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Abstract
Since the advent of television in the middle of the 20th century, news has been an
essential ingredient in TV programming. Often these newscasts are the most heavily
viewed programmes, and by and large they are the main source of information for many
people. This is particularly true for news from other countries and regions in the world.
This immense significance of TV news has made it an important field in communication
research. The article presents a new study that is formed from a multinational project.
The project investigated foreign TV news in 17 countries from five regions in the world:
Belgium, Brazil, Canada, Chile, China, Egypt, Germany, Hong Kong, Israel, Italy, Japan,
Poland, Portugal, Singapore, Switzerland, Taiwan and the United States of America. The
data of the content analysis in all these countries in 2008 contain over 17,500 news items.
The analysis concentrates on ‘news geography’, a term that is used to describe the
extent to which the countries of the planet are represented in TV news. The results
show a complex, multifaceted picture of foreign news reporting in the world. This
multifaceted picture demands multi-causal interpretation. Several factors are discussed,
i.e. the types of countries, their political order and integration into the international sys-
tem, trade, different degrees in political power, but also historical connections, cultural
ties, etc. Principally, the foreign news outlet depends on the selection criteria of
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journalists. On the whole the findings seem to question the world’s globalization, which
is often taken for granted.
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Introduction

Since the advent of television in the middle of the 20th century, news has been an essen-

tial ingredient in TV programming. Wherever someone in the world tunes into a TV set,

he or she will sooner or later encounter a TV newscast. Often, these newscasts are the

most heavily viewed programmes, and by and large they are the main source of informa-

tion for many people, even with the growing use of the Internet (Leckner and Facht,

2010; www.worldstats.com). This is particularly true for news from other countries and

regions in the world.

The immense significance of TV news has made it an important field in communica-

tion research. Since the 1970s, many studies have been conducted, focusing either on the

production and content of TV newscasts or on their reception by the viewers (Schaap,

1998). A great deal of research has been specifically dedicated to journalists’ selection

of (foreign) news and the question of which criteria they apply during this process.

Although our knowledge of this matter has increased, supplementary studies have been

conducted, advancing in terms of theoretical perspectives, extending the current research

to different kinds of media and news and including and comparing different countries. As

television news can only shape the images of countries which are part of the news

coverage, a central question of national and international studies was: which countries

are not represented in foreign news, which are covered and to what extent and what are

the criteria of the selection?

There are several reasons to follow up earlier analyses. On one hand, the world has

become more and more globalized in recent years. The political power system in the

world changed in the wake of the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold

War. Moreover, TV has undergone changes in many parts of the world through innova-

tions in technology and deregulation. This has forced researchers to re-examine their ear-

lier understanding of how the media operate (Golan et al., 2010). Therefore there is no

doubt that there is a growing need to understand the nature and impact of foreign news in

the current complex world media ecosystem, including the problems and limitations

which are inherent when crossing cultural and political boundaries (Cohen, 2002).

Theoretical background

Studies of foreign news are conceptualized in order to describe and explain the selection

processes in the mass media. The first authors, dealing with newspapers in the 17th cen-

tury, raised the question of which events were selected by journalists for publication and

which were not (Wilke, 1987). In the 20th century, this became a topic for systematic
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research. Walter Lippmann first discussed this question in his theory of public opinion

(1922). He coined the term ‘news value’, and specified some examples to demonstrate

its meaning. Östgaard (1965) distinguished between external and internal factors influ-

encing the flow of news. The former result from the political system (i.e. censorship) or

from economic pressures (i.e. the cost of acquisition), while the latter are inherent in the

news flow itself. According to Östgaard, the internal factors can be subdivided into three

sections: simplification, identification and sensationalism.

Based on this approach, Galtung and Ruge (1965) developed a list of 12 factors with

regard to news, believing that eight were culture-free and four were culture-bound. Their

list of criteria has been used in many content studies, although it has sometimes been

modified or other criteria have been added (Harcup and O’Neill, 2001; Staab, 1990).

Galtung and Ruge’s causal model (according to which news is published because of the

particular qualities of specific events) has been criticized from two angles. On one hand,

it has received criticism because it neglects the journalist’s political intentions. This crit-

icism has led to a functional model of news selection (Staab, 1990). On the other hand,

the psychological basis of Galtung and Ruge’s theory was questioned, as researchers

have suggested that there are systemic determinants that influence the flow of news

(Rosengren, 1974). Nevertheless, the theory of newsworthiness provides many interest-

ing approaches and thereby the basis of many studies in foreign news research, including

the present survey.

Foreign news as a research topic

Foreign news has been studied as a research topic for a long time. Initial studies date

from the 1920s and 1930s (Woodward, 1930). In the beginning, researchers primarily

analysed newspapers, as they were the first medium which enabled mass communica-

tion. Foreign news reporting goes back to the origins of the printed press. Wilke’s

(1987) historical, long-term study of foreign news in German, French, English and

American newspapers shows that there was a steady growth in the amount of foreign

news coverage from the early 17th to early 20th century. In the course of this growth,

the world view and the cognitive maps which all the newspapers in these countries

conveyed were extended. The world view of these four countries was at first heavily

‘Euro-centric’, and only later did it grow to take into account other parts of the world.

From the 1940s and 1950s onwards, these studies were not only driven by scientific

motives, but also by political incentives (Wilke, 2011). This is true for studies that have

been conducted during and after the Second World War. The conflict between East and

West and the gap between industrial and developing nations raised the question of how

TV stations in these parts of the world covered other countries, and whether and how the

coverage contributed to the conflicts or could help to solve them. International institu-

tions stimulated such studies. Two studies which became key works were both conducted

in 1953, one on behalf of the International Press Institute (IPI, 1953) and the other on

behalf of UNESCO (Kayser, 1953).

