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Abstract 
Print media uses the ‘deserving’ or ‘undeserving’ (Marsh and Melville) trope for its coverage 

of crime because the selection of newsworthy facts in tandem of violent crime engages 

audiences and increases profit revenue. In order to study this mediated process, my article 

examines the framing of two victims in the 2008 Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist 

Church shooting in Knoxville, Tennessee, by using archives from seven print news 

publications. I present a case study that is a rhetorical analysis of the portrayal of victims and 

the probable effects of their presented identities. This article not only pushes disciplinary 

boundaries as it draws from communication, rhetorical, and victimological theories, but it also 

elucidates the power of print media. Through analysis, I discovered a mediated agenda that 

presents a fragmented perspective that limits, occludes, or amplifies specific information 

about victims, who were persuasively framed to presumably increase profit and readership. 

These victims are cast into archetypal roles to engage and excite readers. When these victims 

are being appropriated into a mediated framework, they endure a consequential victimisation 

because the rhetorical effect of this practice is a distortion of their identities. While 

victimology research in mediated crime narratives is a burgeoning field, rhetorical scholarship 

elucidates the effects of victim identity constructions in print media. Rhetorical scholarship 

provides a discursive sensitisation of news coverage. Though there is not yet a prescriptive 

method to discussing victims, the archetypal categorisation revealed in this analysis highlights 

a current humanitarian problem. Through this research, print media and receptive audiences 

can begin to understand the polemical relationship between characterisation and victimisation.  

 

Key Words: rhetoric, rhetorical effect, rhetorical analysis, media, identity, victimology, 

revictimisation, tropes 

 

***** 

 

Being ‘Newsworthy’ Victims in Print Media 
Research in criminology shows that the public uses media’s representations of crime for three 

reasons: to learn about the volume of crime, to feel reassured about the justice system, and to 

reaffirm social mores.1 Considering time and medium constraints, the public only receives a 

fragmented selection of the crime narrative. Before the report is classified as publishable, it 

undergoes a five-question checklist to determine its newsworthiness:  

 

1) What is the nature of offense?  

2) What are the demographics of the victim and offender?  

3) What is the degree of uniqueness of event?  

4) How salient is the event?  

5) How much agency will the media be able to employ?2  

 

The practice of using these questions in determining a story’s newsworthiness provides 

insight into the rhetorical (or deliberate) selection of information and invites media/rhetorical 

analysis, which is an examination of how the information is compiled together to reach a 

persuasive agenda.3 
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News reports begin with available facts (who, what, when, where, and how) about the 

crime. Since media rhetorically selects information, I aim to investigate how print media 

writers construct victim narratives and identities in these crime reports. Even with current 

discussions about victims’ rights, these victims become obscured by problem-solution 

discourse.4 In fact, the epistemology behind victimology was not established until the mid-

twentieth century (circa. 1942 and 1963). This discipline is a new social perspective of 

criminology that examines victims, and rhetorical scholarship can assist in explaining how 

they are constructed via discourse.  

 Before analysing the construction of victim narratives, I recognise that there are currently 

three victimological schools of thought. The origins of this discipline began with the positivist 

school, which claims that the victim contributed to her/his own victimisation. This school 

finds the ‘blame’ by examining the lifestyle, relationships, status, and location of the victim.5 

However, the emphasis on blaming the victim led to radical victimology, which appeared 

during the 1970s and 1980s. In an attempt to undo the unjust marginalisation of victim-

blaming, radical victimology turned to minority movements, such as feminism, to analyse the 

relationship between the victim’s experiences and government’s actions. This school’s 

ideology argues that the victim is contextualised within his/her socioeconomic status, political 

alliance, and the state’s actions, which counters the positivist’s emphasis of a victim’s 

lifestyle in favour of the victim’s broader position in his/her socio-political experiences.6 

These previous schools have received criticism for either blaming the victim or simplifying 

the government; therefore, the third and most current school is known as critical victimology. 

