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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic presented an unprecedented global health crisis, placing
tremendous pressure on news media to effectively communicate the outbreak amid
significant uncertainties. This study investigates how BBC News and CNA YouTube channels
framed the initial phase of the pandemic, from the first coverage of the outbreak to reports
of the first community transmission. Guided by framing theory, discourse analysis, and
multimodal analysis, an inductive qualitative content analysis was conducted on 27 news clips
from BBC News and 87 from CNA YouTube channels. The findings revealed stark differences
in framing strategies. BBC News predominantly categorized the initial outbreak as a localized
health and humanitarian crisis in China, distancing the United Kingdom from the narrative.
The narrative was further augmented by the recurring visual motif of Asians wearing
facemasks, implicitly conveyed the message of difference between them and us. Conversely,
CNA constructed the initial outbreak as a shared regional threat to Asian countries,
emphasizing Singapore’s vulnerability and multifaceted response. Via contextualizing COVID-
19 alongside Singapore’s 2003 SARS experience, CNA highlighted institutional preparedness
and called for public compliance with policies. The findings of the study reveal how European
and Asian media adopt distinct strategies in framing emerging health crises, reflecting
broader socio-political narratives. As nearly five years have passed since the COVID-19
outbreak, this work provides a timely opportunity to reflect on lessons learnT and to inform
future media strategies for reporting public health emergencies. These insights offer practical
guidance for media professionals, facilitating balanced, culturally sensitive, and accurate
health communication strategies.

Keywords: News Framing, COVID-19 Outbreak, BBC News and CNA, YouTube Channels,
Health Communication
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Introduction

Media coverage of initial stage of any disasters or crises are crucial for emergency
management (Nazione, Perrault, & Pace, 2021; Ng, 2023; Zhao & Wu, 2021). When there is
little or no prior knowledge of the risks, the way renowned news media present and construct
the issue play critical roles in setting the tone for how the public perceive and respond (Chou
& Britt, 2024; Hubner, 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic is an unprecedented public health
emergency which claimed millions of lives worldwide and changed societies in ways that no
other health crisis had done in decades. Apart from national health organizations, news media
undoubtedly played significant roles in impacting how citizens worldwide perceived the risk
of COVID-19 and their subsequent health behaviors (Hubner, 2021; Lyu & Takikawa, 2022).
As the world has been living with COVID-19 for more than four years and nations return to
pre-pandemic normalcy, there remains urgent need to reflect on its media coverage,
especially during the initial outbreak amid intense uncertainties (Nazione et al., 2021). To
consolidate lessons learned and better prepare for future pandemics, questions like what are
the distinctive linguistic and visual traits in the media representations, how different cultural
contexts affected the coverage, and what are the commonalities and distinctive features,
need to be answered (Chou & Britt, 2024; Maloney, White, Samuel, Boehm, & Bleakley, 2023).
To this end, this study examined the framing of the initial COVID-19 by British news outlet
BBC News and Singaporean news media CNA.

YouTube platform was selected to examine media coverage of COVID-19 on influential
social network sites. Ranking the second most popular social media behind Facebook,
YouTube has been on the way to becoming an essential health information source, especially
during public health emergencies (Liu & Kim, 2011; Ng, 2023; Statista 2024). However,
compared to the large number of health-related studies conducted on other social media such
as Facebook and X (formerly known as Twitter), studies on the framing practices on YouTube
are sparse and limited. Existing studies primarily focused on the evaluation of the accuracy of
the contents (Basch, Basch, Ruggles, & Hammond, 2015; Nagpal, Karimianpour, Mukhija,
Mohan, & Brateanu, 2015; Pandey, Patni, Singh, Sood, & Singh, 2010). The evolving media
landscape characterized by traditional news outlets transitioning to YouTube and attracting
millions of followers, along with the fact that social media users tend to appropriate, modify,
and amalgamate content from traditional broadcast news in their posts (Chou & Britt, 2024;
Zhao & Wu, 2021), underscore the necessity of investigating framing practices by national
news outlets on YouTube. Meanwhile, as information becoming more and more visually
mediated and consumers getting used to digesting visual news in recent years, scholars claim
that it is crucial to enhance news consumers’ visual literacy to understand implications
embedded and navigate the complexities in visual-based communications (Bock, 2020; Kress
& Van Leeuwen, 2021). Drawing on insights from multimodality studies, this study attempts
to provide a clear picture of how visuals are employed to construct the COVID-19 outbreak
on BBC News and CNA. It aims to examine not only the way COVID-19 is being constructed,
but also how linguistic features interact with visual semiotic means in constructing meanings,
as well as summarizing similarities and different emphases. Many professionals can benefit
from this study, in particular, news media practitioners, emerging infectious diseases (EIDs)
communication advocates, and news consumers. It can also enrich news framing theory and
risk communication studies by providing empirical evidence and further understanding of
framing of health emergencies.
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News Framing and Covid-19

