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PROBLEM

Motor vehicle crashes (MVC) are the number one cause of death for people 1-44 years of age 
(Kochanek & Smith, 2002). Seat belts and child restraint systems have been shown to be 
effective in reducing injury and death (NHTSA, 2006).  All but one of the states have an adult 
seat belt law and many states are now in the process of passing legislation to address booster seat 
restraints.  Changing seat belt enforcement from secondary to primary has positively influenced 
the public’s perception of risk (Farmer & Williams, 2005); however, despite seat belt and booster 
seat laws many automobile occupants are still not properly restrained. One possible explanation 
for this occurrence would be the lack of information regarding the benefits of seat belts and 
booster seat information reaching the public. 

Traditional media campaigns that utilize paid advertising or public service announcements (PSA) 
have been shown to be successful in increasing seat belt usage (Solomon, Ulmer & Preusser, 
2002; Williams & Wells, 2004). Although useful, these campaigns are costly and may not be 
sustainable without significant national funding. 

Previous work has demonstrated that MVC are the number one unintentional injury event 
reported on local news outlets across America and police officers are the most prominent 
spokesperson interviewed following motor vehicle crashes (Pribble, Trowbridge, Kamat, Fowler, 
Goldstein & Hargarten, 2008). Additionally, when the news media interviews police officers, the 
stories contain significantly more prevention information, including seat belt usage 
recommendations than stories without a police interview (Pribble, Trowbridge, Kamat, Fowler, 
Goldstein & Hargarten, 2008). 

As the news media preferentially seeks out police officers for motor vehicle crash information, 
there is an opportunity to influence the motor vehicle injury message reaching the public.  Local 
news reaches many more people than traditional media campaigns and at a lower cost.  Assessing 
how police interact with the news media, police officers perceptions of these interactions and 
their perceived role in MVC prevention are needed to optimize this opportunity to reach the 
public.  If police officers are amenable to this method, media training of police officers and 
development of tools that improve these police-reporter news media interactions following MVC 
may be a low cost method of enhancing communication of MVC risk and the usefulness of 
proper seat belt usage.

APPROACH

This project utilized content analysis of local newspaper reports of MVC to identify 
characteristics of MVC reporting along with in-depth interviews of police information officers 
(PIO) to assess how local police interact with the news media during local news reporting of 
motor vehicle crashes.  In addition, this project attempted to identify police perceptions of the 
news media and to further understand how police view their role as prevention spokespeople.  
Finally, we developed a MVC media-training tool based on recommendations gained from these 
police interviews to assist police officers who are interviewed by the news media so that MVC 
and seat belt prevention information can be conveyed to the public on a continuous basis.  
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METHODOLOGY

Content Analysis

Local news coverage of MVC reported in the daily newspaper within a Midwestern community 
of approximately 100,000 people and a circulation of 45,000 was captured.  Content analysis of 
the local newspaper coverage of MVC was conducted from November 2008 to July 2009 to 
assess how motor vehicle crash stories were reported with specific emphasis on risk factors 
discussed and to identify the prominent police spokesperson interviewed.  

Motor vehicle crash stories reported within each local daily newspaper were identified. A motor 
vehicle crash story was defined as any cohesive news story that discussed any traffic mishap 
involving a motorized vehicle traveling on a road or highway; and /or a cohesive story involving 
injury or potential injury to a person or property caused by a motorized vehicle traveling on a 
road or highway. 

Each day (7-days per week) an experienced media researcher identified all motor vehicle crash 
stories within the local daily newspaper utilizing the definition of MVC story above.   To assess 
clipping reliability, a second independent researcher assessed 20 percent of the daily papers.   
Percent agreement between the two independent researchers was 92 percent.

A content analysis codebook was developed and a database was designed in Filemaker Pro for 
data entry.  Each motor vehicle crash story was coded for placement of the story (i.e. location / 
section in the newspaper), spokesperson interview, and discussion of risk factors and / or 
prevention.

In-depth Police Information Officer Interviews

The local city police department located within a midwestern city (population: 100,000) 
employed four information officers at the time of the project.  Police information officers are 
commonly employed by police departments across the United States and the police information 
officers at this department are the primary points of contact for the local news media following 
local event, including motor vehicle crashes. 

