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“It was a four ring circus with little newsworthy content.  
24-hour news cycles feed us junk food.” – Female, 31-40 

 
 
Introduction 

 
 On June 25, 2009, TMZ was in the right place at the right time.  Perhaps the 

celebrity gossip and entertainment news outlet followed Michael Jackson due to his ailing 

health or they wanted the latest updates about his upcoming tour in London.  Whatever 

the motivation, TMZ (short for Thirty Mile Zone around Hollywood) was the first to 

report that Michael Jackson died.  Ever since his untimely death, news outlets covered 

not only Michael Jackson’s death, but also stories surrounding his death.  Especially in 

the immediate days and following weeks, coverage was continuous.  

The current age of the 24-hour news cycle has its advantages and disadvantages.  

In terms of breaking news, consumers can simply turn to available mediums for updates 

and coverage.  At the point where an event is reported relentlessly, however, the audience 

may experience fatigue or become desensitized toward the event.  Motivation for this 

research stemmed from the news regarding the death of pop icon Michael Jackson.  From 

the first releases of his death on June 25, 2009, every news outlet rushed to report the 

details.  There was a global reaction as social media sites exploded worldwide with 

reports.  The concern with this research is to focus on the point at which people lost 

interest in the coverage.  Through the examination of this particular event, I aim to 

discuss audience fatigue in terms of news events reaching a point of saturation.       

This study analyzes and relates terms and theories in communication discourse to 

investigate how audiences perceive saturation in the news.  Namely, this study attempts 

to echo Roger Cooper and Tang Tang’s research on integrating active-audience and 
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structural theories to gain insight on audience fatigue (2009).  The focus is on Uses and 

Gratifications Theory and the limited capacity model and activation model concepts 

(Vishwanath 2008; Ruggiero 2000; Urista, Dong and Day 2008; Haridakis and Evonne 

2006; Vettehen, Nuijten and Peeters 2008; Grabe, Lang, Zhao 2003; and Cooper and Tag 

2009).  First, I will briefly define terms used throughout this paper, present research 

questions, and will follow with specific literary information about the relevant theories 

and models used for research.  Following will be a qualitative research survey, the 

results, and a conclusion with ideas for further research. 

In order to begin a discussion about audience perception of media events, a 

definition of media events is necessary.  Daniel Dayan and Elihu Katz identify media 

events as live, monopolistic interruptions of routine (1992: 49).  Another term used often 

is media saturation.  While there is not a universally accepted definition for media 

saturation, Todd Gitlin’s definition is appropriate for the purposes of this study: media 

saturation is media exposure that is continuous and overwhelming (Newell 2007: 6).  

This term is used in conjunction with audience fatigue with news stories.  After 

discussion with Dr. Kimberly Meltzer and finding no relevant literature to define 

audience fatigue, this term suggests a point in which an audience loses interest in a 

presentation of information.  News stories can be obtained from multiple mediums.  In 

this study I will use a typology, which refers to mediums as traditional, or old, media and 

new media.  Traditional media includes newspapers, radio, television, and Internet news 

sources.  New media encompasses social networking websites including, but not limited 

to, Twitter, Facebook, MySpace, YouTube, blogs, and Wiki websites.  Finally, later in 

this study I argue how Michael Jackson’s news was and continue to be media-hype, 
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which can be defined as a “media-generated, wall-to-wall news wave, triggered by one 

specific event and enlarged by the self-reinforcing processes within the news production 

of the media” (Vasterman 515). 

This study attempts to answer the following questions:  

RQ1: Where and how often do news consumers seek news?   
RQ2: How does repeated coverage of an event affect audience exposure and    
          interest?  Does the audience feel like other news is left out in the process?   
RQ3: When will the audience turn to another medium, selectively filter  
          information, or even tune out when a media event has been saturated?   

 
This qualitative study focuses on audience perceptions in terms of news event 

coverage and saturation in different media.  I hypothesize that viewers lose interest in a 

news event that continues to make headlines after the initial event takes place, even if the 

event involves an elite member of society. 

Literature Review 

 In order to gain a better understanding of the ongoing research regarding audience 

fatigue, relevant literature from psychology and journalism studies is explored.  Popular 

culture media is also a basis for understanding how consumers reacted when news of 

Michael Jackson’s death broke, and the time span in which interest dissolved.  In 

addition, social media provides insight into the frenzy surrounding the events that 

occurred in the following days and weeks.   

The Struggle of Defining News and Newsworthiness  

An underlying theme in journalism studies in regards to theory and audience 

perception is the definition of news.  What is considered news and how is it presented to 

an audience?  Additionally, how does the audience receive the news once presented?  