Since the 1960s, the topic of international news has been closely related to the debate

over the New World Information and Communication Order (NWICO). Whereas most

studies have included only a couple of countries, the ‘Foreign images’ study, conducted
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under the supervision of the International Association for Mass Communication

Research (IAMCR), involved 29 countries (Sreberny-Mohammadi, 1984; Sreberny-

Mohammadi et al., 1985; Stevenson and Shaw, 1984). Once again, newspapers were

at the centre of the study, although radio and TV stations were also included. Unfortu-

nately, the analysis of the data was only preliminary. One main result was, however, that

foreign news across the world ‘devoted most attention to events happening within and to

actors belonging to [the broadcasting country’s] immediate geographical region’

(Sreberny-Mohammadi, 1984: 121). In general, a certain pattern was confirmed: after the

immediate geographical region, the world’s superpowers were covered, followed by

regions with ongoing crises. Finally, a small amount of space (if any) was dedicated

to smaller and less important countries.

Scholars who have studied international news have typically looked to global factors

to explain the variability in the coverage. A great deal of this research has focused on

explaining the variability in the ways in which specific nations or regions are covered.

This global-level research generally assumes that international news coverage reflects

the power structure among nations. However, the crafting of media messages, including

those focused on international events, is also subject to local influences. Such influences

include organizational factors, the local community’s power structure and corporate

characteristics.

Today, with the increasing level of globalization of news organizations (Chalaby,

2005) in the context of greater political and economic interdependence among nations,

one could assume that the role of foreign news would increase in terms of its importance.

Many studies that have been conducted since the 1990s, however, have reached the con-

clusion that there is a shrinking foreign ‘newshole’ (see Moisy, 1997; Norris, 1995; Riffe

et al., 1994). Some other studies have begun to focus on TV news and to encompass a

larger number of nations. Heinderyckx (1993) included eight European countries

(including Belgium, with two linguistically different channels), while Straubhaar et al.

(1992) studied eight countries on four continents (Asia, Europe and North and South

America). Lozano et al. (2000) referred to newspapers from six Latin American coun-

tries, plus Spain. The ‘Foreign news study’, conducted in the mid-1990s, unfortunately

produced only a limited output despite having originally included 46 countries (Ito,

2009; Wu, 1998, 2000, 2003, 2004). When analysing data from the foreign news study

of 38 countries, Wu (2000) found that coverage was primarily determined by economics

and the availability of news sources. Ito (2009) used the same data set for 46 countries,

grouping them into seven regions of the world. Hagen et al. (1998) attempted to test this

hypothesis using the coverage which Germany received in 28 countries. Wu (1998), as

well as Robinson and Sparkes (1976), discovered that trade played a key role in shaping

foreign news broadcasting in some countries, but was not a significant determinant in the

USA. Rössler (2004) covered TV news in eight European countries and the USA. He

concludes that ‘significant differences exist with regard to issues and actors represented’

but ‘news centres play a dominant role’ (2004: 288). The broadest and most ambitious

attempt was made recently by Tiele (2010) in a study including newspapers (with some

online substitutes) from 126 countries.

Our study was inspired in different respects by the theories of newsworthiness. In this

article, this can be shown only to a limited extent. In particular, we present findings
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regarding the geography of news. This term was coined in the 1980s (Schulz, 1983; see

also Kamps, 1998) in order to describe which countries or regions of the world are rep-

resented in the news. Others have used the terms ‘map’ or ‘mapping’, suggesting that

people construct mental maps on the basis of the news they receive (Atwood and Buillon,

1982). In this respect, the study by Gerbner and Marvanyi (1977) was very impressive, as

they compared, based on 60 newspapers from nine countries, a ‘real’ map of the world

with the maps (the ‘worlds’) created by the news coverage in newspapers in the USA,

Western Europe, Eastern Europe, the Soviet Union and in some third world countries.

This study was based on the ‘necessarily arbitrary assumption that each region has an

equal chance of newsworthiness’ (Gerbner and Marvanyi, 1977: 57), which obviously

is not the case.

The ‘Foreign TV news’ project: Methodology and data

Therefore, the aim of the study at hand was to include broadcasts from a range of coun-

tries: large and small, east and west, developed and developing, rich and poor, etc.

Researchers from 17 countries participated in the multinational research project ‘Foreign

TV news’:1 Belgium, Brazil, Canada, Chile, China, Egypt, Germany, Hong Kong, Israel,

Italy, Japan, Poland, Portugal, Singapore, Switzerland, Taiwan and the United States of

America (USA). Unfortunately, we failed to extend the study to some further countries,

and particularly to Africa and Australia. Nevertheless, there have hardly been any studies

comparing as many countries in terms of how they report foreign news. By recruiting

these countries, we were able to follow a ‘most different systems design’ an approach

that Przeworski and Teune (1970) have set in contrast to a ‘most similar systems design’.

While the latter is based on the ‘belief that systems as similar as possible with respect to

as many features as possible constitute the optimal samples for comparative inquiry’

(Przeworski and Teune, 1970: 32), the ‘alternative strategy takes as the starting point the

variation of the observed behaviour’ (1970: 34).

This project investigated foreign TV news as portrayed by public, state and commer-

cial broadcasters in 17 countries in five regions of the world. The overall project had

three specific and interrelated objectives: (1) to analyse, compare and contrast the con-

tent of TV news aired on selected TV channels; (2) to determine the attitudes and per-

ceptions of the audience members regarding the perceived function, utility value and

sufficiency of TV news in general, and foreign news in particular; (3) to determine the

criteria used by television journalists and editors regarding the broadcast of foreign

news, as well as to learn to what extent these gatekeepers have a veridical sense of how

the public they presumably serve views such content.

The researchers participating in our study conducted a content analysis of the main

evening newscasts aired on TV channels in their country. In order to examine the pos-

sible distinctions between the news as presented in different TV formats, public or

state-owned and the most heavily viewed commercial TV news was intended to be

included in the analysis as far as possible.2

The content analysis covered four separate weeks between January and April 2008:

20–26 January, 10–16 February, 2–8 March and 23–29 March. This comprised up to

28 newscasts per channel. The rationale for this sampling procedure was that, on the one
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hand, the content analysis needed to cover an extensive time period, as most previous

international comparative content analyses have covered a shorter time span of a max-

imum of two weeks (Wilke, 2011). On the other hand, sampling natural weeks instead

of constructed weeks enabled us to follow important international news events that

unfolded over several days.