The research team developed the questions and structure of the interviews related to police 
officer and news media interaction following motor vehicle crashes.  The interview was 
categorized into four major topics with sub-topics that addressed more specific issues related to 
each major topic. Four major topics that were included in the in-depth interview were: 

1.	
 Police interactions and experience with the news media
2.	
 Current perceptions of Police Officer’s role in prevention
3.	
 Current perceptions of Police Officer’s role in policy
4.	
 Identifying resources available and potential tools that will assist Police Officer interaction 

with the news media following a MVC injury event



7

The University of Michigan Medical School IRB approval was obtained prior to conducting the 
in-depth interviews.

After informed consent was obtained, four police officers from the local Police Department were 
interviewed individually by the principal investigator.  These interviews were an average of 60 
minutes in duration and each interview was recorded on two separate 80 gigabyte iPod (Apple 
Inc, California) recording devices to ensure capture. Once captured, each audio was transferred 
as a WAV file to a 150 gigabyte MacBook Pro computer (Apple Inc, California) for storage. Each 
audio was fully transcribed verbatim.

De-identified transcripts were reviewed independently by three members of the research team.  
Common themes that were identified during independent review were then thematically analyzed 
by the research group and major themes were derived by consensus of research team. 

Media Tool

Using the information gathered from the content analysis and the in-depth interviews, a web-
based media-training tool was developed.  A follow up survey of the PIO was completed after 
dissemination of the media-training tool to assess the police officer’s perceived usefulness of the 
tool. This media tool can be found at: http://www.med.umich.edu/em/mvc/.

The web-based media guide provides fact sheets, media training techniques and tips, injury 
prevention statistics, and example interview questions / answers that may be useful when the 
police officer is interviewed by the news media following a motor vehicle crash. The web-based 
tool also has links to organizations that support booster seat/seatbelt use and promote MVC 
prevention.  

Feedback from the police officers involved in the study was solicited to refine the web-based 
tool. The precise content finally included in the web-based tool was informed by the feedback 
from the officers. 

http://www.med.umich.edu/em/mvc/
http://www.med.umich.edu/em/mvc/
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FINDINGS

The local daily newspaper reported 145 motor vehicle crash stories during the content analysis 
period (Nov 2008-Jul 2009).   Ninety-three percent of all MVC stories were reported within the 
first section of the newspaper, 72 percent of stories involved a local citizen in a crash, 68 percent 
involved an injury and 74 percent of MVC stories interviewed a police officer.  Figure 1 
demonstrates that police officers are by far the most commonly interviewed source of 
information during local newspaper reporting of MVC. The police jurisdiction within this study 
community is divided into: city police, county sheriff and state police departments.  Of the 
stories that interviewed a police officer, 32 percent interviewed a city police, 33 percent 
interviewed a county sheriff, and 35 percent interviewed state police. 
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Figure 2 shows the percentages of MVC stories reported in the local newspaper that discussed 
various risk factors.  Alcohol was reported in 23 percent, seat belt use in 15 percent, speed in 10 
percent and weather in 21 percent of the stories.
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In-depth interviews were transcribed verbatim and thematically analyzed.  Table 1 provides the 
major themes identified by police interviews.

Table 1:  Major Themes of Police Interview

All	  had	  a	  good	  /	  excellent	  working	  relationship	  with	  the	  news	  media.

Interviews	  are	  initiated	  by	  the	  news	  organization,	  except	  in	  special	  
circumstances	  when	  the	  police	  want	  to	  get	  traf?ic	  information	  to	  the	  public.

Severity	  of	  crash,	  uniqueness	  (ie:	  1000	  chickens	  running	  on	  the	  roads),	  celebrity	  
involvement,	  injury	  /	  deaths	  were	  indicators	  of	  important	  crashes	  to	  the	  news	  
media.

Common	  questions	  encountered	  by	  police:	  Injured?	  Seatbelts?	  Alcohol?	  
Weather?	  Speed?

Most	  police	  had	  little	  or	  no	  media	  training.

Police	  rely	  on	  their	  experience	  to	  educate	  themselves	  about	  characteristics	  and	  
risk	  factors	  for	  motor	  vehicle	  safety	  and	  the	  effectiveness	  of	  seatbelts	  etc.

