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Fig. 1: Resources, media, community sentiment, and the local economy
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Resource economies are characterized by boom and bust cycles because global demand causes commodity prices 
to fluctuate more than the prices of other produced goods and services. For mineral resources like oil, fluctuations 
in prices from things like geopolitical events can lead to big – and sometimes unpredictable – price fluctuations. 
Renewable resources like fisheries are not only subject to global demand shocks, but also to short run events that 
affect supply, like a bad salmon run. Economists characterize these events by looking at the quantitative data for the 
industry – the physical amount of fish harvested, the dollars fisherman earn when they sell their catch, or broader 
measures of economic impacts such as employment or wages in industries related to fishing. Generally speaking, 
higher levels of these indicators suggest greater economic health of the community where they are measured.

But outside of these economic data, how are such events perceived locally in the communities that actually 
experience these shocks? How are they framed as they unfold? How well does the news reflect the health of the 
economy? In this paper, we compare economic indicators with media coverage over a 10-year period in Homer, Alaska. 
In particular, we explore the economic shock of the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill, and look at how media coverage of the 
event aligned to the fishery performance during the recovery years.

Background
In fishing communities, the economy is 
affected not only by the performance of 
its fishery, but also consumer behaviors. 
Figure 1 shows that the economy affects 
and is affected by community sentiment 
and the media.

How well does the media reflect 
economic activity? 
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Figure 1: While the fishery performance is an independent 
economic driver, community sentiment and media coverage affect 
one another, and they affect and are affected by the economy.
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Fishery performance looks at the health of the fishing 
industry in a particular locale, with attention to the 
ecological, economic, and social conditions. From an 
economic perspective, the value of the industry fluctuates 
– there are “good years” and there are “bad years” too, 
as determined by the amount of fish that the fishermen 
catch as well as the value of those fish when they are 
sold at market. As an industry, the performance of a 
given fishery is closely tracked. A shock to this industry 
could include natural fluctuations or environmental 
changes (like depletions of crab populations due to 
warming seas), human market-level caused external 
threats that put downward pressure on prices (like farm 
raised salmon), or a catastrophic event (like an oil spill)

In fishing communities, fishery performance directly 
impacts the local economy. At the national level, 
a healthy economy is characterized by a variety of 
metrics. In communities that rely heavily on a particular 
resource – like fishing – commercial fisheries are an 
important engine for local economies, generating direct, 
indirect, and induced economic impacts. To consider 
a community’s economic health, we tend to look at 
statistics like income or employment, and adjacent 
to fishing we can look at other economic indicators, 
like consumer spending, housing construction, and 
unemployment. 

Community sentiment about the local economy is 
directly affected by the fishery performance Natural 
catastrophic events like tsunamis (Montavala, 2016), 
earthquakes (Callen, 2015), and hurricanes (Castillo 
& Carter, 2011) affect people’s economic attitudes 
and social behavior. So do human-made events like 
gas shortages (Severen & Van Benthem, 2022) and 
wars (Bellows & Miguel, 2009). That is, when people 
experience a shock event, they adjust their consumption. 

These demonstrable behavioral changes in response to 
a short-term economic shock persist for years or even 
decades after the event itself and the economic impacts 
of that event have resolved. In a fishing community that 
experiences a shock, some people will experience it 
directly and personally (like fishermen and their families), 
others may feel it in a secondary way (like the local 
restaurants where people spend disposable income), and 
others might be relatively shielded. However, economic 
attitudes are not only shaped by direct personal 
experience; people are also influenced by one another. 

Media coverage shapes and is shaped by community 
sentiment. News media – that is, newspapers, television 
news reporting, and social media around news events 
– influences people’s attitudes and behaviors in many 
ways (Amarasinghe & Raschky, 2022; Lindo et al. 2022). 
This is also true for economic attitudes and consumer 
behavior. How good (or bad) people feel about the 
economy affects their spending behavior (Bachmann 
& Sims, 2012; Shapiro et al. 2020), and the literature 
shows a clear relationship between consumer sentiment, 
economic activity, and news sentiment (Ash, 2024; Flynn  
Sastry, 2024; Harris & Sojourner, 2024). However, these 
human behavior patterns can be inconsistent with the 
economic data. For example, bad news tends to get more 
coverage than good news (Doms & Morin, 2004), and the 
changes in consumer behavior may persist longer than 
the news that inspired it (Barsky et al. 2015). This means 
that the economy – though measured by quantitative 
performance – is measurably affected by how people feel 
about it. However, it is difficult to know how consumer 
behavior is shaped by attitudes versus actual economic 
indicators, and how much the media reflects, shapes, or 
mediates that sentiment (Beaudry et al. 2011; 
Constantinides et al. 2023).

Good Resource, Bad Vibes: How well does the media reflect economic activity? 
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Methods
To explore this relationship, we used two independent 
data sources that each reflect the impact of a 
catastrophic shock to fishery performance – the Exxon 
Valdez oil spill of 1989. We focused on the fishing 
community of Homer, Alaska because of the wide variety 
of industries that connect to fishing (including tourism), 
the fishing industry was large in absolute and relative 
size for the community (Homer fishermen ranked fourth 
in Alaska in value landed that year), the community’s 
fisheries were acutely impacted by the spill, and it 
has a local newspaper, published weekly, that covers 
community events. We restricted our analysis to the years 
of 1985-1994 in order to capture the period before the 
spill, as well as the recovery years. 