All content analyses are based on a common and extensive codebook. The news story

was identified by the criteria of content and format. News stories were categorized as

being different from each other when the topic or the location of the story changed. This

identification was usually aided by formal breaking points. The 28 newscasts per channel

were recorded and the content was analysed in its entirety (excluding weather forecasts

and lottery results). The data set contains over 17,500 news items. In 13 of the 17 coun-

tries intercoder reliability was formally tested, which generally produced satisfactory

results.3

In the following we present only a small part of the findings of the content analysis of

the whole study. To measure the dispersion of foreign countries in the coverage we cre-

ated a country concentration index (CCI), including the share of the 10 most covered

countries.

Research questions and hypotheses

The research questions which the current analysis addresses are: How similar or different

is the amount of foreign news in the newscasts of the 17 countries? Which countries

appear in the foreign news of the 17 countries? Which regions of the world are covered,

and to what extent?

Based on the results of former studies in foreign news research (Hagen et al., 1998;

Scherer et al., 2005; Sreberny-Mohammadi, 1984; Wu, 2000, 2003, 2004), we hypothe-

size that the amount of foreign news is quite different in the countries of our study (H1).

This may have a couple of reasons which can be ascribed to their role in world politics or

to traditions in culture and journalism, but nevertheless to current events. Research find-

ings indicate for instance that small countries with a ‘big’ neighbour (in terms of geo-

graphic size or financial and military power) cover the big bordering countries more

than the other way round (H2). Another assumption derived from studies quoted above

is connected with regionalism. We hypothesize that the 17 countries predominantly

report on countries in their geographical region (H3). Besides that we expect that pow-

erful states (economically, politically and militarily) are covered more than states in the

periphery (H4) and that regions where political or military crises are occurring should get

specific attention (H5). In general, the coverage of foreign countries by the news is pri-

marily determined by geographical proximity and the status of the covered country.

According to earlier studies (Hagen et al., 1998; Scherer et al., 2005) exceptions within

this pattern can be hypothesized, particularly in the foreign news of US TV (H6). On the

whole, the number and variance of countries covered in foreign news depends on the

time dedicated to this type of news in the newscasts (H7). And while news coverage

of foreign countries seems to be dependent primarily on structural factors, current events

may interfere with them (H8).
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Results

Number of countries

The term ‘news geography’ is used here to describe the extent to which the foreign news

coverage from the countries which participated in the present study featured content

relating to other countries and territories in the world. In no country on the planet are the

mass media able to comprehensibly report news from all over the world, nor would that

be in their recipients’ interest. Moreover, the basic task of journalists is to decide which

countries they want to cover, and thus determine the ‘world view’ which the media

conveys.

In order to capture this view in a differentiated manner, 244 countries and territories

were added to the codebook for the content analysis. This number is larger than, for

example, the number of members states of the United Nations (188). This can be attrib-

uted to the fact that our list contained a number of territories whose independence has not

yet been acknowledged by all other UN member states. In other cases, territories were

involved which are attached to or embodied in other countries, but have governing bod-

ies of their own. For example Tibet, which is claimed by the People’s Republic of China

as part of its territory. This, however, is not only disputed by parts of the population, but

also by several other nations.

News geography can basically be captured in terms of two characteristics. One obvi-

ous choice is the country or countries of location in which the event being covered has

taken place.4 Within one TV news item, more than one place may be mentioned as the

location of the event(s). The codebook prescribed coding three locations at most. The

result of this coding procedure was that in around 90% of the TV news items, the event(s)

were located in only one country, in 7.4% they were located in two and in only 2.6%
were they located in three countries. Therefore, the proportion of ‘cross-locational’ news

is rather limited.

When looking at all 17 countries included in the present study, we found that dur-

ing four weeks in early 2008, over 132 sovereign and internationally acknowledged

states were covered at least once. In addition, two states were covered whose inde-

pendence has not yet been acknowledged by all of the UN states (Abkhazia and

Kosovo). In six cases, independent governing bodies were involved to a certain

degree, which were affiliated to other states (Hong Kong, Macao and the Dutch

Antilles). This means that, altogether, more than half of the potential countries and

territories (56%) were covered by the media, while nearly one-half (46%) were not

covered even once during this four-week period. The latter finding does not only

apply to small and peripheral countries or territories. Among the countries not cov-

ered at all were Albania, Bulgaria, Slovakia and Slovenia in Europe; Burkina Faso,

Eritrea, Gambia, Liberia and Zambia in Africa; Kazakhstan, Kyrgysztan and Laos in

Asia; and Belize, El Salvador and Paraguay in Central and South America. Another

22 countries or territories appeared in only one news story, and 17 appeared in only

two stories in the four-week period. The countries in sub-Saharan Africa in partic-

ular were not represented at all in the foreign coverage in early 2008. Our study thus

points out once more that Africa is almost completely ignored in foreign (TV) news

coverage (at least if no crisis attracts attention).
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None of the individually analysed countries featured as many countries and territories

in their TV news broadcasts as all of the countries taken as a group. However, the number

of countries which were covered in the TV newscasts varied tremendously and so did the

relative amount of foreign news in the news programmes (H1 supported).

The highest number of countries featured in foreign news coverage during the period

of analysis was found in Egypt and Switzerland (70 each), with the lowest in the USA

(36) and Japan (28) (see Table 1). Basically, three groups emerged: one in which the

number of countries covered in TV news broadcasts is rather high (Belgium, Germany,

Israel and China, in addition to Egypt and Switzerland). The countries in the second

group covered a smaller number of countries in their broadcasts (Italy, Chile, Canada,

Portugal, Brazil and Taiwan) and finally a third group emerged of nations which covered

a low number of countries (Singapore, Poland, Hong Kong, the USA and Japan). When

relating the number of countries covered to the total amount of foreign news coverage, a

distinct dispersion in the average number of newscasts emerged. The 40 countries fea-

tured in the foreign news coverage on TV in Singapore appear quite often, on average

in 11 newscasts each. On the other hand, in Taiwan, Hong Kong and Poland, where the

number of foreign TV broadcasts is generally low (and the number of countries covered

is similar to that of Singapore), all countries appear quite rarely (in four to five news

reports each). A great deal of foreign news about many different countries can also be

found in Switzerland and Belgium, two small European states, in which television casts

a far glance at the outside world.