People who identify with this ideology strive to amalgamate the first two schools by 

determining ‘an empirically based perspective that gets beyond the ‘mere appearance’ of the 

situation towards understanding mechanisms that generate what is ‘real’.7 Critical 

victimology is more ideal because it is contingent on a multitude of variables, and thus, this 

more comprehensive examination of social perspectives and relationships provides a heuristic 

framework for analysts, prompting intellectuals to find the working tensions that construct 

and affect the victim.  

 In this article, I identify with critical victimology because disciplines should see beyond 

the discourse and discover the effects of the media’s methodology. To analyse how media 

affects public perception of victims, critical victimology cannot be the sole theoretical 

framework. In the early 1970s, two mass communication scholars, Maxwell E. McCombs and 

Donald L. Shaw, created the Agenda-Setting theory, which argues that ‘the news media 

present audiences with an “agenda” for what events the public “should” consider as 

important’.8 Within this framework, the media’s intended purpose is to inform audiences 

about what is important as well as ‘not what to think […] but what to think about’.9 Applying 

this theory to my analysis will be useful in identifying the rhetorical purpose of increasing 

revenue and discovering the probable effects of narrative construction. 

 The second communications theory used in this article is agenda-framing. If the media has 

an agenda to inform audiences what to think about, then the rhetorical purpose of each story 

will be framed; for example, writers and editors will ‘select, emphasise, elaborate, and even 

exclude news stories or parts of news stories to create a certain effect for the audience’.10 If 

the readership of crime narratives use these mediums to learn, reassure, and reaffirm about 

crime and community, then the agenda-framing of narratives reveals what the news 

organisations deem ‘newsworthy’.11 The execution of this selectivity opens itself to criticism 

because the recounting of tragic events serves an immediate purpose to boost publication 

sales as well as to shape public perception about social problems. More importantly, victims 

can be potentially revictimised through the limitation, omission, or exaggeration of the crime 

report. For the purpose of this article, I define ‘revictimisation’ as the process of traumatising 
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or harming the victim post-initial harm and is usually at the hands of the media, government, 

or politicians.  

 The media has an unintentional role in revictimisation because reporters explore the 

victim’s pasts, families, and friends.12 The need to sell newspapers pressures reporters to 

deliver the next big scoop and with various competing publications, agenda-framing creates 

coverage that engages audiences and increases revenue. Reporters select the reported crime in 

accordance with the aforementioned newsworthy checklist, but they also take their reporting a 

step further by casting judgment about the crime, victim, and perpetrator. If the media 

perceives that their intended audience wants society’s dominant social morals to be 

reaffirmed, then one writing strategy is to use the common trope of good versus evil. 

According to Ian Marsh and Gaynor Melville: ‘The idea of the deserving and undeserving 

victim is a theme often found in media discourse, and ideas around morality are passed on 

almost unconsciously from the pages of newspapers and television reporting’.13 Thus, victims 

are cast into roles to perform the trope that engages and excites readers. When reporters make 

this judgment, they create partial identities of the victims for the public to know, which 

engenders a revictimising experience because the victims are being appropriated into a 

mediated framework.   

When media constructs victim narratives, the victim’s emphasis is often 

sensationalised or occluded to increase profit revenue. The construction is distorted to meet 

the audience’s needs. Like composing a tale, writers for news publications construct the 

‘identity’ of a victim as a character who is typically either a woman, child, or elder. The logic 

behind selecting these kinds of victims is that their presence is more marketable for the 

broader audience. In agreement with Basia Spalek, ‘[T]he mass marketisation of victims’ 

experiences reflects the creation and perpetuation of an ‘ideal victim’, who is ‘innocent’, 

having played no part in his/her victimisation and s/he has an ideal offender who is ‘evil’.14 

Employing this trope of good versus evil in crime, news enables reporters to either exaggerate 

or obscure victims’ identities as a means of promoting an intended purpose or set agenda. 

Once a victim becomes idealised within the trope, the audience will be receptively 

sympathetic as well as eager to read more about the victim and the crime, prompting a higher 

demand for articles about the topic. 