Herbert Gans addresses this theme in Deciding What’s News (1980).  He claims that 
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story selection is dependent on a circular relationship among journalists, sources and 

audiences (ibid: 238).  Story selection can turn sour, however, when the source uses the 

opportunity to disseminate information for self-interest.  Gans connects this relationship 

to media saturation, claiming that the abundance of facts could create news or news 

events even if it is not deemed newsworthy by traditional standards (ibid: 242-3).   

Another article that focuses on this query is Galtung and Ruge’s study on media 

events (“The Structure of Foreign News” 1965).  They attempt to answer the question, 

“How do ‘events’ become ‘news?’” (ibid: 65) and delineate 12 instances that satisfy how 

events become newsworthy (ibid: 70).   For example, Galtung and Ruge supported that 

news is elite-centered: “The more the event concerns elite people, the more probable that 

it will become a news item” (ibid: 68).  By examining this and other qualifications, 

Michael Jackson’s death and the stories surrounding his death prove worthy of coverage.  

“Media Events” by Daniel Dayan and Elihu Katz address how media events on television 

are interruptions of routine and have specific qualifications (such as being live or 

ceremonial in nature) for achieving that status (1992: 49).  They do not outline, however, 

when the event becomes old news.  Rather, they mention how an event has competition 

when it occurs at the same time as another media event (ibid: 58).   

Not only is the definition of news an area of concern, but also the changing form 

and content of news.  Notions of how to define news are muddied with new media 

gaining a greater footing in the mainstream.  Many academics are at odds over the value 

of this changing journalism as it adds entertainment value to content (Chalaby 2000, 

Langer 1997, Biressi and Nunn 2008).  Indeed, speed and accuracy are also causes for 

concern since information is often reported first and confirmed for accuracy second 
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(Karlinsky and Harper 2009, “Media in the Mirror” 2009).  These arguments are not the 

emphasis of this study, but it is worthy to note that infotainment and speed are increasing 

norms in media discourse.  Vasterman argues in “Media-Hype: Self-Reinforcing News 

Waves, Journalistic Standards and the Construction of Social Problems” that news waves 

are mismatched: the amount of coverage for sensational, or entertainment, news is 

disproportionate to news covering war, politics, natural disasters, etc. that are about the 

real world (2005: 509).  In addition, Vasterman listed a dynamic of media-hype, which is 

positive feedback loops (ibid: 513).  These loops, he notes, are self-reinforcing in that 

they enable coverage to continue, where a story develops “a life of its own” instead of 

diminishing out of the news cycle like any typical news story (ibid: 513).  Another 

dynamic is a news theme, which “structures the hunt” for follow-up stories about an 

event (ibid: 514).  This study will show how the coverage of Michael Jackson’s death fits 

these dynamics of media-hype. 

Saturation: A Struggle Between Editor Choices and Audience Preference  

There is an exhaustive list in journalism studies of audience research based on 

television viewing for news and for sensational stories.  The results noting audience 

preference tend to clash with editor choices as stress for monetary gains and competition 

drive production.  In this section of the literature review, audience studies based on 

theoretical frameworks as well as institutional news strategies are discussed.   

In terms of psychological theories on the subject of audience fatigue, research 

turns to social-cognitive approaches for understanding person perception (Macrae and 

Bodenhausen 2001).  Macrae and Bodenhausen use Fiske and Taylor’s (1984) definitions 

of “cognitive miser” and “motivated tactician” to describe how humans engage in mental 
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activity, whether by doing “just enough mental work to get by” as a miser, or using 

“multiple cognitive strategies available and chooses among them based on goals, motives 

and needs” as a tactician (241).   These metaphors can be applied to audiences and how 

they perceive news, news events, and old news, especially in the case of Michael 

Jackson’s death.   

Gabi Schaap, Karsten Renckstorf and Fred Wester describe ways in which 

television audience members interpret news through a study on interpretive complexity.  

They describe differentiation and integration as the elements of complexity.  They also 

outline the ways in which these concepts influence how an audience perceives news 

(2005: 269).   While it focuses on television viewers in particular, the researchers 

proposed that their ideas relate to all mediums (ibid: 282).  This research is a useful tool 

in studying how audiences interpreted coverage surrounding Michael Jackson’s death. 

 Another theoretical framework for audience orientation is Uses and Gratifications 

Theory (U&G).  This audience-centric perspective describes the interactive relationship 

between external social pressures and audience selection of and response to media 

exposure (Vishwanath 2008; Ruggiero 2000; Urista, Dong and Day 2008).  Paul M. 