Table 1. Number of countries covered in foreign news broadcasts and number of foreign news
items.

Country of TV
broadcast

No. of countries
covered

No. of foreign
news items

Share of foreign
news (%)

Average no. of
foreign news items

per country covered

Egypt 70 465 65 6.6
Switzerland 70 591 43 8.4
Belgium 67 508 36 7.6
Germany 63 341 46 5.4
Israel 63 371 33 5.9
China 58 215 27 3.7
Italy 52 292 21 5.6
Chile 49 450 30 9.2
Canada 49 326 44 6.7
Portugal 48 449 26 9.4
Brazil 45 252 32 5.6
Taiwan 43 185 14 4.3
Singapore 40 447 45 11.2
Poland 39 187 35 4.8
Hong Kong 37 165 21 4.5
USA 36 179 27 5.0
Japan 28 192 22 6.9

Average 50 330 33 6.5
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Continental regions

Countries from five continental regions are represented in our study: five from Asia, six

from Europe, two from North America, two from South America and two from the Mid-

dle East. This enables us in the next step of our analysis to describe to which degree

countries within these regions are covered in foreign news.

The most covered continent in our study is Europe (40%), followed by North America

(23%), Asia (19%), the Middle East (18%), South America (9%) and Australia/Oceania

and Africa (3% each). However, the most remarkable observation is that news pro-

grammes on TV in every country (with the exception of North America) prefer to primar-

ily cover their own continent. This confirms that regionalism is the most universal

feature in news selection and supports hypothesis H3.

Table 2. The proportion of continental regions and countries in foreign news coverage on TV (in
percent).

Coverage in:

Coverage of:

Europe
North

America Asia
Middle
East

South
America

Australia/
Oceania Africa Totala

Asia (%) 24 28 49 5 2 4 2 114
China 57 13 28 5 4 3 13 123
Hong Kong 25 45 22 9 3 3 0 107
Japan 16 45 37 5 0 3 1 107
Singapore 19 16 67 3 0 5 0 110
Taiwan 22 35 52 5 6 4 1 125

Europe (%) 58 18 11 14 4 4 4 113
Belgium 58 16 9 15 2 6 4 110
Germany 53 18 11 20 5 2 5 114
Italy 53 27 16 15 2 1 1 115
Poland 75 20 6 7 3 2 0 113
Portugal 51 15 15 10 9 2 6 108
Switzerland 63 17 9 16 3 5 2 115

North America (%) 19 44 18 34 9 1 6 131

Canada 21 62 17 20 6 1 5 132
USA 13 6 21 64 17 2 8 131

South America (%) 27 23 7 5 49 1 1 113
Brazil 33 33 12 7 31 1 2 119
Chile 24 18 5 4 60 2 0 113

Middle East (%) 28 17 9 48 3 2 6 113
Egypt 31 11 11 46 3 1 7 110
Israel 24 26 5 51 4 4 4 118

aFor each news item, up to three countries could be coded. The news reports are measured by their length in
relation to the duration of the newscast.
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However, this is true to different degrees. As Table 2 shows, TV journalists in Eur-

opean countries seem to prefer their home continent the most (58%) (Wilke and

Heimprecht, 2011). The home continent’s bias is weaker in the other regions: Asia

was covered in 49% of Asian foreign TV news, South America in 49% and the Mid-

dle East in 48% of their respective TV foreign news broadcasts. The lowest margin of

the home continent, if there is one, can be seen in North America (44%). This region

comprises only two countries, Canada and the USA. Both are very different in their

orientation. While in Canada, more than half of the stories were located in the USA,

only one-twentieth of the American TV news stories were located in Canada. This is

again an indicator of a one-way flow in which the USA predominates and in this case

supports the second hypothesis (H2).

Europe is the second most covered continent in South America and the Middle East,

and the same is true of North America in Asia and Europe. However, the proportion of

Asian broadcasts dedicated to Europe and North America is almost equal (one-quarter).

The same is true for Europe and Asia in the USA (18% each). In TV news in the Middle

East, North America is the third most covered continent. The other three continents are

more or less underrepresented in the foreign TV news of the 17 countries. The low per-

centage of news from Africa and Australia does of course result from the fact that no TV

newscasts from these continents were included in the study, and that the Australian con-

tinent represents only one country. However, an examination of South America shows

that Chilean TV news broadcasts have a stronger preference for stories from South

America (60%) than Brazil (31%), which seems to focus more on Europe and North

America than Chile does. If one looks to the individual countries from each continent

(see below), we can see that Singapore is the most Asian-centric country (67%), Poland

is the most Euro-centric (75%) and the USA is the most Middle Eastern-centric (64%).

The most covered countries

We now shift our focus to the presence of individual countries and territories in TV

newscasts. Few countries, on the other hand, tend to make up the bulk of foreign news

coverage. In order to determine their geographic (and political) concentration, we must

analyse which portion of this coverage can be attributed to as many as 10 (or as few as

five) (most important) countries.

The concentration index (CCI) shows that the proportion of the number of foreign

news broadcasts from the 17 countries which were analysed in the study varied signif-

icantly (see Table 3). The highest concentration (i.e. the lowest dispersion rate) can be

found in foreign news broadcasts in Japan. In this country, 96% of the news items cover

10 countries or territories, whereas 83% cover no more than five. The lowest concentra-

tion can be found in Germany, where only half of the foreign news broadcasts focused on

10 countries, and only about one-third on five countries. In other words, a considerable

amount of the foreign news reports from the two German TV stations which were ana-

lysed did cover other countries. Without considering China, Egypt and Switzerland, the

dispersion rate for the CCI (10) moves within a rather narrow corridor.

How can these differences in the proportion of foreign news be explained? On the one

hand, in several countries, foreign news as a whole is of little importance, and when it is
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reported, it is considerably limited to a few central countries (Japan, the USA, Hong Kong

and Singapore). In other cases, the amount of foreign news is not exactly low, but only a

few countries are ever the centre of attention. For example, this can be said to apply to

Israel. Among the countries with a comparably low concentration, there are those with

many (Egypt and Switzerland) and relatively few foreign news reports (China). Neverthe-

less there is a negative correlation between the proportion of foreign news reported and the

CCI (10) (r¼ –.378). This implies that the more items of the newscast dedicated to foreign

news, the greater the variety of countries covered by them (H7 is supported).

