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A b s t r a c t

The media of mass communication are not primarily the service of informing the public and that, when reporting on crime, the objectives and the ethics of journalism do not require information released for the purpose of crime prevention.

The wider public favours interesting and valuable information about unusual and serious crimes and expects such stories from the press. If we have in mind the fact that reporting on the majority of crimes in a certain area is inadequate, it is clear that the population gets a misleading picture about the crime in their living area. For example, the large national survey in Great Britain (British Crime Survey, 1997) showed that 75% of respondents believe that the crime was on the increase although the actual data showed that the crime rate dropped by 8%. 

Ever since the mass media have appeared and become popular, the researches in America show that between 10 and 25% of the news report on the safety of the nation (Anderson, Mygler in 1987; Surette in 1998; Police Operation Poll in 2002). 

The media influence the reality. For some people the reality as presented by the media is the only reality they know (Splichal in 1994; Barak in 1994). The media do not present information in a neutral way. They do not depict the reality as it is, but they submit information and news to the process called gate-keeping as “the process of media control over the information which involves the selection of the news, their keeping, mediation, shaping, releasing and repeating” as well as “newsworthiness” which is mentioned by many authors (Shoemaker in 1991; Chandler in 1998) as “news worth releasing”, that is, the aspect of worthiness which the news has for the media as the institution. Those are mainly sensational, surprising, conflicting, controversial, different and peculiar kinds of news which are the criteria that researchers have found in relation to the media presentation of events.

The positive influence of the media in the mediation between the police and the public comes with the development of the society. The state has given great powers to the police whose abuse can be controlled by the public only through the media. In addition, the media have a positive social function of determining the limits of acceptable social behaviour (Surette in 1998), the task of informing citizens about the safety situation and taboo subjects (domestic violence, sexual abuse, child/woman abuse, etc.). There should be communication with the public and not only giving information. This conclusion also applies to the media as the mediator.

Key words: media, crime, police, public
MEDIA, CRIME AND PUBLIC
The media influence the reality 

Crime, either true crime or crimes from movies and literature, fascinate people. Public execution of death penalty always attracted a great number of observers. Public galleries at the court have always been full, and some criminals have been not only famous but popular as well. Therefore, the public is fascinated by criminals and their crimes and also by those whose task is to combat crime and the ways of doing it. History of almost every nation remembers some “legendary” criminals and also “legendary” policemen, and some of them have gained international popularity and “glory”. The reasons for that are as follows:

1) One of the factors that influences the public attitude to crime and the way in which the public perceives crime is the fact that crime became a political issue in the last quarter of 20th century. Crime as a general phenomenon, and a criminal offence as a particular phenomenon, became frequent media topic at the same time. 

2) Since crime became a political issue, the public interest in crime has got a new dimension. Not only are perpetrators of criminal offences in the centre of attention, but those in charge of their detection and punishment as well. The functioning of the police and judiciary came under the influence of some additional factors such as: intense media coverage of police managers, General Attorney, presidents of courts, counsels for the defence, managers of penal institutions; informing the public about the measures which the police and judiciary are about to undertake for the purpose of combating crime and their responsibility towards the public. Due to the limited material resources which are the reality of every country, these issues get the practical meaning.

3) Although crime statistics has always been published and police managers have written annual reports, they have attracted little attention and publicity so far. Nowadays crime is a topic about which the politicians express different opinions in order to obtain votes from potential voters in the same way that the media constantly search for information in crime which will better sell their products. Besides, there is a growing number of advertisements for safety equipment and the public gets the impression that the citizens themselves have to take care of their own safety. 

4) The public gets most information through the media of mass communication. However, the press, radio and television are parts of a very competitive industry. It is expected from them to make profit as is the case with every other industry. This profit, of course, depends on the number of citizens who are won over into buying a certain publication and not any other. In order to attract people’s attention, the media must transform available information into an interesting story. In that sense, cruel murder, multiple rape or criminal offence committed by a famous or popular person present an excellent plot for a story which will attract the attention of the wider public. Such isolated and excess cases fill newspaper columns and create radio and TV broadcasts while information about usual “common” crime is disregarded or shaped in order to sound more important or exciting. It is obvious that the media of mass communication are not primarily the service of informing the public and that, when reporting on crime, the objectives and the ethics of journalism do not require information released for the purpose of crime prevention.

5) The wider public favours interesting and valuable information about unusual and serious crimes and expects such stories from the press. If we bear in mind the fact that reporting on the majority of crime in a certain area is inadequate, it is clear that the population gets a misleading picture about the crime in their living area. For example, the large national survey in Great Britain (British Crime Survey, 1997) showed that 75% of respondents believe that the crime was on the increase although the actual data showed that the crime rate dropped by 8%. Similarly, the majority of respondents believed that violent crimes made approximately one third of all criminal offences although the exact data from the crime statistics for that period accounted for only 6% of violent crimes compared to the total number of registered crimes. 

Last year in Croatia there were about ten cases of committed murders and approximately the same number of attempted murders committed by juvenile delinquents, but they are the topic of such an intense media coverage that we can read about them for weeks after their commission. Such practice does not only influence citizens, but professionals in the criminal justice system as well, who then begin developing ideas about changes at the legislative level, which would enable harsher sanctions for juvenile delinquents who committed serious criminal offences. 