Haridakisand and Evonne H. Whitmore succinctly summarized Alan M. Rubin’s work on 

this theory in “Understanding Electronic Media Audiences: The Pioneering Research of 

Alan M. Rubin” (2008).  Rather than delineating all of Rubin’s successful experiments, 

the current study focuses on two of his main concepts.  These are commonly accepted 

and adopted in successive audience study research experiments.  First, Rubin developed 

five assumptions about U&G:  

1) Communication behavior, including media selection and use, is goal-directed, 
purposive, and motivated; 
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2) People take the initiative in selecting and using communication vehicles to 
satisfy felt needs or desires; 

3) A host of social and psychological factors mediate people’s communication 
behavior; 

4) Media compete with other forms of communication (i.e. functional 
alternatives) for selection, attention and use to gratify our needs or wants; and 

5) People are typically more influential than the media in the relationship, but 
not always.  (Haridakisand and Evonne 767-8).   
 

Second, Rubin identified two specific types of media orientations: ritualized, such as 

using a medium to pass the time; and instrumental, using media content more purposively 

for informational reasons (ibid: 768).  

 Thomas E. Ruggiero discussed the history of U&G in his in-depth article, “Uses 

and Gratifications Theory in the 21st Century” (2000).  Most notably, Ruggiero expanded 

on Rubin’s assumptions about U&G.  He listed factors of how audience activity with 

news is not an absolute concept, but rather a variable one: “(a) different time relations 

(advance expectations, activity during the experience, post exposure), (b) variability of 

involvement (as background noise, companionship), and (c) ritualistic or habitual use (as 

mild stimulation)” all constitute participation (ibid: 8-9).  Ruggiero also notes that 

audience interactivity with media increases as newer communication media technology, 

multiple channels of information, and an array of choices influence selection (ibid: 19).  

This assessment provides helpful knowledge in the current research methodology.    

Arun Vishwanath conducted an experiment using Uses and Gratifications Theory.  

He discussed in “The 360º News Experience: Audience Connections with the Ubiquitous 

News Organization” how audience activity has “three nominal values: selectivity, 

involvement, and utility” (2008: 8).  Audiences are conditioned based on social and 

psychological structures to select how and why they participate based on available media 

(ibid: 8).  Vishwanath used this theory as a guide in a study to determine audience 
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connections to a 360º television news organization (CNN), which is an organization that 

provides multiple platforms for information 24-hours a day (ibid: 7).  The research found 

that the audience tends to use various gateways for content extending from a primary 

news network (ibid: 17).   

Another approach for studying audiences is through the limited capacity model.  

This concept is defined in Paul Hendriks Vettehen, Koos Nuijten and Allerd Peeters’ 

work, “Explaining Effects of Sensationalism on Liking of Television News Stories: The 

Role of Emotional Arousal” (2008).  They summarize the limited capacity model as 

audience members selectively filtering and assessing information.  Specifically, the 

limited capacity model has the following defining characteristics: 

1) Processing audiovisual messages involves various tasks (encoding, storage, and 
retrieval), each of which has to be performed adequately if message processing 
has to function optimally; 

2) Receivers have only limited cognitive resources available to perform these tasks; 
3) The allocation of cognitive resources to different tasks is influenced both by the 

receiver’s goals and by the message’s characteristics; and  
4) If insufficient resources are allocated to one or more of the tasks, a situation of 

cognitive overload will occur in which the processing of information deteriorates. 
(Vettehen, et. al 322). 

 
This research is concerned with the fourth point.  This study aims to find if overload 

results in “tuning out” the news, no matter the medium or topic.  

Maria Elizabeth Grabe, Annie Lang, and Xiaoquan Zhao used the limited capacity 

model in an experiment on emotional arousal in tabloid news stories (“News Content and 

Form: Implications for Memory and Audience Evaluations” 2003).  They note how 

television viewers have some control over the allocation of resources because they make 

decisions about whether to watch, how carefully to watch, and how hard to concentrate 

during viewing (ibid: 390).  They presented respondents with 12 news stories, six of 
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which were “calm” and standard in the packaging, and the other six were about “arousing 

topics” with tabloid-style visual content (ibid: 396).  Their research found that tabloid 

formats influence information processing; viewers felt that tabloid and arousing stories 

are more interesting than calm stories (ibid: 406).  Their study provided useful 

information for determining questions in the methodology. 

While the limited capacity model is an effective theory for audience analysis, a 

study by Roger Cooper and Tang Tang (“Predicting Audience Exposure to Television in 

Today’s Media Environment: An Empirical Integration of Active-Audience and 

Structural Theories” 2009) found that no one model or theory could sufficiently explain 

audience exposure. They suggest using not only a uses and gratifications approach, but 

also a structural method (such as methods to account for audience availability, access, 

and scheduling factors variables) (ibid: 400).  They conducted their research in this 

fashion for analyzing the individual and structural factors that influence audience 

exposure to television (ibid: 408).  Cooper and Tang discussed how results showed that 

there are simply too many variables and complexities to have a concrete analysis (ibid: 

412).  This assessment is useful for understanding the results of the current study.        