In addition to these findings, we move on to limiting our scope to the 10 most impor-

tant countries and territories in TV newscasts (see Table 4).

The state which featured most in TV news around the globe was the USA. More than

one-fifth of all of the foreign news broadcasts from the 17 countries which were analysed

were located in this country. Four of the other 10 most covered countries were European,

with the UK at the top, followed by France, Spain, Russia and Germany. These European

countries together occupied 21.5% of the coverage. The crises and the military actions in

the Middle East may be the reason why three countries from this region – Palestine,

Israel and Iraq – were among the 10 most covered. The fact that China was the only

Asian country among the 10 most covered may reflect its growing political and eco-

nomic significance in the world.

If we divide these data for the individual countries, we get an even more impressive

picture of the outstanding position which the USA takes in the foreign news of the world.

In 10 out of the 16 countries analysed (not including the USA), the USA was the most

covered country on the TV news (Belgium, Brazil, Canada, Germany, Hong Kong,

Table 3. Country concentration indices (CCI) for the 10 most covered countries in the foreign
TV news from 17 countries (in percent).

Country of broadcast
CCI
(10)

Germany 54
China 58
Egypt 59
Switzerland 62
Belgium 64
Italy 66
Portugal 67
Poland 68
Brazil 71
Chile 71
Taiwan 72
Canada 72
Singapore 74
Israel 74
Hong Kong 74
USA 76
Japan 96
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Table 4. The proportion of the TV news of 17 countries featuring the 10 most covered individual
countries.

Country of
broadcast

Country of
location

% of all foreign
news items

Country of
broadcast

Country of
location

% of all foreign
news items

Belgium USA 15 Brazil USA 32
France 13 Columbia 10
UK 7 France 8
Netherlands 6 Ecuador 7
Australia 6 Venezuela 5
EUROPE 5 UK 5
Spain 5 Spain 5
Italy 4 East Timor 4
Israel 4 China 4
Palestine 4 Germany 3
Others 39 Others 34
CCI (10) 64 CCI (10) 71
No. countries 67 No. countries 45
N (foreign news) 508 N (foreign news) 252

Canada USA 49 Chile Argentina 21
UK 8 USA 16
Israel 7 Brazil 9
Afghanistan 4 Spain 8
Cuba 4 Columbia 7
Pakistan 3 Ecuador 4
China 3 Italy 4
Palestine 3 UK 3
Italy 3 Israel 3
France 3 Venezuela 3
Others 35 Others 32
CCI (10) 72 CCI (10) 71
No. countries 49 No. countries 49
N (foreign news) 326 N (foreign news) 450

China Greece 14 Egypt Palestine 16
USA 12 USA 10
UK 11 Syria 8
Japan 7 Iraq 7
Russia 6 Lebanon 5
South Korea 6 Kosovo 4
Algeria 5 Pakistan 4
Germany 4 UK 3
Belgium 4 Russia 3
Mauritania 4 Israel 3
Others 51 Others 44
CCI (10) 58 CCI (10) 59
No. countries 58 No. countries 70
N (foreign news) 215 N (foreign news) 465

(continued)
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Table 4. (continued)

Country of
broadcast

Country of
location

% of all foreign
news items

Country of
broadcast

Country of
location

% of all foreign
news items

Germany USA 17 Hong Kong USA 44
UK 7 Russia 7
Italy 6 UK 5
Palestine 5 South Korea 4
Russia 5 Japan 4
Israel 5 Palestine 4
Norway 4 France 3
Egypt 4 Iraq 3
Sweden 4 Malaysia 2
Spain 4 Pakistan 2
Others 52 Others 27
CCI (10) 54 CCI (10) 74
No. countries 63 No. countries 37
N (foreign news) 341 N (foreign news) 165

Israel USA 25 Italy USA 24
Palestine 19 Vatican City 8
Egypt 8 UK 7
Lebanon 7 France 7
Syria 7 Palestine 6
UK 7 Spain 6
France 4 EUROPE 6
Germany 3 Germany 4
Australia 3 ASIA 4
Russia 2 Israel 3
Others 30 Others 39
CCI (10) 74 CCI (10) 66
No. countries 63 No. countries 52
N (foreign news) 371 N (foreign news) 292

Japan USA 40 Poland Russia 23
China 21 USA 18
South Korea 5 Germany 7
Germany 4 UK 7
Bahrain 3 Ukraine 7
ANTARCTIC 3 France 4
OUTER SPACE 3 Switzerland 3
Russia 2 Serbia 3
UK 2 Italy 3
Guam 1 OUTER SPACE 3
Others 16 Others 37
CCI (10) 96 CCI (10) 68
No. countries 28 No. countries 39
N (foreign news) 192 N (foreign news) 187

(continued)
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Table 4. (continued)

Country of
broadcast

Country of
location

% of all foreign
news items

Country of
broadcast

Country of
location

% of all foreign
news items

Portugal Spain 21 Singapore Malaysia 20
USA 14 USA 15
East Timor 11 China 11
UK 5 Japan 7
Kosovo 5 Taiwan 7
Iraq 4 UK 6
Brazil 4 Australia 5
Italy 3 Hong Kong 4
Mozambique 3 Thailand 3
France 3 ASIA 3
Others 36 Others 28
CCI (10) 67 CCI (10) 74
No. countries 48 No. countries 40
N (foreign news) 449 N (foreign news) 447

Switzerland USA 16 Taiwan USA 35
France 12 China 19
Germany 7 Hong Kong 8
UK 7 South Korea 5
Italy 6 EUROPE 4
Israel 5 Australia 4
Palestine 5 UK 3
Australia 5 ASIA 3
Kosovo 4 Germany 3
Serbia 4 Japan 3
Others 43 Others 34
CCI (10) 62 CCI (10) 72
No. countries 70 No. countries 43
N (foreign news) 591 N (foreign news) 185

USA Iraq 37 Average
of all 17
countries

USA 21
Palestine 10 UK 6
China 9 France 5
Israel 8 Palestine 5
Columbia 7 Spain 5
Venezuela 6 China 4
Ecuador 6 Russia 3
Bangladesh 5 Israel 3
Afghanistan 5 Germany 3
Kenya 5 Iraq 3
Others 31 Others 57
CCI (10) 76 CCI (10) 50
No. countries 36 No. countries 137
N (foreign news) 179 N (foreign news) 5615
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Israel, Italy, Switzerland, Taiwan and Japan). In the six remaining countries, the USA

was the second most covered country. This dominance, which can be found in all con-

tinents and has been established in previous studies, can be attributed to the fact that the

USA is the only remaining superpower in the world (supports H4). The intensive cover-

age in early 2008 mainly focused on the primary elections in the presidential campaign.