Framing has its roots in sociology and psychology (Borah, 2011; Scheufele & Tewksbury,
2006). The sociological root can be traced back to Goffman where he proposed that frame
analysis is the study on the organization of social experiences (Goffman, 1974). This approach
conceptualizes frames as being imposed by powerful institutions or individuals to impact how
people understand and interpret the experience and world around them (Borah, 2011;
Goffman, 1974). The psychological approach categorizes frames as existing in individuals’
mind and offer cognitive shortcuts to process information and form opinions (Scheufele &
Tewksbury, 2006). Framing theory has been employed as the theoretical guidance across
disciplines, which include but not limited to media studies (Luisi, Barker, & Geana, 2018),
political science (Chung et al., 2021), psychology (Dhanani & Franz, 2021), linguistics (Rohela,
Bhan, Ravindranath, Bose, & Pathare, 2020), and health communication studies (Pieri, 2019).
Increasing studies suggest that framing of health issues on social media are on the rise in
recent years (Luisi et al., 2018; Wiedicke, Reifegerste, Temmann, & Scherr, 2022).

Currently there are a number of knowledge gaps in the understandings of news
framing practices of emerging infectious diseases (EIDs) in general and COVID-19 in particular.
First, regard EIDs news framing practice, perspectives from Asian countries are generally
under explored (Zhao & Wu, 2021). The Global South is constantly in the position of being
constructed and represented rather than having their voices being heard and their
perspectives being recorded (Sastry & Lovari, 2017). Thus, it is important to investigate how
Asian news media responded to and framed the COVID-19 from the outset. Second, the
review of literature suggested that visual elements are generally understudied compared to
verbal contents in framing studies (Bock, 2020; Brennen, Simon, & Nielsen, 2021; Matthes,
2009). This might be due to the fact that framing studies seem to concentrate more on textual
representation while visuals are largely being ignored (Dan, 2018; Mello, Glowacki, Fuentes,
& Seabolt, 2023). Analysing broadcast news coverage without exploring visual components
would miss vast amount of information and implications, and the analysis itself is less accurate
and comprehensive (Bock, 2020; Matthes, 2009). The goal of the present study is to fill the
research gaps and enrich studies on news framing in health communication.

Published studies on framing of the COVID-19 have been conducted from various
perspectives. First, a number of studies examined the influence of rising nationalism and
populism on the news representation of COVID-19. Many drew the conclusion that COVID-19
had been politicalized to suit political interests (Chung et al., 2021; Hart et al., 2020). Second,
plenty of studies examined news framing practice in one nation or conducted comparative
studies in cross-national settings to how the issue was constructed. Within these studies,
some revealed that political orientation of the media outlet is a major determinant of how
COVID-19 was framed (Capurro, Jardine, Tustin, & Driedger, 2021; Wallace, Lawlor, & Tolley,
2021). A couple of studies confirmed the correlation between the emphasis on blame in
COVID-19 coverage and the occurrence of racist attacks against minority groups in some
countries (Dhanani & Franz, 2021; Sun, 2021). Third, several studies investigated the rhetoric
of COVID-19 media representation. For instance, Rohela et al. (2020) investigated the use of
war metaphors in India national print media. Jia and Zhao (2023) combined pragmatics with
fear appeal strategies to explore public sign on COVID-19 prevention in some Chinese
communities. Jafri and Ariffin (2021) used linguistic agency assignment to examine news
headlines in Malaysian news outlet The Star Online. Lastly, an increasing number of studies
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concentrated on the framing practice of some international health organizations and national
health institutions on social media like Facebook and X (Brennen et al.,, 2021; Wicke &
Bolognesi, 2020). The analysis on the framing of misinformation circulating social media has
also been an area of scholarly interests in recent years (Brennen et al., 2021; Cinelli et al.,
2020).