Now that theories and concepts have been defined about newsworthiness and 

audience perception, it is essential to take a look into the production process to note the 

struggles news organizations face when conflicted with information saturation.  Harvey 

Molotch and Marilyn Lester described the strategic use of assembling and disseminating 

news (1974).  They label three major agencies that constitute news events: news 

promoters, news assemblers, and news consumers (ibid: 104).  This study is concerned 

more with news promoters and news consumers in terms of access (107), routines turning 
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into habitual routines (107), accidents (109), and newsworthiness (110).  Coverage of 

Michael Jackson’s death is an example of agencies using these criteria for repeated 

reporting. 

Bree Nordenson’s article “Overload!” (2008) does not directly address when 

consumers tire of event coverage, but adds to the discussion by describing young 

viewers’ reactions to too much information in the news.  Nordenson argues that in the 

digital age most of the stories that make news is an overload of information and is thus 

not newsworthy.  She quotes an Associated Press study of young adults and their news 

consumption.  The research found that consumers felt fatigue toward the news amid the 

vast amount of information available.  Nordenson also discusses economic concerns 

resulting from the overload of information: “As the advertising landscape becomes more 

saturated, advertisers must work harder to get their messages to the consumer.”  As these 

advertisers aim for audience attention, then, certain news events saturate the outlets.  

Relating this to the current study, an article from Broadcasting and Cable quoted a Pew 

Research Center survey finding that television ratings soared even as consumers became 

fatigued: 64% of the public proclaim news organizations gave too much attention to 

Michael Jackson’s death (“News Orgs Battle Wacko Jacko Claims” 2009).  Advertisers 

and networks alike benefited from news surrounding Jackson’s death even though the 

public deemed the coverage excessive. 

This dissonance between monetary gains and audience satisfaction is addressed in 

“Mass Media Displacement and Saturation” by Jay Newell, Joseph J. Pilotta, and John C. 

Thomas (2008).  They sought in this study to answer the question, “Are changes in media 

use more a matter of displacement in which one medium is substituted for another, or of 
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saturation in which old and new media are aggregated?”  They differentiate between 

displacement and saturation in terms of media replacement, and not of particular stories 

in the media.  However, their research is relevant in differentiating the two concepts with 

clear definitions and addressing new media trends.  Most importantly in their assessment, 

they found an “overall increase in media consumption,” (ibid: 135) and thus proved that 

media saturation was more of a concern due to the amount of information available using 

new media in addition to old media (ibid: 137).       

Katherine Fry’s article, “News as Subject: What is it?  Where is it?  Whose is it?  

The case of the Virginia Tech massacre,” (2008) is an example of how consumers obtain, 

make sense of, and filter the news among the vast amount of information available.  The 

article discusses how audience members define news since news “does not remain static” 

(ibid: 546) and neither does the audience itself (ibid: 548).  She asks how audience 

members define news today since not only the stories change, but the way in which we 

receive the information has changed; from traditional outlets to social media and citizen 

journalism, consumers receive information that may or may not be trustworthy and 

factual (ibid: 546).   The focus groups used in Fry’s study had an inaccurate collection of 

individuals representing a narrow array of opinions.  Nevertheless, her research on how 

an audience defines and selects news is applicable to this study, especially when asking 

respondents’ opinions about the news events surrounding Michael Jackson’s death.    

News Events for Michael Jackson’s Death: A Timeline 

The events that occurred before, during, and after Michael Jackson died are 

examples of the time span that his death was considered newsworthy.  Below are brief 

summaries about coverage on the day Jackson died followed by examples of events still 
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occurring throughout different media.  The purpose of adding this section is to show how 

different media affect audience perception, interaction, and resulting fatigue.  It is also an 

appropriate example of media hype.  This section provided motivation for survey 

questions discussed in the methodology. 

On June 25, 2009, one of Michael Jackson’s aides made a 911 call at 

approximately 12:22 p.m. PST.  Michael Jackson was pronounced dead at 2:46 p.m.   

FOXNews.com reported on June 26, 2009 the following timeline: 

— 12:26 p.m.: Paramedics are called to the home. 
— 12:30 p.m.: Paramedics arrive and treat Jackson for 42 minutes before 

transporting him to nearby Ronald Reagan UCLA Medical Center. 
— 1:14 p.m.: Jackson arrives at the hospital. A team of doctors tries for more than an 

hour to resuscitate him. 
— 2:26 p.m.: Jackson dies in Los Angeles at the age of 50, with members of his 

family by his side.   