   To elucidate this problematic process, my analysis focuses on the media’s construction of 

victim identities in the Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist (TVUU) Church shooting, 

which occurred in Knoxville, Tennessee. The perpetrator, Jim D. Adkisson (58), opened fire 

at the TVUU Church on July 27, 2008, at around 10:00am, during a youth performance of 

Annie Jr.!. There were approximately 200 people in attendance and twenty-five children in 

the performance. Adkisson intended to kill liberals; his assault resulted in two deaths and six 

gun-related injuries. For the purposes of my analysis, I will only analyse the two deceased 

victims – Greg McKendry (60) and Linda Kraeger (61) and how their identities were 

constructed in the related crime news stories.15  

With respect to the victims of this heinous crime, I acknowledge that this crime story 

falls under the category of ‘exceptional, unusual, and violent crimes’, making it an ideal 

selection to sell newspapers.16 This crime was reported by at least seven local news 

publications, which are the following: Knoxville News Sentinel, Metro Pulse, The Commercial 

Appeal, The Daily Times, The Oak Ridger, Herald-Citizen, and Roane County News. During 

this archival research, I discovered approximately 161 articles about this crime, but I have 

limited the scope to analysing the first ten days (July 28, 2008 to August 6, 2008) of 

reporting. Not only did I limit the scope of my analysis to these publications, but I also did 

not contact any victims, relatives, friends, reporters, or editors. My intent for this article is to 

analyse the words and constructions on the page. I aim to discover how victims are portrayed 

after such heinous acts in news publications through rhetorical analysis, and I hope to 
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determine if the deserving/undeserving trope is employed inappropriately as a rhetorical tactic 

to increase revenue.  

 

A Case Study: A Rhetorical Analysis of the TVUU Church Shooting 

From the seven publications, there are a total of sixteen articles that discuss the two victims’ 

deaths, identities, and families. The representation of McKendry and Kraeger as the two 

deceased can be found in a single sentence in a total of seven articles from the aforementioned 

sixteen. Four of the seven articles mention McKendry prior to Kraeger and the other three 

reverse the order. There are two instances within these seven articles where a reporter adds a 

modifier to one of the deceased; one modifier is a positive declaration about McKendry being 

an usher, while the other informs the audience that Kraeger was a visiting member.17 Not only 

does McKendry precede Kraeger, but he also receives more positive attributes. In fact, 

beyond sharing a single line, McKendry is mentioned in fourteen of the sixteen articles while 

Kraeger appears only four times.  

 Throughout these archived articles, McKendry is described as a hero, usher and protector, 

large and generous. The overarching theme is to portray him as a person who is consistently 

an altruist, ranging from generous deeds like adopting a transgendered teenager to sacrificing 

his life to shield innocents from harm. Each article intends to positively portray him, but this 

depiction hides the real man. The audience only meets the hero while the media uses this 

frame to set forth its own agenda for selling papers and inciting moral panic by generating an 

idealised ‘good’ within this horrific tragedy. McKendry’s brave last stand elicits sympathy. 

The media can use his story to engage audiences by aligning his character to social norms; for 

example, men are the valiant knights who protect innocent women and children. According to 

Jennifer L. Dunn, if the audience feels sympathy toward the victim, they will be more 

receptive to the problem and more engaged in discussing a potential solution.18 Therefore, 

McKendry is ideal because ‘we feel sympathy when morally good people are greatly harmed 

through no fault of their own’.19 Considering this courageous sacrifice in relation to his 

generous heart, it is most probable that audiences will connect with McKendry as well as feel 

gratitude for his sacrifice or even mourn the loss of such a gallant man, a hero.  

 In fact, the descriptor ‘hero’ is the main operating frame that reporters use. Out of the 

fourteen articles, McKendry is relegated to hero status in seven of them. The introduction of 

the term varies in each article, but the most common incorporation is from the voice of his 

adopted son, Taylor Bessette (16). He told the Associated Press the following statement: ‘Just 

make sure everyone knows that Greg McKendry was a hero, a total hero’.20 Bessette is 

recounting the actions of his heroic father who sacrificed his body to shield others. 

