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Media Framing
Most frequent media presentation: 
Reporting from press releases with no 
additional interviews or context (more likely 
in rural areas) 

• “The death was not an apparent suicide. 
The man appeared to die of natural 
causes,” said Tom Newton, a spokesperson 
for the Onondaga County Sheriff’s Office. 
(Hayes, 2023). 

• “An inmate found dead in his jail cell 
Tuesday is believed to have died of natural 
causes, according to the Ascension Parish 
Sheriff's Office. […] No foul play is suspected 
at this time.” (WBRZ, 2020). 

• “The McLennan County Jail inmate who 
died in custody on May 25 died from natural 
causes, according to a final autopsy report.” 
(Witherspoon, 2023). 



Most research focuses on prisons. 

• Jail incarceration tripled over 30 years. 
Rural counties driving (Copp & Bales, 2018)

• Leading jail death cause = natural cause 
(BJS, 2021; Powell & Zevitz, 2011) 

• Majority of people dying are: 
• Pretrial (BJS, 2021; TJI, 2023)
• Under 65. 

Ex: Texas: 47,  Milwaukee: 41.4 (TJI, 2023; Powell & Zevitz, 2011)
• Black and Hispanic men (Kim et al., 2006; Shapiro & Keel, 2023)

Background & Literature 

• Leading cause = heart related and unsupported detox (Lozano & Molina, 2015; Victor, et al., 2022) 

• High staff turnover associated with higher death rates (Adler & Chen, 2023)

• Medical examiners in LA determined natural cause in manner that minimize jail culpability 
(Shapiro & Keel, 2023).

 
No research on how public perceives natural cause deaths. 



Research Question: 

What is public perception of natural cause jail deaths, and does local 
media framing influence that perception?  

When natural cause deaths are 
reported without additional 
reporting, the public will be less 
likely to suspect the jail of 
wrongdoing. 

Hypothesis 2:

Americans will be most likely to 
perceive natural cause deaths as 
due to old age. 

Hypothesis 1:



Research Design: 

H2 dependent: Perception of jail wrongdoing.

How much if at all do you suspect the jail of 
wrongdoing?

  

Pilot survey = 336 U.S. adults  
Opt in via CloudResearch 

H1 dependent: Perception of natural cause 
death. 
“When you hear that someone has died in 
jail of natural causes, what does that mean 
to you?” 

Open-ended: 

Qualitative 
Structural Topic Model 

Experiment: 

3 Regression Models 
Survey-weighted Generalized Linear Model 



Qualitative Analysis:  
Open-ended Responses They died due to old age or due to factors 

that cause death in any human being

It means someone old died of being old 
and they just so happened to die while 
physically being located in a jail

It raises questions about the adequacy of 
healthcare and oversight within the 
correctional system.

It  means they probably didn't get 
medical attention in time. Or their death 
is being covered up.



Structural Topic Model: 
Open-ended Responses 



Results: Experiment  
OLS Regression Results of Treatment Effects on Perception of Jail 

Wrongdoing 

Consistent when weighting responses to demographics



Discussion and Next Steps 

Discussion: 
H1: Preliminary support. 
• Respondents most frequently associate natural death in jail as attributable to old age.
• Variation in perceptions = top categories representing extremes around presumptions of 

deaths as suspect and deaths as unavoidable 

H2: Treatment effects. 
•  Line of critical context, increases respondents’ perception of jail wrongdoing.

Limitations: 
• Small sample 
• Intercoder reliability 
• Need to directly connect experiment to open-ended question. 

Next steps: 
• Expand study to larger sample.
• Test Competing Media Frames (Druckman 2007, 2010, 2016)

• Control, local article, national investigative article 
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