 TMZ got the first scoop of all media outlets, however.  At 1:30 p.m., the gossip 

site reported the heart attack before any other news outlet.  At 2:44 p.m. TMZ reported 

his death (Brook 2009).  When the Los Angeles Times confirmed Jackson’s death, other 

outlets pounced and began to report (Brook 2009).  Social media sites also got in the mix.  

For example, in one study capturing the trend in #hashtags on Twitter, a video shows key 

words such as “Michael,” “Cardiac,” etc., indicating that something was wrong, before 

any reports from media were confirmed (“Twitter’s trends” 2009).  Similarly, Henry 

Jenkins and a team of Harvard University students conducted a web ecology project to 

chart the tweets about Michael Jackson per minute on the night he died, with the peak at 

about 10:30 p.m. EST (2009).  Jeremy Wagstaff, an ex-journalist turned blogger, 

executed a related textual analysis of social media reactions to Jackson’s death.  A 

summary of his research is as follows: 

The first link on Twitter occurred at 1:31 p.m., and over two million followers joined to follow  
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one minute later.  At 1:40 p.m. users went to Google News for more information but the engineers 
thought it was a hacker situation and put up roadblocks, thus delaying any downloads and Internet 
speed for hours.  Wikipedia editors froze Jackson’s site so no further updates could occur.  At 1:50 
pm. Facebook users updated their status messages more frequently and at the same time Twitter 
users clicked on TMZ.com at the rate of 42 hits per second.  Michael Jackson songs played online 
from the sharing site Last.fm jumped from 1,000 to 35,000.  Jackson was also mourned online 
before his death was publicly announced.  At 2:19 p.m. the phrase most often used on Twitter 
updates is “RIP Michael Jackson.”  Five minutes later, Reuters quoted the Los Angeles Times 
website saying Jackson was dead, followed by MSNBC.com one minute later.  Five minutes later 
CNN joined, followed by Wikipedia. 
(Wagstaff 2009) 
 

 Following the reports of Michael Jackson’s death, other stories surfaced.  From 

topics about his doctor, his health, how his children and family handled his death, 

memorial services, tributes, etc., traditional news organizations and social media sites 

alike covered anything and everything they could.  At the time of this research, Michael 

Jackson remains in the news as his siblings are planning to start a television reality show 

on A&E, commemorating the Jackson 5.  Due to the influx and at times relentless 

reporting, how long was the audience interested following Jackson’s death?  The current 

research attempts to answer this, and the other three original research questions. 

Methodology  

Sampling Procedure  

Since the research focus is on audience fatigue, I used concepts from Uses and 

Gratifications Theory to conduct an online snowball survey among an active audience.  

Using Cooper and Tang’s suggestion, survey results were used in conjunction with 

information from the explored literature for a broader understanding of audience fatigue 

(402).  As Vishwanath did in his study, the survey aimed to test the cognitive, affective, 

and behavioral determinants of audience choice and satisfaction (17).  In particular, the 

survey gauged participants’ reactions and especially opinions on the coverage of Michael 

Jackson’s death.  The aim was to use Jackson’s death as an example of how outlets cover 
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an event long after the initial event takes place.  Since Jackson’s death in June 2009, his 

name reappears in multiple mediums.  Thus, respondents could be cognizant in 

assessments because the event, I assumed, was somewhat fresh in their minds.     

I created the survey on Survey Monkey, an online tool for creating and analyzing 

custom surveys.  The survey was called “Audience Fatigue Survey” and consisted of 22 

questions.  Most questions were closed-ended, with multiple-choice, categorical and 

numerical styles.  Other questions were open-ended, which gave the option of providing 

additional comments.  My final question asked if I could ask follow-up questions, and if 

so, to provide me with a name, telephone number and/or email address.  I assured 

respondents that if they chose to participate that I would keep their information 

confidential and secured.  I posted the link to the survey on my Google Chat, Facebook, 

and Twitter status messages with a short message to implore viewers to take my short 

survey for a class paper.  In addition, I emailed the survey to students, faculty, and staff 

listed in Georgetown University’s Communication, Culture & Technology academic 

listserv.  The email gave a short explanation of my study, asked the respondents to please 

click on the link, and take the short survey.  I did not send reminder emails, but I left the 

link on my social networking sites for one week.  After one week I compiled the data on 

Survey Monkey.   