Nevertheless, the presence and use of this quote generate popular interest after its release on 

July 28, 2008, which is only one day post-attack. Bessette’s words become the optimal turn 

for rhetorically selecting McKendry to serve as the idealised victim. 

 The media appropriated the adopted son’s testimony and admiration for his heroic father as 

the operating frame. It is the common trope that spurns general interest and desire for more 

information—essentially serving as bait. For example, Duncan Mansfield begins his article 

for The Commercial Appeal (Memphis, Tennessee) with the identification of a hero: 

‘KNOXVILLE—A gunman opened fire at a church youth performance Sunday and killed two 

people, including a man who witnesses called a hero for shielding others from a shotgun 

blast’.21 For this article, Mansfield’s purpose is to inform readers about the tragedy (published 

on July 28, 2008). The effect of beginning with this allusion to a hero constructs a battle 

image between an evil assailant who ‘opened fire at a church youth performance’ and a 

saviour who protected the innocent youth. Mansfield is not alone in this framing, either; in 

fact, The Oak Ridger (Oak Ridge, Tennessee) released an article entitled ‘Church Grieves 

after Deadly Rampage’, and it uses this similar structure in its second paragraph. These 
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publications rely on this technique to stimulate sympathy within the audience to generate 

more interest about the topic.  

 Not only was this undeserving victim a hero and protector, but he was also ‘a long-time 

church member and usher’.22 Framing McKendry as a dedicated leader within the community 

reinforces that the attack occurred in a safe, holy space. The media amplifies the 

religious/community identity of McKendry by showing him as an indelible figure, meaning a 

murdered victim whose ‘fingerprints are all over this building.’23 This information posits the 

assumption that no place is deemed sacred, which foments moral panic and safety 

discussions. McKendry becomes a symbolic vehicle for readers’ personal experiences, or at 

least a simulated ‘reality’, prompting them to insert themselves into this tragic narrative.24 If 

the sub-purpose of the article is to discuss safety, then McKendry can symbolically reassure 

the audience that a new policy could come out of this tragedy as a means of making sense of 

murder.25 With new policies, new stories appear and thus contribute to any revenue profit.  

 To not lose the audience to moral panic, the media emphasises the ‘good guy’ frame of this 

protagonist victim to maintain public interest. Thus, the last component of McKendry’s 

identity rests in the admiration of the man he was. In fact, he is constructed in these news 

articles to be the compassionate version of ‘Daddy Warbucks’: adoptive parent, generous 

benefactor, and thoughtful leader. He was beyond loved and wonderful; he was ‘legendary’.26 

Some articles include testimonies like Reverend Chris Buice’s tearful press statement: ‘I will 

tell you we love Greg McKendry. We are grieving the loss of a wonderful man’.27 The 

inclusion of such tearful recounts is angled to evoke sympathy from the readers. It is the 

media’s agenda to not only include these details because he really was this kind of man but 

also because it serves a greater newsworthy purpose in soliciting interest from the audience. 

The media has depicted a ‘character’ that the audience will want to know more about because 

he serves a clear-cut version of a morally good person. With word choices such as ‘hero’ and 

‘legendary’, it is hard to not question the degree of sensationalising McKendry’s identity.   

