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Special Issue Article

Causal Attributions and Frames:
An Examination of Media Coverage of Obesity
among Adults and Children

Fuyuan SHEN, Changmin YAN

Abstract

Obesity affects millions of adults and children in the United States. The
causes of obesity have been associated with a variety of genetic, systemic, and
individual behaviors. This study attempts to determine the ways in which the
media frame the causes of obesity and whether the causes of obesity differ
between adults and children. We conducted a content analysis of the coverage
of obesity in The New York Times from 1985 to 2011. The results suggested
that obesity among adults was much more likely than in children to be
attributed to individual behaviors, genetic and biological reasons, and unhealthy
food intake. Consistent with this finding, clinical and pharmaceutical solutions,
as well as lifestyle changes were often cited as solutions to the problem of
obesity among adults. In contrast, obesity among children was predominantly
attributed to systemic causes, such as the marketing of unhealthy foods and
impediments to exercising at home and in school. Hence, the prescribed
solutions to the problem of obesity in children are mainly school-related. The
implications of these results are discussed.
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