Recent studies on news coverage of COVID-19 in the beginning of the outbreak
revealed that the manners traditional news outlets framed the issue impacted individuals’
perception of the risk, their subsequent behaviors and even the authorities’ responses (Chou
& Britt, 2024; Nazione et al., 2021). More specifically, if from the start the coverage presented
the outbreak as personally relevant and supplemented by sufficient preventative measures,
the public is better positioned to respond effectively (Capurro et al., 2021; Chung et al., 2021).
Conversely, sensational and politicalized coverage concomitant with stigmatizing imageries
may contribute to public panic, misunderstanding of risks, and even provoking discriminatory
behaviors (Chung & Jones-Jang, 2022; Hart et al., 2020).

Methodology

Research Questions

RQ1. What are the dominant frames utilized by BBC News and CNA YouTube Channel in
covering the initial COVID-19 outbreak?

RQ2. What are the linguistic and visual features of the frames?

RQ3. What are the distinctions and commonalities in the coverage of the initial COVID-19
outbreak on the two news outlets?

Research Design

Early days news coverage on sudden health emergencies have been recognized as crucial and
essential to help broadcast warnings, call for swift responses, and engage citizens in taking
preventive measures, thus influencing population health and welfare (Lyu & Takikawa, 2022;
Mello et al., 2023). Follow previous studies and recommendations from the World Health
Organization (WHO), the study defined the initial outbreak as the time between the first
report of COVID-19 and the first coverage on community transmission in the home country of
the United Kingdom (U.K.) and Singapore (Humphries et al., 2017; Pieri, 2019; WHO, 2020).
During this time, most infections were in China with minimal perceived risks in both outlets’
home countries, and the public started to gather information from trusted sources to
establish their perception of the situation (Chou & Britt, 2024; Hubner, 2021). Hence, the way
in which national news media framed the issue became more crucial.

BBC News and CNA were selected as representatives of European and Asian news
media perspectives, respectively. The two outlets champion different sets of value and
cultural influences. BBC News promotes Western values of freedom and individualism,
offering a lens for European media practices (Cushion, 2022; Kasmani, 2014). CNA emphasizes
conformity and collectivism, often focusing on regional issues and reflecting Asian cultural
heritage (Feng et al., 2012; Lee, 2005). Moreover, both outlets maintain an active presence
on YouTube platform, each boasting millions of subscribers. Coverage by these globally
oriented news media can reach a large amount of population and is more likely to impact
health behaviors worldwide (Knipfer & Entman, 2018).
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Data Collection

Data were collected by accessing specific coronavirus pandemic playlists on the respective
YouTube channels. Based on the categorization of the initial outbreak, the investigation
period was from January 21, 2020, to February 9, 2020 (20 days) on BBC News, and span
January 20, 2020, to February 3, 2020 (15 days) on CNA. The researchers downloaded all
publicly available videos uploaded during this time, filtered out duplicates and inaccessible
videos due to privacy settings, resulting in a sample of 114 news clips (27 from BBC News and
87 from CNA). The data size was deemed appropriate since the average length of clips on BBC
News was around 3 times longer clips from CNA. Clips featuring the full livestream of
government press briefings were excluded to maintain a focus on media discourse. As a result,
29 clips from CNA were excluded, resulting in 85 news clips (27 from BBC News and 58 from
CNA) as the final data.