1. Media in the mediation between the police and the public

Popular TV series which appeared almost simultaneously in Great Britain, Australia and the USA contributed to that in the first place. Everyday police work was realistically shown in these series and police officers were shown as reliable persons with all human strengths and weaknesses and not as stereotypes which had previously been the case. It is hard to say how such media undertaking caused a more positive attitude of the public towards the police, but it certainly offered a powerful perception of the police which was not totally in contrast with reality.

The media influence the reality. For some people the reality as presented by the media is the only reality they know (Splichal in ’94; Barak in ’01). The media do not present information in a neutral way. They do not depict the reality as it is, but they submit information and news to the process called gate-keeping. Donohue, Tichenor and Olien (’72) defined gate-keeping as “the process of the media control over the information which involves the selection of the news, their keeping, mediation, shaping, releasing and repeating” as well as “newsworthiness” which is mentioned by many authors (Shoemaker in ’96; Chandler in ’98) as “news worth releasing”, that is, the aspect of worthiness which the news has for the media as the institution. Those are mainly sensational, surprising, conflicting, controversial, different and peculiar kinds of news which are the criteria that researchers have found in relation to the media presentation of events.

The positive influence of the media in the mediation between the police and the public comes with the development of the society. The state has given great powers to the police whose abuse can be controlled by the public only through the media. In addition, the media have a positive social function of determining the limits of acceptable social behaviour (Surette in ’98), the task of informing citizens about the safety situation and taboo subjects (domestic violence, sexual abuse, child/woman abuse, etc.). There should be communication with the public and not only giving them information. This conclusion also applies to the media as the mediator.

Ever since the mass media have appeared and become popular, the researches in America show that between 10 and 25% of the news report on the safety of the nation (Anderson, Mygler in ’87; Surette in ’98; Police Operation Poll in ’02). These researchers came to the conclusion that 47% of the citizens create the image of the police according to their own personal experience, and the same number does it through the media. So, there is a great responsibility of the media for the public image of the police. 

2. The public expectations and perception of the police

The public has some general expectations from the police. If positive expectations of the police are met, the relation between the public and the police will stay at the same level or become better but if the police do not meet the expectations of the public it will result in the citizens’ distrust, bad judgement and bad feelings towards the police which will not help resolve social problems. The police can have difficulties in performing their tasks: with the expressed public antipathy it is impossible to perform police duties without the partnership with the citizens.

The first and main expectation the society has from the police is that they are present and available. This expectation is clearly defined: the police must be available for 24 hours a day, seven days a week, throughout the whole year. To be constantly available is probably the source of any other expectation of the citizens from the police. All members of a society can expect that, at some stage of their lives, things will “go wrong” and that they will find themselves in certain critical situations when they will need help. The modern society offers a wide range of help to its members and there is almost no problem which does not fall into the area of social workers, psychological advisors, support groups, self-help groups, crises centres, etc. Namely, together with the process of family atomization, people need to ask for support and help outside the family, i.e. depending on what the state has to offer.

The state has a few services which are available to citizens for 24 hours a day. Those are usually services for urgent interventions, such as emergency medical service, fire service, rescue service and police service. Citizens very often call the police although they know that the reason for their call is not strictly related to the police job. However, they call the police because no one else is available and because they expect fast and authoritative reaction from the police. Punch and Naylor (’73 at Reiner ’02) questioned 30 people about their reasons for calling the police and came to the conclusion that only 5 people had a clear and justifiable reason to do so while 12 people said that they knew some other service was authorized to deal with their problems but they could not contact or locate it. Generally speaking, it seems that the police, rather than any other social service, are easier and quicker to call. Finally, the police will always respond to their call regardless of its nature.

Bittner (’90 at Reiner, ’02) performed a useful analysis of the phenomenon which can be called “calling the police”. When the situation gets out of control, the citizens call the police to solve the problem. Police officers have powers to use force and this fact is actually hidden in the essence of the phenomenon called “calling the police”. This potential to use force makes the police more valuable in critical situations rather than any other social service.

On the contrary, the image of a police officer as the provider of services not related to the crime stays vague and incomplete and actually does not exist in the perception of wider public (Reiner, ’02). 

The public perception of the police is complex but nowadays the perception of the police as an institution for crime control still prevails. As it was previously mentioned, this perception depends on the citizens’ encounter with the police officers but largely on the media of mass communications. Firstly, the citizens are the source of information about the events important for controlling crime. Secondly, it is sometimes necessary to perform the controlling function through the effective care for citizens which cannot be accomplished if the citizens do not accept it. This seems like a vicious circle because if the citizens do not accept the police as the source of potential services and care they will not ask from the police to perform these tasks.

That is why the police work must be controlled and the media are in the best position to do it in the name of the society (J. Pečar, ’98. at Corel,M. &Pagon, M. ’02). Without the media reports on police events these events would not have existed as social events. The public is sensitive and concerned for its safety. Therefore, safety issues capture the media attention and are an important factor for quality of life.

In the Republic of Slovenia during the year 2002 Police Operation Poll conducted the research in cooperation with the Institute for Social Sciences of the Republic of Slovenia based on a telephone survey about the basis on which Slovenian citizens form opinions about the police. The results are as follows: 44,7% citizens responded that they formed opinion about the police based on personal experience, 38,5% on TV information, 32,7% on information from the daily press and 9,1% on radio reports.
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