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We live in an information-saturated urban world.  We seem to have access to an unlimited 

supply of information about any city, or any neighborhood, we might want to learn something 

about.  But there’s a catch.  Not all of that information is just a representation of what’s 

happening in cities; a lot of it “helps construct social and spatial ‘realities,’” rather than simply 

representing them.  This article presents a detailed study of how that process of the media 

shaping urban realities plays out in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside.  You might remember that 

we looked at some of the different aspects of this neighborhood in our very first lecture, back in 

September; the place has a lot of problems, but there is also a very strong sense of community.   

 

Liu and Blomley’s article documents how media coverage -- in the Vancouver Sun and the 

Province, two newspapers that together have a 68 percent readership in the Vancouver 

metropolitan area -- reinforce certain images and perceptions of the neighborhood.  Liu and 

Blomley begin by summarizing important theories in media and communications studies that 

focus on “framing” -- “the process of selecting and highlighting some aspects of a perceived 

reality,” and then emphasizing a certain interpretation of that perception.  Frames (a) define 

problems, (b) diagnose causes, (c) make moral judgments, and (d) suggest remedies. 

 

Then Liu and Blomley analyze several hundred newspaper articles to see how issues in the 

neighborhood are portrayed, and whose voices are given authority in explaining aspects of the 

place.  They identify three dominant frames:  In medicalization, the neighborhood is portrayed 

as ‘a health-care crisis.’  In criminalization, the Downtown Eastside is described “as a legal and 

policing problem,” “scripted as a place of rampant crime and its residents as criminals.”  In 

socialization, the area is portrayed as suffering from a broader range of social problems -- 

“associated with poverty, homelessness, welfare, unemployment, racial tension, and social 

services.”  In each of these frames, moreover, the articles tend to give more respect to the 

interpretations of outsiders rather than neighborhood residents -- thus reproducing existing power 

relations and hiding the significance of some real community strengths and local knowledge.  

The Downtown Eastside and its residents are “doubly stigmatized,” represented as problems for 

outside experts to solve; media coverage thus “has the potential to de-humanize and culturally 

de-familiarize the DES, thus further widening the already large chasm between the residents of 

the DES and the rest of the city.”  This is unfortunate, because while the area does have its 

problems, Liu and Blomley remind us that it is also “a place of community, characterized by 

solidarity, resourcefulness, ingenuity, resilience, determination, strength, defiance, and 

resistance.” 

 

Questions 

 

1.  Does Liu and Blomley’s analysis change the way you think about the Downtown Eastside? 

 

2.  Can you think of other neighborhoods or cities that are portrayed in consistently negative 

ways by media sources?  If so, what similarities and differences do you see compared to the 

Downtown Eastside? 

  