However, as well as the country’s political and military power and geopolitical position,

its economic strength, its trading volume and social and cultural life (including sports)

also help to make up its news value.

There are different reasons behind the fact that, in six of the countries analysed,

states other than the USA featured more frequently in foreign news broadcasts. Gen-

erally speaking, neighbouring countries were covered more intensively: Argentina in

Chile, Russia in Poland, Spain in Portugal, Malaysia in Singapore and Palestine in

Egypt. Here, the predominance of regionalism, which has been observed before (as

in previous studies), is established once more (H3) (Schenk, 1987; Schulz, 1983;

Sreberny-Mohammadi et al., 1985; Wilke, 2011). The only deviation in this pattern

can be seen in news broadcasts on Chinese TV. In China, Greece was the most cov-

ered country in the early part of 2008 (14%). This can be explained by the fact that

the Olympic flame was lit in Greece at the time of analysis, and brought on its way to

Beijing where the Olympic summer games took place in the same year. Thus, the Chi-

nese interest in Greece at this point in time (and probably only at this time) was

clearly triggered by ethnocentric motives. Greece did not manage to occupy a position

among the 10 most covered countries in the foreign news in any of the other countries

which were analysed.

Our study indicated that after the USA, the UK is the second most important state

when it comes to foreign news broadcasts. This seems perhaps to be more of a conse-

quence of the reverberation of its former importance than a result of its political and eco-

nomic weight today. In 15 of the 17 countries analysed, the UK was among the most

covered countries. This rank is a result not only of the fact that the country plays an

important role in the European context, but also can be explained by the country’s colo-

nial ties and linguistic commonalities with North America (Canada and the USA) and

Asia (Hong Kong, China and Singapore). France was another European country found

among the 10 most covered countries in TV news in roughly half of the countries ana-

lysed. It was followed by Germany in seven countries, as well as Italy and Spain in six.

Russia also was among the 10 most covered countries in six instances in early 2008.

Other countries and territories were covered in foreign TV news even more than those

mentioned above: Palestine ranked among the top 10 most covered countries in nine of

the 17 countries in question, Israel in eight. This indicates that in the process of news

selection, there is another criterion apart from whether a country is a superpower and

regionalism, and that is the news value of the long-smouldering crisis in the Middle East

(H5 supported). Other trouble spots were deemed to be less important, such as the war in

Afghanistan or the precarious situation in Iraq.

Let us take another, closer, look at the individual countries which have been the focus

of our analysis. Every single European country shows the general pattern which has

emerged so far. For example, the countries covered in German foreign news can be put

into three groups: (1) the result of regionalism (Italy, Norway, Russia, Sweden, Spain
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and the UK); (2) superpower (the USA); and (3) conflict regions (Israel, Egypt and

Palestine). Thereby the results for the German news support H3, H4 and H5.

The three countries which border Switzerland – France, Germany and Italy – are

always the centre of attention in the Swiss foreign news. They are the so-called ‘next

door giant neighbours’ (H2 supported). In addition, the UK was also covered a great deal.

Only in Switzerland did the conflict between Serbia and Kosovo arouse a great deal of

interest, and occupy a similar portion of the foreign news reports. One reason for this is

probably the high number of Albanian refugees and migrants from that region, who form

one of the biggest groups of foreigners in Switzerland.

Belgium’s foreign newscasts are very similar in this respect. The coverage is not

exclusively dominated by the USA, but also by European states, which can be identified

as Belgium’s ‘giant neighbours’. This coverage of European news is, of course, also due

to the fact that the Belgian capital Brussels is an administrative centre of the European

Union (EU), and is used as a site for the meetings or summits of other organizations.

What happens there is foreign news for the other European member states. Accordingly,

the TV news in Belgium seems to be interested in what happens in the EU’s individual

states. Interestingly, the other European countries in our sample did not cover Belgian

events very often. Another area of importance in Belgian news is the crisis in the

Middle East.

Apart from similarities in the basic pattern, the other European countries which

were analysed had specific features of their foreign news broadcasts which can be

explained by their geographic location, political history and culture. For example, this

can be said about Poland, where their TV news is unequivocally dominated by Russia.

Not only the vicinity and the shared border come into play here, but possibly also the

fears which are caused by the former dependency on the Soviet Union (supports H2).

Therefore, the presidential elections in Russia were, at the time, well covered by the

Polish newsmakers. The US missile base which was planned on Polish territory

resulted in the addition of ‘outer space’ to the list of locations for foreign news.

As far as Portugal is concerned, Spain, its neighbouring country, is clearly the domi-

nant force in Portuguese foreign news (25%). East Timor, Brazil and Mozambique, as

former Portuguese colonies, still have a certain news value today. The news factor in

such cases is proximity in a geographic, historical and cultural sense.

When looking at North America, a contrasting picture emerges. The foreign news

broadcasts in Canada are dominated by its ‘giant neighbour’, the USA. As we have

already seen and previous studies have demonstrated, the flow of news between the

two countries is rather unbalanced and unilateral (Hart, 1963) (which supports in

this case H2). This has not changed. In none of our 17 countries did the USA play

such an important role in foreign news as in Canada. Half of the foreign news

reports in Canada covered events or people in the USA. The UK took second place

(8%), being the mother country of the Commonwealth of Nations to which Canada

still belongs. The space for other countries was rather limited. It was, however,

reserved for crisis regions (Israel, Afghanistan, Pakistan and Palestine) or European

countries (Italy and France). The fact that, despite the cultural and linguistic simi-

larities, France ranks only tenth in terms of foreign news coverage in Canadian

TV newscasts may seem surprising at first glance. However, this is likely to be
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linked to the fact that the content analysis was limited to two Anglophone channels

(CBC, CTV).