 Of course, it is not my intention to disagree with this collective identity of McKendry. I 

believe that he was a heroic man who loved his community and was loved in return. It takes a 

strong, brave human being to sacrifice his or her life to protect others, and he deserves these 

admirable descriptions. However, the emphasis of these traits distorts his identity. Was he 

only a hero, churchgoer, and benefactor? Unfortunately, one of the limitations of this analysis 

is not being able to contact the surviving members of McKendry’s family to see what his 

narrative should portray instead of the media’s depiction. Remember, just within five days of 

the incident, fourteen articles were released that promoted this version of his identity, but it 

hides the other qualities about him, too. Readers do not know anything of his job or hobbies 

(outside of church); they only know the fragmented, mediated man. Though it is common to 

deliver epideictic speeches about the deceased, such news accounts do not follow this 

purpose. Reporters write news stories that will engage the audience, provide crime 

information, and report an unbiased account; nevertheless, the ultimate purpose of a reporter 

is to construct a story that will increase revenue profit, not a public eulogy. The question begs, 

should the media eulogize victims, or should it provide clear, just depictions of victims 

without manipulating them into mediated characters? Genre constraints aside, I would argue 

for both, but as we have thus far seen of McKendry, he fits a characterized trope.   

 The emphasis of McKendry’s final act does not only have the rhetorical effect of obscuring 

his identity, but it also dissuades interest about the secondary victim – Linda Kraeger, who 

becomes an auxiliary character to perpetuate the coverage of the violent crime. Though 

Kraeger does receive some acknowledgement, three of the four articles (out of the sixteen) are 

tangential to a surviving male victim’s account of events. This male victim, Joe Barnhart, was 

interviewed in his hospital room and mentions his friendship with Kraeger, whose identity 
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falls secondary to his narrative. The only article to be solely about the Kraeger was published 

on July 29, 2008, by Amy McRary in the Knoxville News Sentinel (Knoxville, Tennessee).  

 Unlike McKendry, Kraeger died at the hospital hours post-attack. Therefore, her victim 

narrative does not correlate with the hero, undeserving trope, but that does not mean she was 

not a ‘newsworthy’ victim. In a published eulogy to remember Kraeger, McRary constructs 

an identity based on the description from Kraeger’s niece Debi Campbell, and this description 

is summarised in the headline: ‘Victim Called Dedicated Teacher, Aunt, Friend’. Although 

the intended purpose is to positively remember Kraeger, the rhetorical effect becomes a 

reminder that this unfortunate attack could happen to anyone. The narrative begins by 

emphasising the labels in the headline and then informs readers that she was the second 

victim in the TVUU Church shooting. Readers are introduced to two facts, which are the 

following: First, her husband’s name is Duane Kraeger, and second, they were visiting the 

TVUU Church. Their home church was Westside Unitarian Universalist Church, and they 

were present for the youth performance because of the aforementioned friendship with 

Barnhart.  

 Not informing readers that Kraeger was not a TVUU Church member is twofold. First, it 

reinforces the agenda that anyone can be a victim, but secondly, there is an underlying 

assumption that Kraeger as a TVUU church ‘foreigner’ was in the wrong place at the wrong 

time, which creates an effect that aligns with positivist victimology. The media generates an 

underlying assumption that she is partially to blame for her victimisation, which becomes 

more apparent in McRary’s article. For example, interviewee Dr. Ann Kirch (a former 

colleague) said: ‘She wasn’t afraid really to go places where we should have been more 

afraid, probably’.28 Although this information could fall into various personality 

characteristics like ‘adventurous’ or ‘courageous’, the framing of this information becomes a 

public identifier for her being ‘careless’ or ‘inattentive’ to potential danger. Since her death 

could not be idealised like McKendry’s, Kraeger’s ‘character’ is unable to solicit sympathy 

and reader interest, at least on McKendry’s scale; therefore, her narrative receives less 

attention. Since she is not tied to the community, the rhetorical selection of biographical 

information is used to dissuade consideration and follow-up articles.29  

  Although the effect does not promote Kraeger’s identity, readers are introduced to a 

common set of descriptors about her life, and these descriptors fall into the following three 

categories: her move from Texas, her relationship to Campbell, and her optimistic 

perspective. As I discuss these three facets, please remember that Kraeger is not the 

protagonist in this mediated depiction; she is framed to be an outsider who has reckless 

tendencies. Although this intended eulogy is admiring Kraeger for the woman she was prior 

to her untimely, undeserving death, the rhetorical effect of her framing prohibits these 

positive attributes from being appropriately ascribed.  