Police	  thought	  prevention	  and	  education	  of	  the	  public	  about	  motor	  vehicle	  
safety	  was	  a	  big	  part	  of	  their	  job	  and	  all	  had	  more	  “passion”	  when	  the	  
prevention	  measure	  involved	  children.

Police	  felt	  comfortable	  discussing	  current	  laws	  in	  place	  such	  as	  seatbelts,	  child	  
restraints,	  speeding,	  and	  alcohol	  use	  as	  opposed	  to	  pending	  legislation.

Some	  police	  felt	  comfortable	  talking	  about	  prevention	  measure	  that	  were	  based	  
in	  evidence	  but	  were	  not	  yet	  laws.	  	  However,	  some	  would	  not.

Police	  would	  not	  like	  to	  state	  their	  opinion.

When	  speaking	  about	  a	  speci?ic	  crash,	  most	  police	  would	  qualify	  their	  
statements	  on	  prevention	  measures	  used	  by	  the	  passengers.	  	  

Most	  often,	  police	  are	  at	  their	  desk	  when	  contacted	  by	  the	  news	  media,	  mostly	  
by	  phone	  and	  have	  access	  to	  a	  computer	  during	  most	  news	  interviews.	  

Police	  thought	  statistics	  would	  help	  in	  getting	  a	  prevention	  message	  out	  and	  feel	  
it	  adds	  to	  the	  credibility	  of	  the	  message.

Police	  thought	  that	  a	  web-‐based	  media-‐training	  source	  would	  be	  helpful.

Police	  thought	  that	  the	  news	  media	  is	  an	  important	  means	  of	  getting	  prevention	  
and	  safety	  information	  to	  the	  public.
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Web-based media tool

A web-based motor vehicle crash media tool was developed and provided to the police 
information officers involved in the study.   The media-tool (see appendix) was divided into 
several sections for easy navigation.  Section one described the importance of police involvement 
in getting prevention messages out to the public.  Section two described a commonly used media 
technique for bridging to a prevention message.  Section three provided media tips about how to 
prepare and conduct an interview.  Section four provided local and state level statistics on risk 
factors commonly addressed during newspaper reporting of local MVC.

Following dissemination of the web-based media tool, a survey was conducted to assess the 
police information officer’s perceived usefulness of the tool.  

Four police officers returned completed surveys following review of the web-based media tool.  
All thought the website was useful, easy to navigate and could be used to improve the 
dissemination of MVC prevention information to the public during news media interviews.  All 
but one police officer agreed that the statistical information was the correct amount, with the one 
in disagreement desiring more statistical content.  All agreed that they would recommend this 
web-based media tool to their colleagues who get interviewed by the news following MVC.

Table 2 describes some of the police write-in comments about the web-based media-tool.

Table 2: Police comments about web-based MVC media-tool

“It is a great tool for the officer who has little or no experience in dealing with 
the media to make good choices on the type of responses he/she uses.”

“I feel this site is complete and extremely helpful.”

“I would absolutely use this site.  I have always felt that the training police 
PIOʼs receive is inadequate.  I am greatly encouraged that we now have a 
resource that is accurate and easy to use.”

“The statistical information contained and the techniques outlined to help the 
PIO with media interviews are extremely valuable.”

“I would recommend this site to newer PIOʼs.”

“Easy to use, informative.”
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CONCLUSIONS

The local newspapers report often on MVC.  Three out of every four MVC stories reported by 
the news media included an interview with police.  Common issues addressed during these news 
stories address major risk factors for MVC and may provide an opportunity to disseminate 
prevention information to the public through the mainstream news media.  

This was the first study to address how the police interact with the news media following local 
MVC.  Police officers appear to embrace their role as public service spokespeople, however, few 
get any formal media training.  A web-based media training tool was well received by police 
information officers and is seen as a useful method for improving their ability to handle media 
questions following MVC.  Optimizing the message reported by the news media may be an 
inexpensive means of providing prevention information to the public on a continuous basis.

RECOMMENDATIONS

A larger scale version of the web-based media tool should be completed and tested in other 
markets and by various department types (i.e. local vs county vs state police) to verify these 
findings.  However, given the low cost of the web-based tool, it may be a useful adjunct to other 
local, state, or regional MVC prevention media campaigns to improve seat belt use and motor 
vehicle safety.
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APPENDIX:  MEDIA-TRAINING TOOL
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