Foreign news broadcasts in the USA present a unique case. Not only, as already

pointed out, is the amount of foreign news which is broadcast rather low, its composition

is also quite different from anywhere else in the world. Regionalism, for example, is vir-

tually not a factor in the USA. News selection is primarily dominated by the country’s

own international standing, especially by conflicts and crises in which it is directly or

indirectly involved as a ‘global player’ (thereby H6 is supported). Iraq was the location

of the events in more than a third of foreign news TV reports from the USA, because of

the military intervention. The conflict in the Middle East ranked second (Palestine and

Israel), while conflicts in South America were in third place (tensions between Colum-

bia, Venezuela and Ecuador). Compared to Iraq, Afghanistan received much less

attention on US TV news in spring 2008. The fact that China occupied third place among

the most covered countries (with reports about the Tibet conflict) points to the growing

significance of this country in the USA. The previous state of alienation has transformed

into competition. Bangladesh and Kenya, two countries which ranked among the top 10

in American television news, could nowhere else attain such a position. The reasons for

this were social protests and a plane crash in the first case and post-election sprees of

violence in the second. One might also note that Barack Obama, who was in the middle

of the American primaries at that time, has Kenyan roots as his father was Kenyan.

In both South American countries, our basic pattern re-emerges: their foreign news is

dominated by reports on the USA (even though it ranked in only second place in Chile).

Regionalism is indicated by the presence of numerous other countries located on the sub-

continent (in Brazil: Columbia, Ecuador and Venezuela; in Chile: Argentina, Brazil,

Columbia, Ecuador and Venezuela). The proportion of foreign news devoted to South

America is considerably higher in Chile (44%) than in Brazil (22%). TV news in Brazil,

however, tends to focus more on Europe (21%) than its Chilean counterparts (15%). The

UK and Spain are among the most covered countries in both states. In Brazil, France and

Germany are also in the top 10, as is Italy in Chile. Remarkably enough, in both coun-

tries, none of the conflict regions in the Middle East or East Asia are among the 10 most

covered countries. These regions seem to be too far away and lacking in cultural ties. On

the other hand, the newscasts of both countries reported a boundary dispute between

Columbia, Venezuela and Ecuador.

Turning to the Middle East, Israel and Egypt are not currently engaged in a military

confrontation with each other, but they are basically on opposing sides in the Middle East

conflict. In TV news, six countries appeared in both countries, namely the USA and

several other countries in the region (Egypt or Israel respectively, and Palestine, Syria,

Lebanon and Iraq). In Israel, European countries made up the third biggest group of

countries covered (the UK, France and Germany, together making up 14%). In Egypt,

only the UK was among the 10 most covered countries. Russia occupied the tenth place

in Israel and the ninth place in Egypt among the most covered countries. Considering the

high number of Russian immigrants in Israel, one would have perhaps expected more

news from their earlier home country.

The five Asian countries included in our study also show similarities and differences

in foreign news. As already pointed out, foreign news in Asia only comprises a small

Wilke et al. 317

 at SAGE Publications on May 19, 2015gaz.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://gaz.sagepub.com/


proportion of TV news as a whole (with the exception of Singapore). In three of these

five countries, the USA was the most covered country, with a considerable proportion

of the overall share (Hong Kong: 44%; Japan: 40%; Taiwan: 35%). The individual rea-

sons for this may vary. The USA’s political and economic supremacy also radiates into

Asia. In China (after Greece) and in Singapore (after Malaysia), the USA occupies

second place in the ranking, with considerably lower percentages (12% and 15% respec-

tively). In Taiwan, the maintenance of the status quo is much more dependent upon the

USA, while the same does not apply to the People’s Republic on the mainland.

In the Asian countries in our study, regionalism varied in its significance in terms of

foreign news TV broadcasts. It is most distinctive in Singapore: its neighbour Malaysia,

where elections took place early in 2008, was in the top spot (20%), followed by five

other Asian countries (with Asia as a non-specific location). Altogether, these countries

make up 55% of the foreign news coverage in Singapore. This may be due to its multi-

Asian population. In the case of Taiwan, five Asian countries were also among the

10 most covered, making up about a third of foreign news reports, with China as the most

prominent country (19%). Mainland China is Taiwan’s ‘big giant neighbour’, as Liu and

Gunaratne (1972) have already noted decades ago. Nevertheless, this results in a limited

amount of foreign reporting (Table 4). The proportion of 19% translates to only 10 stor-

ies in four weeks. On the opposing side, in mainland China’s TV news, there were only

two stories concerning Taiwan.

The foreign news in the three remaining countries is less ‘Asian-dominated’. This is

true for China, where European countries appeared fairly often because of long-term and

current political-economic reasons, as well as other news in response to current events

(Algeria and Mauritania) (H8). After the USA, the countries which were covered most

frequently in the TV news were Russia (7%) and the former colonial ruler, the UK

(5%), followed by other Asian countries (South Korea, Japan and Malaysia), France and

conflict regions (Palestine, Iraq and Pakistan). Also, in Taiwan, the UK and Germany,

two European countries, as well as Europe as a non-specific location, can be found

among the 10 most covered countries.

Finally, Japan seems to represent a special case. Within a limited amount of foreign

news, the USA and China account for three-fifths of the coverage. These two countries

seem to represent the main objects of political, economic and technological interest in

Japan. They are followed by South Korea and Germany, the Antarctic (because of whal-

ing protests) and outer space (because of satellite launches). A very few stories cover

Russia, the UK and the West Pacific island of Guam, the latter being the location of a

criminal affair in which Japanese and American actors were involved.