Coding Procedures

This study utilized an inductive qualitative thematic analysis to perform framing analysis on a
corpus of news clips from BBC News and CNA YouTube channels, concentrating on the initial
COVID-19 outbreak. The unit of analysis was each news clip. Following scholars in framing
analysis who claim that frames encompass a number of themes and the relations among
those themes (Guenther et al., 2020), the researchers first coded individual themes, and then
classified relevant themes into theme clusters. Dominant frames were extracted on the basis
of these theme clusters using Entman (1993) four functionalities of frames as the operational
guidance. Entman (1993) proposed that frames serve to define problems, offer causal
interpretations, provide moral evaluations and recommend solutions. Thus, if the theme
clusters fulfilled one of the four functionalities, the researchers confirmed the existence of a
frame in the coverage. The coding process was iterative, starting with the identification of
more obvious themes and progressively on more subtle ones, facilitated by the qualitative
software NVivo 12 PLUS and Microsoft Word. Figure 1 illustrates the process. To better
understand the linguistic and visual features of the coverage, data were examined several
times to detect framing devices such as lexicons, symbols, visual imageries, and emotional
appeals.

Identify Th Classify into Extract Dominant Investigate Linguistic
EINEY Steres Theme Clusters Frames and Visual Features

Examining framing devices

Obvious ones Suggesting a communal Based on Entman's (1993) like lexicons, symbols,
then subtle ones concept four functionalities of visual imageries and
frames emotional appeals of each
frame

Figure 1: The analysis process from theme to dominant frame

Intercoder Reliability

Two coders were involved in the study to check the reliability of the coding process and
results. Coder A has a doctoral degree in discourse analysis and health communication. She
has conducted plenty of research on media analysis and discourse analysis in different
settings. Coder B is doing research on discourse analysis, metaphor analysis and multimodal
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analysis. The coders meet regularly each week for two-and-half-month to discuss themes that
emerged in the data and resolve disparities in the coding process. Two other consultants who
are university lectures on discourse analysis and linguistics also attended the meetings to
assist in the process. To manage potential biases and ensure the replicability of the findings,
potential ambiguities were resolved during the meetings.

Findings

Research question one and two aimed at exploring the dominant frames, and linguistic and
visual features of the news coverage. This study identified two dominant frames on each
outlet, they are elaborated in the following session, while the linguistic and visual features
are discussion under each distinct dominant frames. Table 1 summarizes dominant frames
and their characteristics. BBC News predominantly employed a Chinese health crisis frame
and a Chinese humanitarian crisis frame in its early-day coverage, both of which concentrated
primarily on Chinese situations with very limited reference to potential transmission scenarios
in the U.K. In contrast, CNA framed the initial outbreak through the Asian public health
emergency lens and Singapore is under siege perspective. The former frame focused on
situations in the broader Asian context, while the latter underscored the immediacy of COVID-
19 threats to Singapore.

Table 1
Dominant Frames on BBC News and CNA
News
Outle Dominant . Visual Emotional
Themes Lexicons Symbols .

t Frames Imageries Appeals
BBC Chinese Daily Deadly; fear; Chinese Chinese Fears and
News Health Crisis statistics; concern; people wearing anxiety

Frame situation in overcrowde  wearing facemasks;

China; dire d; ghost city  facemasks; Overcrowded

situations overcrowde hospitals;

inside d healthcare contrasting

hospitals; facilities imageries

emptiness; between

contrast empty

between streets and

empty streets crowded

and crowded hospitals

hospitals
Chinese Disruptions to Disruptions;  Evacuation Empty Pessimism;
Humanitaria daily lives; restrictions;  of foreign streets, fears;
n Crisis restriction on fears; nationals abandoned detachment
Frame free speech, doubts; urban areas

public deserted;

narratives; ghost city;

human rights  drastic;

violations; draconian

evacuation of

foreign

nationals
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CNA Asian Public  Numerical Disinfection; High Thermal Fears and
Health and prevention presence of screenings at anxiety;
Emergency  geographic measures; health Chinese Urgency
Frame spread of the  temperature experts in transportatio
COVID-19; screenings; the n hubs;
measures enhanced coverage or  disinfection
adopted by measures the studio; of public
Chinese and recount of spaces; split-
other SARS screen of
national epidemic hospital
authorities; footage with
situations in close-up
China; shots of
scepticism medical
towards experts
Chinese
authorities