 Kraeger and her husband had been living in Knoxville, Tennessee, for eighteen months 

prior to the crime. Readers learn about their move from three of the four articles.30 The 

dissemination of this information is from reported interviews with Barnhart, who reinforces 

his role within the overall crime narrative while obscuring Kraeger’s identity. The 

information also functions as a means to encourage victim-blaming of Kraeger because the 

inclusion of her move serves two purposes for the media. The first is to emphasise that 

Kraeger was not a Knoxville native while revealing that Barnhart is. Knoxville was his 

‘boyhood home’.31 Local readers would be more interested in reading about native victims in 

comparison to the ‘foreigner’, which is why there are follow-up articles about Barnhart as the 

primary victim with Kraeger as the auxiliary ‘character’. Secondly, it further removes Kraeger 

from the ‘hero’ of the tale. Even Barnhart is casted as a minor hero as ‘he moved to help 

[Kraeger] and was wounded with the second and third blast’.32 Barnhart was hospitalised 

from gunshot wounds and several of his family members were injured too. Since he was 
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trying to help Kraeger, he was undeservingly harmed in the process, which further removes 

any potential sympathy from Kraeger’s victim narrative because she could be unintentionally 

blamed for his injuries. Even though the inclusion of the move is to share more information 

about Kraeger and Barnhart, it has a rhetorical effect of ostracising her from the Knoxville 

community as well as deemphasising the importance of Kraeger in the master narrative. 

Therefore, she falls into the ‘deserving’ victim trope and thus is revictimised through this 

mediated depiction. The memory of Kraeger is contextualised by her location and 

‘foreignness’ to the community.  

 Kraeger’s narrative reveals not only that she is a recent Knoxville inhabitant, but it also 

informs readers, through the testimonies of her niece (Campbell) and the Barnharts, that she 

and her husband were childless. The mediated positioning of Kraeger as child caretaker is 

angled to show that she was a helpful ‘aunt’ who lived with the Barnharts in a house in West 

Knoxville.33 Kraeger’s identity is amalgamated with the identity of the Barnharts because she 

lived with them and had never separately settled into the Knoxville community. Moreover, 

this ‘aunt’ framing perpetuates negative characterisation. The media deemed it necessary to 

include that she did not have any children, which has a rhetorical effect of framing her as a 

social norm deviant. The selection of this information becomes a tactic to dissuade interest in 

Kraeger as a victim and to thus limit her presence in news accounts. On the other hand, the 

media counters this frame by connecting her to the nurturer of great-nieces in order to be fair 

to her familial relationships. Nevertheless, the absence of children, in comparison to 

McKendry’s affiliation, and presence of great-nieces create an effect that complicates 

Kraeger’s identity.34 Where children are concerned, Kraeger’s affiliation is not useful to the 

narrative and production of articles. Unlike McKendry, she is a victim who is neither leaving 

children behind to mourn this loss nor sacrificed herself to protect children. Therefore, 

Kraeger’s lifestyle negatively affects how she is depicted within the mediated accounts 

because it is more probable that this lack of association inhibits sympathy and thus does not 

contribute to revenue profits.  

 Then again, the media reports do include information about Kraeger’s optimism. Kraeger’s 

‘beautiful laugh and huge smile’ characterised her outlook on life, especially when she 

endured great suffering from her fibromyalgia.35 Readers only learn of her tough, jovial spirit 

in McRary’s eulogy. In the other three articles, there is no mention of her disease. Therefore, 

this eulogy fulfils its purpose in praising the victim for inner strength and outer beauty, which 

is evident in Campbell’s testimony: ‘[S]he would still go out and do things. She would say, 

‘I’m not feeling well, but it’s OK; I’ll get over it’ said Campbell. ‘She had a beautiful laugh, a 

huge smile. When she laughed, she would throw her head back’.36 The inclusion of this 

testimony captures an image of Kraeger that draws upon the audience’s sympathy. For this 

eulogy, the media constructs a version of Kraeger as a victim who did not deserve to die and 

thus fulfils the genre requirements, which differ from that of a news account. 