The questions included common information such as sex, age range and education 

background.  I also asked basic news consumption questions such as what medium 

respondents go to for news and if they use social media for news.  Then I asked if the 

respondent observes the same news stories in the headlines no matter the medium, and if 

so, does he or she ever tire of seeing the same stories.  The transitional question I asked 
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the respondent was if he or she paid more attention to a repeated news story if it was 

about a celebrity.  After these initial questions, I asked more topical questions, offering 

options to choose multiple answers or add comments as necessary.  I also gave the option 

of “Indifferent” or “Don’t remember” in case the respondent did not recall or show 

interest in the question topic.  Please see Appendix A for the full survey. 

Results 

In all there were 128 respondents: 92 female and 36 male.  Nearly all respondents 

were between the ages of 18-30 (91.5%).  57.5% of respondents have college degrees and 

40.1% have either completed, or are working toward, a degree in higher education.  An 

overwhelming amount of respondents chose the Internet as the medium they go to first 

for news (Figure 1 displays audience choices for news).  One question asked if 

respondents use social media as a news source, and 68% answered that they do.  The 

following question allowed respondents to choose all of the social media sites they use 

from a list: Twitter, Facebook, MySpace, YouTube, blogs, Wikis and/or other sites 

(Figure 2 displays the results of their choices). 

Respondents said that they feel like they see the same stories in the headlines no 

matter the medium (72.2%) and tire of seeing the same stories (78.2%).  However, 54% 

of respondents claimed that they would pay more attention to a repetitive news story if it 

were about a celebrity of their interest, while 32.5% said they would not, no matter who 

the celebrity is.   

In terms of questions about Michael Jackson specifically, respondents heard he 

died from traditional media (36.2%), word of mouth (29.9%), social media (27.6%), or 

other outlets such as through text messages (6.3%).   Respondents sought another media 
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outlet to find out more about Jackson’s death (85.2%).  Figure 3 presents the different 

modes in which respondents retrieved information.   

The opinion-based questions resulted in about half of respondents saying they 

were interested in news about Jackson’s death for about one week (51.6%), while 14.1% 

were interested over a week.  Some respondents (23.4%) were only interested the day he 

died and 9.4% were never interested.  Most respondents (68.8%) were “sick of” seeing 

Jackson’s name in the news (10.9% said no and 20.3% said they were indifferent).  News 

stories reported after Michael Jackson died included information about his doctor, his 

children, and his family and fan reactions, to name a few. Similar to the previous question 

results, 64.5% were tired of seeing these stories (Remaining results were No: 3.9%, 

Indifferent: 12.5%, Depends on the story: 18.8%).   

In terms of newsworthiness, respondents were more divided.  Respondents 

considered the stories surrounding Michael Jackson’s death newsworthy: Yes: 44.5%, 

No: 33.6%, Indifferent: 21.9%.  However, 83.5% felt that news outlets focused too much 

on Jackson’s death in the days and weeks after he died.  They tuned out (changed TV 

channel, changed radio station, changed Internet site, etc.) because of the overload 81% 

of the time.  After defining media saturation in the final question, 93% of respondents 

considered news about Jackson’s death as media saturation.   
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Figure 1 

 

 

Figure 2: Social Media as a News Source 
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Figure 3: Sources for Further Information on Michael Jackson’s Death 

 

Discussion 

 Just as Cooper and Tang presented with their analysis, my study has similar 

results.  There are too many variables to make an absolute statement about audience 

fatigue.  Most of the literature presented in this study was concerned with television 

audiences.  This study added all technological mediums, which consequently increased 

the complexity of clearly answering the research questions.  However, results prove that 

some assumptions can be made about media saturation and audience fatigue.   

 Based on survey results, the Internet is widely used for news consumption.  

Consumers often use multiple mediums to gain a better understanding about a news 

event.  Social media was an effective tool for obtaining information when Michael 

Jackson died and in subsequent stories surrounding his death.  In addition, if an event is 
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covered continuously over an extended period of time, the audience loses interest.  For 

example, when asked about how long after Michael Jackson’s death the respondent 

remembered hearing stories in the news (traditional media or otherwise), one respondent 

exclaimed, “STILL!!! It is soooo annoying. He’s dead, let the poor guy rot in peace!”  

There were many similar responses to that question. 

  The online survey was an effective tool for analyzing audience perception in news 

dissemination.  One question allowed respondents to make further comments on media 

saturation and/or Michael Jackson’s death.  The responses gave some insight into 

audience fatigue.  Below are four examples of how respondents felt about Jackson’s news 

event coverage: 

“Like many people, I suspect, my threshold for media saturation is lower for 
subjects that I deem not newsworthy. I place little value on celebrity gossip, balloon-
boys, runaway brides, and the like, and I am thus fatigued quickly by these stories. On the 
other hand, I am unlikely to feel saturated even by extensive news coverage pertaining to, 
for example, the state of the economy or the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan.”   
– Male, 31-40. 