Singapore is  Statistics in Risks; High Thermal Reassuranc

Under Siege  Singapore; precautions; presence of screeningat e; Hope

Frame measures socially Singaporean airports;
implemented responsible; government medical
by cooperation  official, experts
authorities; health receiving live
education on experts; interview;
the public; collective government
imperativene measures official come
ss of implemente to news
immediate d by private  studio
actions sectors

Chinese Health Crisis Frame

This frame categorizes the initial outbreak as a localized health issue in China while
downplaying its potential to evolve into a global outbreak. BBC News primarily adopted a
detached observational stance, reporting health crisis in China rather than embedding it
within a broader context of potential relevance to the U.K. The coverage emphasized daily
updates on statistics and developments in China, using lexicons such as “deadly”, “ghost city”,
“concern”, and “fear” to underscore the gravity of the situation. Visual representations
frequently included repetitive image of Chinese people wearing facemasks, serving as
symbolic depictions of the outbreak. These recurring visuals reinforced the perception of the

crisis as culturally and geographically distant, further framing it as a localized phenomenon.

The theme of emptiness is prevalent under this frame, which refers to the desolation
of normally bustling urban areas in China. Emptiness constructs the severity of situations in
the city of Wuhan at three levels: rectifies fears people had with the sudden outbreak and
connotes social isolation; highlights the enormous disruptions containment measures
imposed on daily lives; and symbolizes the uncontrollable natural force and helplessness of
human beings during the outbreak. Emptiness constitutes an escape narrative, suggesting
that everyone in China is hiding in their homes and avoiding social contact. This theme is often
demonstrated by verbal coverage explaining the population of Wuhan as 11 million but now
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resembled a “ghost city”, completely “sealed off” from the outside world. Impactful visuals of
empty spaces solidify the verbal framing and are effective in conveying the drastic change
from a dynamic city to one at the standstill.

Grim realities are also constructed through the stark contrast between empty urban
areas and overloaded healthcare facilities. The broadcast on January 25, 2020, on BBC New
demonstrated this theme. It began with a video clip of China Media Group’s New Year Gala,
a tradition in Chinese New Year’s celebration, which included cheerful visuals of fireworks and
family reunions. The jovial imageries were shifted into a recorded video of an empty hotel
lobby, though adorned with festive decorations, the atmosphere was cold and bleak. The
voice-over narrated that “for some, the celebrations have begun. But in Wuhan, the epicentre
of the outbreak of coronavirus, it looks more like a ghost town” (BBC News, 2020a). The
footage was replaced by a bird’s eye view of one overpass, which was almost empty since
only one car was featured. The visuals then changed to a reception hall inside one hospital
with two receptionists in full body protective gear conducting their work, while the crowds
behind them queuing in the main hall (see Figure 2). Although the contrasting imageries were
self-evident, the narration described that “while the streets are empty, the hospitals aren’t,
overwhelmed with potential cases” (BBC News, 2020a).

Figure 2: Contrasting image between crowded hospitals and empty streets on BBC News

In addition to the stark contrast between crowed hospitals and empty urban areas,
another stable motif on BBC News is its visual representation of it being a Chinese health
crisis. The visuals, to some extent, gave COVID-19 a human face — Asians with surgical
facemasks. The network constantly merged Asian males and females in facemasks with the
image of COVID-19 and China’s national flag together, creating a recurring motif symbolizing
the outbreak (see Figures 3 and 4). According to Kress and Van Leeuwen (2021), the
composition of an image integrates different visual elements to form a meaningful whole,
influencing viewers’ interpretation through visual salience. Visual elements generally include
colour contrast, position, size, and perspectives of the depicted elements. The most eye-
catching visual element in Figure 3 is the surgical facemasks on the two Asian figures,
emphasized by the strong colour contrast between the saturated blue and the soft hue of
human skin. The central placement of human figures in the image also makes the facemasks
more conspicuous and likely to capture attention immediately. Another salient element is the
Chinese national flag since it is a “potent cultural symbol” that can be widely recognized (Kress
& Van Leeuwen, 2021, p.211). The combination of different elements in Figure 3 suggests that
COVID-19 is predominantly associated with Chinese, or people with Asian appearances, a
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notion further supported by the caption “China Coronavirus”. However, it is noteworthy to
state that BBC News is not exceptional in adopting terms like this to denote the initial
outbreak. And the network stopped using it after the WHO officially named the disease
COVID-19.