To explore fishery performance, we used the Alaska 
Commercial Fisheries Entry Commission’s Basic 
Information Tables database to map the value of 
commercial fishermen’s catch (total ex-vessel earnings) 
in Homer over the same time period. These earnings 
account for how much a fisherman caught as well as 
how much they were able to sell that catch for at market. 

In other words, our dataset included all gross earnings 
from the fishing industry. We adjusted these numbers for 
inflation to allow for year-to-year comparison.

To explore media sentiment, in the same time period, 
we used a document analysis of 2,275 front page news 
articles published in Homer’s weekly local newspaper, 
Homer News.  Each headlining article was tagged 
according to its topic, and articles that were specifically 
about commercial fishing (such as market prices, yields, 
or policy regulating the resource) were coded for their 
content as well as the attitudinal sentiment of the article 
(that is, whether the reporting was positive, negative, 
mixed, or neutral; see Saldaña’s [2015] sentiment coding 
framework). To ensure reliability of codes, the research 
team, along with a journalist and Homer fisherman, 
each independently reviewed 76 article headlines, and 
achieved 93% inter-rater agreement (Burla et al. 2008) 
on the first pass. We discussed areas of discrepancy, 
and used the discussion to clarify ambiguity and further 
operationalize a codebook that could be reliably applied 
to new data (see Guest et al. [2012] for codebooks and 
negotiation).

Good Resource, Bad Vibes: How well does the media reflect economic activity? 

Fig 2: Total ex-vessel earnings in Homer over time with 1988 fisheries composition

Figure 2: By restricting our analyses to the same species and fishing locations used in 1988, we ensure that these 
changes in earnings are not a result of fishermen trying to mitigate the impact of the oil spill by fishing for different 
species, or in new areas. However, the data also indicate that their fishing portfolios did not change much over this time 
period. it is important to note that the steep rise and subsequent fall of salmon earnings from 1987 to 1989 is largely 
the result of price changes - not salmon run size. “Other” includes all fisheries besides salmon.
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Findings
When we overlay the outputs of these two analyses, we 
can see how well media coverage tracked to the actual 
outputs of the fishery.  Figure 2 plots total ex-vessel 
earnings over time, using the set of fisheries fished in 
1988. We look specifically at the 1988 composition 
because some fishermen will go to different locations 
or fish different species over time, and following the 
spill some Homer fishermen may have compensated by 
moving or shifting their operations.  By comparing the 
catch from the same locations and species over time, we 
can better understand the direct effect of the oil spill. In 
reading Figure 2, it is important to note that the rise and 
fall of salmon earnings over this time period is largely 
the result of price changes - not salmon run size (Knapp, 
1992). In other words, the collapse in salmon values from 
their peak in 1988 to 1989 was not a result of the oil spill 
driving run sizes down, but instead factors like exchange 
rates changing salmon demand.

Figure 3 plots media coverage of commercial fishing 
during the same period. The oil spill was a shock to 
many fisheries (see the Exxon Valdez Oil Spill Trustee 
Council, 2020) and media coverage of the industry was 
commensurately negative in the year of the spill itself. 
However, as Figure 2 shows that Homer’s commercial 

fisheries (in quantity and in prices) quickly recovered 
to pre-spill economic performance, Figure 3 shows 
that the media coverage of the fishing industry lagged 
behind the generally positive performance that we saw 
in the resource. In other words, even though the fishery 
performance between 1985 and 1988 looks similar to the 
performance between 1990 and 1994, media coverage of 
the post-spill period was demonstrably more negative.

Implications 
This brief has shown that media sentiment can 
diverge sharply from objective indicators of economic 
performance. In communities where industries like 
fishing are central to both the economy and cultural 
identity, such divergence matters. Media narratives don’t 
just reflect local conditions, they can actively shape how 
communities see themselves and how individuals make 
economic decisions.

Fishing economies are naturally cyclical, with booms 
and busts driven by biological and regulatory factors. 
But when media coverage emphasizes crisis or decline, 
even in the absence of downturns, it can lead to lasting 
changes in perception which can potentially discourage 
investment, erode confidence, and reshape local 
behavior.

Figure 3: Though the fishery earnings in Homer were similar in the period before and after the oil spill, media coverage 
about commercial fishing was more negative in the years following the event.

Fig 3: Percent of commercial fishing newspaper articles that reflect a positive outlook
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This raises a critical policy question: How do we ensure 
that communities have access to economic facts that 
are as visible and resonant as the media narratives that 
often shape public discourse? While economic data 
are available, they are often less timely, accessible, or 
emotionally compelling than dramatic headlines. People 
get a significant share of their policy and economic 
information from media sources—including social 
media—and this information environment profoundly 
influences behavior.

As the media is both a mirror and a driver of local 
economies, media literacy is not just a cultural or 
educational concern – it is an economic one. While 
journalists strive for accuracy, the selection of 
stories inherently reflects subjective judgments about 
newsworthiness—judgments that may not always align 
with the underlying economic reality. Improving access 
to timely, relevant economic indicators—and fostering a 
public discourse that integrates them—could help align 
perception with reality. In a moment when disinformation 
and distrust in institutions are growing concerns, 
strengthening the relationship between economic data 
and public understanding is a timely and actionable 
challenge.
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