  
“It is unfortunate that celebrity news gets so much play in our society, but this is a 

case where America rewards such coverage with remotes and wallets. Any news 
organization that wasn’t covering it was going to get lower ratings. So I guarantee media 
saturation occurred. I’m not sure it could be avoided.” – Male, 25-30.   

 
“I was disappointed at the level of sensationalism that the media gave the matter. I 

think it diminished his death and made it cheap. I didn’t appreciate it.” – Female, 18-24. 
 
“It wasn’t just that the media was covered in MJ stories but that they were 

overshadowing more important issues in the world. MJ died and we were sad and 
interested in the coverage but news about his estates and children can’t be more important 
that current world affairs - and it got to a point where the news treated it that way.”  
– Female, 18-24. 

 
An open-ended question I omitted in the online survey was “Where were you 

when you heard Michael Jackson died?”  Because of Jackson’s elite status and worldwide 

acclaim, this question could someday become as common as, “Where were you when 
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President Kennedy was shot?”  Personally, I heard via text message when I was on the 

Metro, then requested my friend to confirm the statement online using his iPhone, then 

proceeded to a bar where Michael Jackson’s songs played continuously throughout the 

night.  I used this idea to ask follow-up questions to willing survey respondents.  I asked 

this question to people who said they would answer more questions either face-to-face or 

over the phone.  Almost everyone had a similar story to mine: they heard through one 

media outlet and then confirmed via another.  For example, I received the following 

quote from one respondent (female, 22): “I heard on the radio in my car first, and then 

turned on the television to confirm.  Then after a week of being somewhat interested I 

thought, ‘There are other things going on in the world and I want to know what that is.’”  

One Male, 24, said he saw on Twitter that Jackson died and then turned on the television 

to CNN to confirm.  Still another (male, 26) said he heard on the radio then logged onto 

Gawker.com, an online gossip news source, to confirm. 

These interviews and written comments prove how audiences seek and receive 

information from various mediums.  It is also evident that coverage on Michael Jackson’s 

death was, and continues to be, excessive.  The survey results also provided ideas for 

further research, as discussed in the following section.    

Further Research 

My initial methodology was to ask producers, editors, bloggers, etc. if they are 

cognizant that viewers are tired of seeing the same story continuously.  Using Matthew 

Ehrlich’s competitive ethos argument, a researcher could focus media saturation from the 

institutional perspective.  Competition, in Ehrlich’s understanding, is the driving force of 

television newsmakers in how they make sense of their jobs (1995: 196).  This 
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competitive environment creates a social construct in a “power of the idea of winning” or 

racing to be the first to report a story (ibid: 198).  This competition was apparent in the 

coverage of Michael Jackson’s death as a “feeding frenzy” (ibid: 202).  My research was 

based on audience perceptions but it would be interesting to see motivating factors 

behind story and reporting choices.   

I posted the online survey on my social networking sites one day before I sent the 

survey to the Communication, Culture & Technology academic email listserv.  At the 

time I sent the survey to the listserv I had 32 respondents.  As noted above, Internet usage 

on June 25, 2009 proved social networking has an impact on news dissemination and 

information sharing.  A content comparative analysis could be conducted about social 

media sites and the coverage of media events.  As stated earlier, Henry Jenkins conducted 

a web ecology project about the tweets per minute the day Michael Jackson died.  He also 

compared those tweets to the amount of tweets about the controversial 2009 Iranian 

election (Jenkins 2009).  This lends to audience fatigue analysis in two ways: first, it 

could gauge what audience members deem newsworthy, and second, it could lend to 

further research concerning sensational news verse hard news.   

 For this study my sample group represented a small group of people.  The 

respondents were typically all colleagues, family and friends.  Some of the optional 

comments were written in a joking manner.  While I appreciated the responses for 

entertainment purposes, further research could send out a longer survey to a larger 

audience to gather a greater understanding for audience fatigue.  Another constraint of 

my research is that I used the Internet in order to conduct my survey.  As a result, my 

sample is oriented towards new media as the Internet leaves out respondents that do not 
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have Internet access and use other media for obtaining news.  This also explains why I 

have skewed responses with the Internet as the main news source.  A future suggestion 

could be to mail questionnaires or do a telephone survey.  Researchers could seek out 

different demographics, especially respondents who do not have higher education 

backgrounds.  Specific questions could also address if respondents are fans or supporters 

of the research subject or topic (i.e. I could have asked the question, “Do you consider 

yourself a Michael Jackson fan?”) or ask how many modes of technology the respondent 

has at his or her disposal.  Questions could also gather more quantitative data rather than 

focusing on opinions and recall as in the current qualitative research.   

