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Science and technology are issues that receive increasing attention in mass
media (Dahinden. 2002). However, the analysis of this media coverage is
often done with little or no theoretical background at all. Framing provides a
promising theoretical framework that can fill this gap.
In the past several years, the framing approach has received increasing interest
in communication studies (Reese. 2001) and also other social science
disciplines like sociology, psychology or in political science. Despite the
relative success of the concept, there is no agreed-on definition of what
framing as a process or frames as results of such processes might be.
Nevertheless, the following definition by Entman (1993) can be considered as
a least common denominator of the various efforts to define the term: “To
frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more
salient in a communicating text, in such away as to promote a particular
problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation and/or treatment
recommendation” (Entman. 1993: 52). This definition highlights that frames
are not issues, but background patterns of interpretation that structure the
perception and evaluation of a specific issue. Based on that definition, public
debates can be described as framing contests between competing actors that
try to frame an issue according to their own point of view (Pan. 2001).
The framing approach has a number of strengths: First, it is independent of the
very issue under consideration and therefore a suitable theoretical tool for
cross-issue comparisons. The frame concept has been applied to a number of
very different issues in science communication, that includes science in
general (Dunwoody. 1992; Peters. 1994) biotechnology (Bauer, et al. 2001;
Priest. 1995) or nuclear energy (Gamson. 1989). Drawing from these studies,
five general frames can be identified that are independent of the specific issue
to which they are applied:
1) Progress by scientific information
2) Econcomic aspects
3) Conflicts (related to distribution of resources)
4) Ethical and legal dimensions
5) Individual impacts, personalization of a topic
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As a second strength, the framing theory can be applied to all phases of mass
media communication processes, including public relations, journalism and
media effects on audiences.
However, there are also some weaknesses in framing research, like the lack of
terminological precision and the diversity of empirical frame descriptions.
Therefore, this paper gives an overview on framing theory and its various
empirical frame typologies (Dahinden. 2002).
The biotechnology debate in Europe has been selected as empirical case study.
The empirical discussion draws on data from a media content analysis and
from population surveys (Gaskell. 2004). In both data sets frames are
identified by means of inductive statistical techniques (factor and cluster
analysis). The comparison of media frames and audience frames shows a
number of shared, but also some different frames. Media effects are found
with regard to some frames, but other audience frames are not linked to media
use, but to other factors (e.g. gender, age and education). The paper discusses
these findings and draws some conclusion for further theoretical and empirical
research.
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