Apart from these basic structures, other individual observations can be made. Austra-

lia ranked five times among the top 10 countries in the TV news, namely in Belgium,

Israel, Singapore, Switzerland and Taiwan. Three events can be discerned as the causes

for this: the death of the internationally famous actor Heath Ledger, the Australian tennis

tournament and the Australian government’s apology to the Aborigines. Looking back at

past decades, it becomes obvious that Russia in particular has lost its former news value.

As long as the Soviet Union existed and dominated Eastern Europe (and tentatively other

regions in the world), it was a superpower next to the USA and thus had a considerable

impact on many countries’ foreign news. China, on the other hand, has gained a lot of
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news value in recent years. Furthermore, the data illustrate the still subordinate role of

sub-Saharan Africa (at least for countries outside the African continent). Only very

rarely could African countries be found among the most covered countries: Kenya in the

USA and Mozambique in Portugal (for the reasons already explained). Ghana received a

limited amount of attention because of a soccer tournament (0.4%), more than

Zimbabwe (0.3%) or South Africa (0.2%).

The previous findings show that there are countries and territories which are featured

quite regularly in foreign news. In addition, their appearance in newscasts depends on cur-

rent events as well (H8). The fact that Algeria as well as Mauritania occupied the seventh

and tenth places in China’s TV news ranking during the period of analysis can be

explained by the occurrence of diplomatic visits. Singular events can also be a reason for

the revitalization of former relations in TV news. The coverage of East Timor in Brazil and

Portugal’s TV news was the result of a special event: on 11 February 2008, Jose Ramos-

Horta, East Timor’s president, was shot and wounded by rebel soldiers.

Conclusions

The results of our study show a complex, multifaceted picture of foreign news reporting

on television across the world. They confirm results of earlier research, particularly con-

cerning factors which seem to remain relatively stable over time, i.e. regionalism, the

role of superpowers and troublemakers. But although there are some similarities, we

have found many differences, too. The differences begin with the sheer amount of for-

eign news (H1 supported). The differences continue when we look at the geography of

news. In some countries of broadcast many countries are covered; in others only a few.

The results support the assumed correlation between the variance in news geography and

the total size of the foreign news (H7). Considering the world as a whole, Europe seems

to be the most covered continent, followed by North America and the Middle East. There

is hardly any indication that the news geography has become less ‘Euro-centric’, i.e. by a

shift to the East. But this does not mean that there are no differences between the

individual countries. Among all 17 countries the USA and UK are the most covered with

various other countries following in the rank order.

The picture looks particularly multifaceted if we consider each country by itself. But

even then the four main areas of foreign coverage that earlier studies found as the most

basic pattern is confirmed throughout the world: the significance of regionalism (H3), the

dominance of (meanwhile seemingly only one) superpower (H4), the attention for regions

where crises are virulent (H5); and only then are other countries noticed. Sometimes this

order may change or be affected by actual events. The picture of the world is still uneven,

particularly with respect to regions of the world that are totally underrepresented. This may

be criticized as in earlier decades. But to change this is difficult because neither has the

world itself become more uneven nor is journalism a pure mirror of reality.

The multifaceted picture of foreign news on TV demands multi-causal interpretation.

Several factors have been mentioned without being able to explain everything. The types

of countries, their political order and their role in international politics and trade have to

be taken into consideration. So the geopolitical structure of the world is of course

reflected. Neighbouring countries usually get much attention, especially if there is a
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different degree in political power (H2 was supported by our data). Another set of factors

that exercise an influence on foreign news coverage are historical connections, common

traditions, cultural ties, etc. Finally, the foreign news outlet may depend on the selection

criteria and preferences of the journalists and from the mental orientations and interests

of the people or TV audiences in each country, at least where programming is market

driven. This may be one explanation for the overall different US American news, which

does not fit the observed pattern at all (H6 supported). But this opens questions which

must be dealt with somewhere else.
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Angie Vu (Switzerland), Joseph Chan and Baohua Zhou (China), Christine Heimprecht, Thorsten

Quandt, Thilo von Pape, Jürgen Wilke (Germany), Francis Lee (Hong Kong), Eddie Kuo and

Xiaoge Xu (Singapore), Ven-hwei Lo and Tai-Li Wang (Taiwan), Jacques Alkalai Wainberg

(Brazil), Constanza Mujica and William Porath (Chile), Abby Goodrum and Elizabeth Godo

(Canada), Lars Willnat and David Weaver (USA), Akiba Cohen (Israel) and Youichi Ito (Japan).

2. This condition was generally met, with a few exceptions. In Hong Kong and Singapore, two

commercial TV channels were selected as public media do not exist in these two countries.

Furthermore, China and Egypt only have state-owned TV channels, and so the most popular

TV channel for each country was included in the study. Switzerland was a special case, because

of the distinctiveness of its four linguistic regions (German, French, Italian and Romanch), from

which two main languages can be identified (German and French). Taking these circumstances

into account, one commercial station (in German) and two public stations (one in German and

one in French) were analysed. In the Belgian sample only two Flemish channels were included.

3. The intercoder reliability tests were calculated for all countries except Canada (with only one

coder), Italy, Singapore and Taiwan. The average Holsti value for the categories of countries of

location is: Egypt .93; Belgium .99, Brazil .95, Chile .88, China 1.0, Germany .91, Hong Kong

.94, Israel .90, Japan .92, Poland .87, Portugal 1.0, Switzerland .92, USA .98. These values can

be accepted as strongly sufficient.

4. A second possibility, which was indeed done in our study, is to include countries which are

somehow involved in the event being covered by the media. In this article, however, we only

present findings concerning the countries of location.
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Göteborg: Nordicom.

Lippmann W (1922) Public Opinion. New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co.

Liu HD and Gunaratne SA (1972) Foreign news in two Asian dailies. Gazette 18(1): 37–41.

Lozano J-C, Gomez E, Matiasich A et al. (2000) International news in the Latin American press.

In: Malek A and Kavoori AP (eds) The Global Dynamics of News: Studies in International

News Coverage and News Agendas. Stamford, CT: Ablex, pp. 76–93.

Moisy C (1997) Myths of the global information village. Foreign Policy 107(summer): 78–87.

Norris P (1995) The restless searchlight: Network news framing of the post-Cold War world. Polit-

ical Communication 12(4): 357–370.
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