 In addition to surveying audience members of a more diverse grouping, a 

researcher could conduct an experiment similar to that of Vettehen, et. al.  Their research 

studied audience appeal and exposure to sensationalism in television news stories.  

Participants were in a free-choice environment in a laboratory where they could choose to 

switch news programs if desired (2008: 320).  They used this method to present 

participants with news stories that are more sensational than others to study the 

relationship between sensationalism and exposure as the participants chose what to watch 

(ibid: 320).  Researchers could apply this method in a study about audience fatigue for 

multiple news mediums: participants could be positioned in a controlled environment 

with any mechanism for obtaining information.  If participants had a television, radio, 

computer with Internet access, and a cellular phone, it would be interesting to measure 

when, how often, and why participants use the different available mechanisms.  Each 

participant could be in the laboratory individually for a specified length of time.  The 
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researcher could choose a specific news story that is running in all outlets and measure 

audience fatigue.   

Conclusion 

 Many conclusions can be drawn from this short research project.  The definition 

of news continues to be subjective as social media and sensational stories crowd the 

harder news stories.  These factors also add variables to experiments using structural and 

theoretical studies on audience participation and interaction.  There are many 

opportunities for further research on audience studies.  Based on comments from survey 

respondents, excessive coverage creates fatigue.  This research showed, through the 

coverage of Michael Jackson’s death, how a news event that is covered relentlessly for 

months after the initial event takes place becomes media-hype.  The media created a 

news theme since it reported stories surrounding Jackson’s death months after he died.  

Typical news stories decrescendo as the event becomes history, but positive feedback 

loops in the media created hype out of Michael Jackson’s death.   
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Appendix A 
1. Age Range 

18-24 
25-30 
31-40 
41-50 
51-60 
Over 61 
 

2. Sex 

Male 
Female 

 
3. Highest Education Level 

High school 
Some college 
College degree 
Masters degree 
Doctorate degree 
Other (please specify) 
 

4. What medium do you go to first for news? 

Newspaper 
Radio 
Television 
Internet 
 

5. Do you use social media for news? 

Yes 
No 
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6. If so, which do you use? (check all that apply) 

Twitter 
Facebook 
MySpace 
YouTube 
Blogs 
Wikis 
Other 
 

7. Do you feel like you see the same news stories in the headlines no matter the 
medium? 

Yes 
No 
Don't notice 
 

8. If so, do you ever tire of seeing the same news stories? 

Yes 
No 
 

9. If you see the same news stories repeatedly, do you pay more attention if it is 
about a celebrity? 

Yes 
No 
Depends on the celebrity 
Other (please specify) 

 
10. How did you hear Michael Jackson died? 

Word of mouth 
Traditional media 
Social Media 
Other (please specify) 
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11. Did you go to a media outlet to find out more information about Michael 
Jackson's death? 

Yes 
No 
Don't remember 
 

12. If so, where did you look? (check all that apply) 

Newspaper 
Radio 
Television 
Online news source 
Twitter 
Facebook 
MySpace 
YouTube 
Blogs 
Wikis 
Other (please specify) 
 

13. About how long after Michael Jackson's death do you remember hearing stories 
about him in the news (traditional media or otherwise)? 

Respondents added personal comments 

14. How long do you remember being interested in news events surrounding 
Michael Jackson's death? 

I was never interested 
Only on the day he died 
About a week 
Over a week 
Other (please specify) 
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15. Were you ever sick of seeing Michael Jackson's name in the news? 

Yes 
No 
Indifferent 
 

16. News stories reported after Michael Jackson died included information about his 
doctor, his children, and his family and fan reactions, to name a few. Did you ever 
tire of seeing these stories? 

Yes 
No 
Indifferent 
Depends on the story 
 

17. Do you consider the stories surrounding Michael Jackson's death newsworthy? 

Yes 
No 
Indifferent 
 

18. Did you ever feel like news outlets focused too much on Michael Jackson's death 
in the days and weeks after he died? 

Yes 
No 
Do not remember 
 

19. If so, did you ever tune out (change TV channel, change radio station, change 
Internet site, etc.) because of the overload? 

Yes 
No 
Do not remember 
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20. Media saturation can be defined as media exposure that is continuous and 
overwhelming (Gitlin 2001). Do you feel that news about Michael Jackson's death 
could be considered media saturation? 

Yes 
No 
Other (please specify) 
 

21. Do you have any further comments about media saturation or Michael Jackson's 
death? 

Respondents added personal comments  

22. Would you be willing to do a face-to-face or phone interview for follow-up 
questions about audience fatigue regarding Michael Jackson's death? (Not 
required) 

Name:  
Email Address:  
Phone Number:  
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