Figure 3: Chinese figures in facemasks as background image on BBC News

The saturation of an image can express nuanced, value laden meanings by suggesting
different emotive temperature and intensities, and the effects can be strengthened by putting
the image in distinct contexts (Kress and Van Leeuwen 2021). For example, the desaturated
black and white image in Figure 4 disseminated a feeling of emotional depression and
suggested a brooding atmosphere. It is apparent that the expressions on the four main
figures’ faces were also serious and gloomy. Put this into the context of a sudden novel
disease outbreak where health facilities were being pushed to its knee with very limited
existing knowledge about it, it is likely that such visual representations would induce fear and
worry to audiences.

Figure 4: Desaturated background image on BBC News

In summary, the representation of Chinese and Asians being the face of COVID-19 in
concomitant with the verbal contents revealed that BBC News characterized the initial
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outbreak as essentially a localized Chinese problem rather than an emergency that the U.K.
might be related to it.

Chinese Humanitarian Crisis Frame

In addition to framing the outbreak as a Chinese health crisis, BBC News further constructed
it as a Chinese humanitarian crisis. This frame highlighted the disruptive impact incurred by
rigorous containment measures while the pervasive sense of pessimism was illustrated by the
prominent negative evaluations. Descriptive qualifiers such as “drastic”, “draconian”, and
expressions like “disruptions”, “restrictions”, “fear” emphasized the situation. Aerial shots of
empty streets deserted recreational centres showed that people were refraining from social
interactions, which further echoed the escape narrative and created a strong emotional
impact. However, the pervasive negative framing method disproportionately highlighted the

adverse impacts of these nonpharmaceutical interventions while ignoring potential benefits.

Chinese humanitarian crisis frame centred on the narrative that healthcare resources
were over-stretched in China and people cannot get necessary treatment. To illustrate this
point, BBC News included several human-interest stories in China. One noticeable theme
under this frame was the construction of repatriation flights. Evacuation of foreign nationals
is @ common response given the evolving situation of the initial outbreak and the
responsibility of nation-states to safeguard their citizens (Sencan & Kuzi, 2020). However, BBC
News employed horse-race metaphors and framed the arrangement as a competition among
countries. This narrative added a sense of anxiety to the already intensified situation. For
instance, they constructed foreign nationals stranded in China at that time as “trapped” and
“in a chaotic race to get out”, as if the viral transmission was confined in China and that
securing a flight seat was the solution to the crisis. The construction of foreign nationals trying
to flee disease-stricken China echoed the Chinese health crisis frame and accentuated escape
narrative, creating a sense of fear to the coverage. The following report on January 31, 2020,
encapsulated this framing:

Wuhan’s medics are locked in a daily battle against this epidemic with infections still rising
steeply. But for trapped British residents, at last a way out...In a chaotic race to get out,
relieve for those who make it, further anguish and uncertainty for those who don’t. (BBC
News 2020b)

Visuals accompanying the above narrative displayed some medical staff transferring
an elderly Chinese man into an ambulance via a stretcher bed (see Figure 5). All medical staff
were in full-body protective gear in daylight, and the elderly man was fastened to the
stretcher bed by ropes despite showing no attempts to resist. This visual representation
embedded the discourse into a frightening context and could convey a sense of horror to
viewers. It is likely that visually impactful photos similar to Figure 5 can generate a heightened
sense of anxiety about COVID-19, as reported in other studies (Mevorach, Cohen, & Apter,
2021). Moreover, combining fear-invoking real-life footage with metaphors of collapse and
emotionally charged language could propagate the idea that the toll to stay in China was high
and runaway was a sensible decision.
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Figure 5: Man in a stretcher bed visual footage on BBC News

