literature on media coverage of events like disasters 



 77 

(Quarantelli, 1996; Monahan, 2010).  In the case of the tornado outbreak, 

meteorologists drive the majority of the tornado outbreak broadcasts.  During times of 

severe weather, it is logical meteorologists play a larger role given their knowledge 

and expertise with weather.  But this is not the only reasoning. 

Local television news meteorologists are also trusted individuals in local 

televisions news.  The literature on para-social interaction (Wohl, 1956) explains the 

deep trust and relationship for television personalities such as television 

meteorologists (Sherman-Morris, 2005).  In the case of a previous tornado incident in 

Oklahoma City, researchers found, “Several [residents] cited KWTV-9 meteorologist 

Gary England’s advice to get underground or get out of the path of the storm as 

influential in their decision to flee” (Hammer & Schmidlin, 2002, p. 580).  From the 

previous literature on trust of television personalities and data from the tornado 

outbreak case, it is fair to say that the local television news meteorologists possess a 

great deal of trust and influence during the tornado outbreak. 

In addition, meteorologists and storm spotters primarily engage in risk 

communication activities.  Both positions heavily rely on a mix of visual and verbal 

descriptions of severe weather conditions while communicating risk to audiences.  

These findings hold true when comparing across broadcasts.  In addition, 

meteorologists and storm spotters similarly describe the elements of risk 

communication and use the techniques such as drilling down, associating up, 

adjusting, and reinforcing.  These observations build on the literature addressing the 

role and importance of actors in local television news broadcasts.  Determining how 

frequently meteorologists and storm spotters adjust and reinforce as well as how much 

time is given to each is an opportunity for future work. 
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Findings from this research show elements of risk communication are the 

foundation of warning messages in broadcasts.  Local television news continually 

monitors and deciphers risk for audiences by disseminating the hazard agents, 

severity, lead time, direction, and protective action associated with severe weather.  

All of these components together give viewers a scalable sense of danger during the 

tornado outbreak.  In this paper, hazard agents identify the threat, severity indicates 

the strength of the threat, lead time provides audiences an idea of how much time they 

have until the threat reaches them, direction indicates the threat movement, and 

protective action tells audiences what actions to take for certain threats.  While these 

observations are not new, interpreting them together in this manner both visually and 

verbally is a different way of understanding risk communication. 

In addition to verbal descriptions of hazard agents, local television news 

heavily incorporates visuals in risk communication during the broadcasts.  Visuals 

alone generate value or when used in tandem with verbal descriptions in all aspects of 

risk communication.  Some of the most obvious examples are maps used in the studio 

and footage from storm spotters.  However, broadcasts generate visual components for 

all of the hazard agents.  Even though some literature currently exists on visual 

components such as for watches and warnings, future research will benefit from 

additional studies on visual components of television broadcasts communicating risk 

and the effectiveness of visual aids in risk communication. 

Findings also support the importance of location combined with hazard agent 

information.  The process of drilling down and associating up give audiences visual 

and verbal location coordinates for hazard agents.  The localizing of events and 

activity observed during the tornado outbreak supports literature identifying the 
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tailoring of content to audiences at the local level (Coleman et al., 2011; Quarantelli, 

1996).  However, this paper makes specific observations on how this occurs. 

Risk communication over the course of events always establishes location 

while discussing hazard agent observations.  Drilling down and associating up 

provides a geographic scope for discussing elements of the tornado outbreak because 

the severe weather moves and covers a large region of the television viewing market.  

Local television news broadcasts tailor content to individuals at a local level when 

drilling down parts of storm cells affecting cities, landmarks, streets and street 

intersections.  On the other hand, associating up takes a wider perspective and 

focusses discussion on the overall storm system.  Like the hazard agents, broadcasts 

use visual aids and verbal descriptions while identifying coordinates for audiences 

when drilling down and associating up.  Throughout the course of the tornado 

outbreak, the broadcasts continually drill down and associate up for communication of 

the severe weather at different geographic levels. 

Communicating real time information puts local television news in a unique 

position during rapid onset situations.  In rapid onset situations like the tornado 

outbreak, timely information reaching viewers directly at risk is quite valuable.  

Findings show the local television news broadcasts disseminate real time information 

and warnings using the process of adjustment and reinforcement described in this 

paper.  After drilling down or associating up to a specific geographic area, actors in 

the local television news broadcasts update or maintain elements of risk 

communication.  This in effect serves as continuous feedback to viewers in real time.  

Constantly monitoring and confirming information in real time is necessary when 

severe weather changes with little or no warning.  This paper speculates that these 
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processes are critical for effective risk communication.  Local television news is more 

than just a mechanism for relaying warnings, but reacts to conditions surrounding 

communities through adjustment and reinforcement.  Future research should test these 

processes and relationships with elements of risk communication across other cases of 

rapid onset severe weather. 

Besides the original decision for wall to wall tornado coverage at the outset of 

the tornado outbreak, another major shift in coverage occurs during the broadcasts.  As 

storms move west out of the Oklahoma City metropolitan area, anchors return to their 

role driving the broadcast with support from reporters following the shift of coverage 

back to the traditional local television news structure.  During this shift, 

meteorologists and storm spotters fade from the broadcast along with in-depth severe 

weather coverage.  The news coverage following the shift revolves around damage 

and human interest narratives from the storms even as severe weather persists in the 

outer area of the Oklahoma City designated market area in the south.  This shift in 

coverage poses serious consequences for those on the fringe of the television market.  

While storms are still active in fringe territories for coverage, broadcasts opted for 

drama laden narratives focused on damage and human interest stories rather than the 

same type of risk communication seen in the earlier broadcast around the more urban 

and populated and Oklahoma City. 