 Although the media highlights an important characteristic, the emphasis on Kraeger’s 

optimism turns into a negative quality as it leads to her being careless and radical in news 

reports. In two of the four articles, Kraeger’s ideological identity is constructed to be the 

foreigner, and this narrative is forwarded to further dissuade audiences from identifying with 

her victimisation because it does not tightly fit into a positive, undeserving trope. In regard to 

social norms, the intended audience consists of religious southerners who potentially support 

capital punishment. Again, the gun assault creates an urgency to discuss violent crimes, and 

the news reports are stimulating public discourse to find a solution through newspaper sales. 

One potential solution is to sentence Adkisson with the death penalty. Inciting this public 

conversation, the media uses Kraeger via Barnhart to open the debate. In two articles, 

Barnhart admits that he was a supporter for capital punishment, but Kraeger had convinced 

him otherwise: ‘I believed in capital punishment, but not for revenge’.37 Many readers would 
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not identify it as revenge in a petty manner, but in a biblical perspective. To present the 

opposite perspective, Barnhart recalls a warning from Kraeger, ‘[O]nce you start down the 

capital punishment road, you are going to make mistakes, and you will commit a killing that 

is unjust’.38 Eventually, Barnhart agrees with Kraeger’s once-uttered words, but the media did 

not frame it as a change of heart. In fact, reporter Duncan Mansfield calls it a shaking of 

Barnhart’s beliefs while reporter Marti Davis used ‘raising doubts’.39  

 This discussion and framing of capital punishment forwards the age-old debate about 

whether the government has the right to take a life through judicial processing and furthers 

the alignment with positivist victimology. Throughout this media/rhetorical analysis about 

Kraeger, we have found that reporters are constructing an identity that counters perceived 

public values and, specifically, the emphasis of her anti-capital punishment perspective has an 

effect of victim-blaming. Moreover, the article inserts McKendry’s heroic last act after 

emphasising capital punishment, which is an emotional ploy to persuade readers to think that 

the dismissal of the death penalty would not generate justice for the hero who was taken from 

this community. Kraeger’s depiction falls into the ‘deserving’ trope because her morals and 

location did not corroborate the pro-capital punishment sentiment within the Knoxville 

community. Consequently, the juxtaposition of McKendry’s heroic death and Kraeger’s 

liberal beliefs provides a newsworthy opposition. Reporters can use this information to incite 

public discourse about crime and punishment, thus increasing profit revenue. The rhetorical 

selection of information about the victims to construct a situation where crime and 

punishment can be discussed has a cost of positioning these victims into tropes that are 

harmful (especially for Kraeger) to their characterisation and their commemoration.  

  

 

Mediating a Conclusive Resolution 

Sensationalising crime narratives leads to mass consumption of serious information as 

entertainment. The media uses agenda-setting frames as a strategic manoeuvre to produce 

news information as well as increase revenue. Since the targeted audience desires to learn 

more about the potential dangers of the community along with the social protocols for 

perceiving and judging such deviant behaviour, the media has an eager audience who will 

consume the information and demand more.40 Readers are oblivious to such composition 

strategies and trust the objective reality constructed by the media. 

 Since targeted audiences learn and understand local and national crime via media, they are 

often misinformed and emotionally persuaded to identify with the given frame. Media uses 

emotional appeals to sustain a rhetorically selected version of a crime narrative that will yield 

the most profitable results. In fact, the media’s agenda constructs a public identity of both the 

criminals and the victims. As seen in the depictions of McKendry and Kraeger as well as in 

aforementioned research, audiences feel more sympathetic toward the driven, mediated frame 

of the issue and persons associated.41 Thus, in the case study, I discover that it is more 

probable to remember and connect with the hero instead of the stranger.  

The framing of these mediated identities infiltrate and formulate the public’s perception 

of victims and criminals. Archival research shows that the agenda-setting ideology permeates 

into public discourses. People who felt compelled to comment and connect their feelings to 

the event would typically mimic the frame the media created. For example, in the case study, 

local commentators referred to McKendry as the hero without referencing Kraeger.  When 

reporter Cindy Simpson interviewed University of Tennessee senior Sara Pierce, she 

responded with the following: ‘He was a wonderful man’, Pierce said. ‘He died shielding 

those kids. Greg McKendry was a hero’.42 McKendry’s identity purely reflects the discourse 

that the media perpetuated in its framing. Pierce identifies him as a hero, a shield, and a 

wonderful man, thus proving that the identity that formulated in her mind is what the media 
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provided. Since the media only propagates a fragmented identity in their articles, readers will 

only know a superficial version of the constructed victims, which can be a form of 

revictimisation.43  

 All the same, audiences and fellow journalists perpetuate the demand and production of 

these revictimising crime narratives. In fact, the Knoxville News Sentinel competed in the 

Golden Press Card contest and received an award for the ‘information graphic category’, 

which was related to the coverage of the TVUU Church shooting.44 This shooting was a 

‘newsworthy’, high profile case that received insurmountable attention from the press, and of 

the sixteen articles used in the case study, seven of the publications were from Knoxville News 

Sentinel. The permeating presence of various related articles to the crime led to recognition 

and a reward. This outcome is part of the driving tension that perpetuates the agenda-framing 

employed by reporters. Not only are reporters working to increase the publication’s profit 

revenue, but they too are working for nationwide recognition. The price to pay for profit, 

reputation, recognition as well as competition is the skewed construction of the identities 

involved in these crime narratives. Families and friends have read or heard about these 

victims through these award-winning articles, and the people who the survivors love and 

cherish are morphed into a binary trope that neither captures the victims’ essence nor 

encompasses others’ memories.  

The publications involved in covering this incident have left an indelible trace in printed 

archives and public memory about the victims involved in this master narrative.45 Some 

media publications, like Knoxville News Sentinel, feel satisfied with their coverage because 

they were publically recognized for their excellent reporting and coverage of the tragedy. Yet 

when John Huotari (The Oak Ridger) interviewed public figures (for example, a 

superintendent, a reverend, and a police chief) for feedback about the crime coverage, 

Reverend Chris Buice of the TVUU Church, for example, said that it ‘was handled well also, 

although not perfectly’.46 Though I cannot speak for what Rev. Buice found imperfect, the 

case study proves that the construction of victims’ identities is neither perfect nor fair. 

Audiences want to know about the crime and its applicability to their lives, but an effect of 

deserving/undeserving representations of victims reifies positivist victimology. Though one 

victim is undeserving of his untimely death, his heroic actions mask the ‘blame’ and create 

sympathy so that readers can appropriately commemorate an unexpected loss. On the other 

hand, victims like Kraeger are framed to be ‘deserving’ and thus are blamed for their deaths. 

The problem with this characterisation is that family and friends are revictimised by the media 

because despite the loss of a loved one, the reappearance and printed memory of Kraeger is 

twisted into a trope that serves to neither commemorate nor cherish.  

Instead of feeling pressured to deliver the next big scoop before other competing 

publications, reporters should be more cognisant about their rhetorical choices to refrain from 

revictimising or misrepresenting victims in news coverage. Neither the victims in these 

narratives are appropriately represented nor are their memories treated justly. Victims are 

erroneously labelled as either deserving or undeserving to serve the media’s agenda.  Though 

there is not yet a prescriptive method for discussing victims, this archetypal categorisation 

highlights a current humanitarian problem. Through this research, print media and receptive 

audiences can begin to understand the polemical relationship between characterisation and 

victimisation, and with this knowledge, the public can come together to develop an efficient, 

sensitive discourse or methodology for discussing and reporting violent crime victims. It is 

my hope that other researchers in humanities and social sciences will continue to research 

mediated criminal reports and work together to prevent this discursive revictimisation of 

published victims. 
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