This shift in the framing of the broadcasts seems to support the idea of 

perpetuating drama laden coverage in literature (Moeller, 1999; Pantti et. al., 2012).  

In addition, the transition further supports the difficulty parsing apart the duality of 

news captured in other research (United States, 2006; Scanlon, 2007, Monahan, 2010).  

While the shift is subtle, it occurred across both broadcasts.  It shows in this case that 
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there is a disproportionate level of severe weather coverage across the designated 

market area.  Those is less populated rural areas located away from the city center do 

not get the same level of information and coverage during the tornado outbreak.  This 

has a direct effect on risk communication and the ability for people in these areas to 

protect themselves from dangerous weather.  In the future, it will be interesting 

exploring if there is a shift in other hazardous events.  If there is a shift, when and why 

does it occur? 

Comparing the entire broadcasts from both stations, it is surprising how many 

similarities exist between the two stations communicating risk.  The delivery of risk 

communication at each station is almost an exact replica of each other.  Not only do 

broadcasts use the same hazard agents and processes, but they used them in the same 

way.  Each broadcast has the same staff structure and use almost all of the same 

resources such as map tools, storm spotters, social networks, and helicopters.  When it 

comes to risk communication, there are differences in the decision for starting and 

ending wall to wall coverage.  Given the similarities, the emergent code for branding 

plays a larger role separating the broadcasts. 

Branded names and logos play a part in almost every part of the local 

television news broadcasts.  Whether this has an effect on risk communication and 

audience safety is unknown.  Viewing the broadcasts, branding is clearly 

institutionalized in the weather coverage at both stations.  The prevalence of branding 

in the tornado outbreak broadcasts in part is attributable to the value and equity 

associated with each station’s weather coverage in local television news.  In areas 

vulnerable to severe weather, especially tornadoes, television stations invest a great 

deal in the weather coverage (Sutter & Flores, 2009).  It is reasonable to assume each 
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local television station attempts to separate and position their investment from other 

local television weather coverage.  Comparing each station’s resources for risk 

communication, the only thing differentiating them is the branding.  This paper 

focused primarily on the similarities between the broadcasts.  Future research will 

benefit from a more detailed examination of differences between broadcasts across the 

timeline of severe weather events. 

Potential limitations to findings in this paper are due to the methodology and 

case selection.  The qualitative analysis does not use any inter coder reliability test.  

Only one person coded the data analyzed in this paper.  However, this should not take 

away from the depth of coding.  When it comes to case selection, hindsight reveals 

dangerous storms, numerous tornadoes, extensive damage and loss of life occurred in 

the analysis of risk communication.  However, it remains unknown if the same type of 

coverage or behavior occurs when forecasted severer weather does not materialize and 

leaves an area unaffected.  Future research will benefit from comparing cases of local 

television news coverage when forecasted severe weather occurs and does not occur.  

Also, the case used for analysis dates back to 2010.  There are possibilities for changes 

in technology or the coverage of severe weather since the 2010 tornado outbreak.  

These potential shortcomings should not take away from the findings in this paper.  

The findings are not meant to be applicable to the general public, but explore risk 

communication in this unique and under-researched type of case. 

Taking into consideration the limitations, findings from this paper resonate 

with recommendations for effective risk communication.  These include messages 

delivered from a credible source, guidance on how people protect themselves, the 

hazard or explaining why people should take protective action, the physical location at 
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risk, and lead time or telling the public when they should complete taking the 

protective action (Kuligowski et al., 2014).  The local television news broadcasts 

continually addressed and updated these five aspects over the course of the tornado 

outbreak.  In addition, the advantages in local television news assist in delivering the 

five key aspects for risk communication. 

Findings continue to show a duality exists to both inform and entertain.  This 

paper makes a distinction between risk communication at the height of severe weather 

near the Oklahoma City metropolitan area and the coverage of damage after the storms 

moved out of the metropolitan area.  Despite the duality, local television news plays a 

vital role in rapid onset severe weather in the way it provides information with a local 

context and reach audiences with real time updates during the tornado outbreak.  

While answers about potential dramatization are not completely definitive in most 

cases during the height of the outbreak, it reaffirms that rapid onset hazards are special 

situations requiring new approaches in the analysis of news media coverage.  

Interviews with those in charge of news production and members of the broadcast 

have the potential to clarify gray areas in risk communication for future research. 

A better understanding of risk communication and meeting the needs of those 

most at risk will help prevent and mitigate disaster.  Studies using a variety of local 

television news cases will help fulfill these needs.  More effort must be made making 

links between media, especially local television news, and its coverage of disasters.  In 

addition, findings from this paper must be challenged against other cases to validate, 

disprove, or modify findings.  In particular, great value will come from interviewing 

meteorologists and other members of local television news broadcast about specific 

decisions made while communicating risk.  Furthermore, great value will come from 



 84 

connecting the actions of viewers and activity on screen.  As technology and 

preferences evolve, research must continue to anticipate the needs of those at the last 

mile to mitigate and prevent loss. 
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Appendix A 

LIST OF CATEGORIES AND CODES 

Actor 

 Aid 

 Anchor 

 Citizen Journalist 

 Meteorologist 

 Officials 

 Recording 

 Reporter 

 Storm Spotter 

Branding 

Confirmation 

 Adjustment 

 Reinforcement 

Damage 

Hazard Agent 

 Cloud 

 Hail 

 Rain 

 Size 

 Storm speed 

 Lightning/Thunderstorm 

 Visibility 
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 Wind 

Severity 

Lead time 

 Distance 

 Time 

Location 

 Associating up 

 City 

 Country 

 Direction 

 Drilling down 

 Landmark 

 Region 

 Road 

Protective Action 