Asian Public Health Emergency Frame

Framing the initial COVID-19 outbreak as a shared crisis in Asia is the predominant method
CNA adopted in its early day coverage. This frame categorized COVID-19 as originating in
China yet closely related to other Asian countries, suggesting a shared regional challenge. This
was illustrated by intense coverage on cases numbers in countries like Japan, South Korea,
and Thailand. In addition to this, significant proportion of coverage was attributed to reports
on border policies and measures at international airports. Coverage on CNA was action-
oriented rather than solely relaying the unfolding of events. Hence, apart from updating
statistical information, CNA prioritized message on collective containment strategies and
actionable self-preventative measures that viewers can adopt. Predominant visual
representations showcased thermal screening and disinfection of public areas at Chinese and
international transportation hubs. These images not only underscored the severity of the
situation but also reinforced the emphasis on proactive actions.

CNA’s coverage categorized the initial outbreak as essentially a health crisis. The
constant presence of health professionals and the prioritization of their voices contextualized
the narrative in health-related topics and highlighted health professionals’ crucial roles in the
management of the outbreak. Visual representations also foregrounded the outbreak as a
health emergency via background images featuring either the virus itself or healthcare
professionals conducting their work (see Figure 5). Compared to visual representation on BBC
News, these images avoided linking the COVID-19 to any specific ethnicities or nationalities
and disseminated a sense of professionalism and dedication.
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Figure 6: Visuals of COVID-19 background image on CNA

One distinctive characteristic about this frame on CNA is the visual presentation of
hospital scenes. In media coverage of health crises, live footages inside hospitals are
inevitable and are commonly featured, however, the ways such visuals were presented are
crucial since it can potentially fuel undue fear and panic (Sun, 2021). Instead of showing full-
screen alarming footage, CNA employed split-screen coverage to present footage inside
hospital settings. This strategy usually juxtaposes hospital scenes with close-up shots of health
experts, public health officials or the network’s own Correspondents. Moreover, narratives
accompanied the imagery often focused more on explaining the situation rather than
sensationalizing or evoking emotions. The analysis also revealed that visuals on CNA were
generally presented as evidence of verbal narrative or conveyed objective information such
as crowded hospitals and medical personnel at work. They were less employed to suggest
abstract meanings such as fear, isolation, loneliness and to elicit emotive responses.

The frequent invocation of the 2003 severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS)
epidemic is another distinguishing feature on CNA. In 2003, Chinese authorities were accused
of covering up the initial outbreak for several months, and Singapore was among the few
Asian countries that were severely impacted (Teo, Yeoh, & Ong, 2004). The recount of the
experience served multiple functions, including scrutinizing the transparency and governance
of the current outbreak by Chinese authorities. By referring to the SARS epidemic, CNA
initiated discussions on whether Chinese authorities had learned from previous experience
and managed the current outbreak with increased transparency. Moreover, the comparison
of SARS epidemic with COVID-19 not only contextualized the COVID-19 within a historical
framework of health crises in Asia but also underscored the evolution of response strategies
and public health communication.

Singapore is Under Siege Frame

This frame concentrated on reporting multi-level defensive approaches implemented in
Singapore against the initial outbreak. From the outset, CNA portrayed Singapore as being
closely linked to the formidable viral outbreak in China, emphasizing the city-state’s
vulnerability. The narrative was further consolidated by contextualizing the threat of COVID-
19 as on a similar scale to Singapore as the SARS epidemic.

The study identified four main themes under this dominant frame: updates on

statistics and situations in Singapore, the readiness of effective coping strategies, the
educational contents and advisories for the general population, and the urgency of the
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situation by drawing parallel with the SARS epidemic. Lexicons such as “risks”, “precautions”,
“socially responsible”, and “cooperation” underscored the narrative. Visual representations
commonly included Singaporean officials holding press briefings, interviews with health
experts, and thermal screenings in public areas in Singapore. These elements showcased the
activeness of the authority, the reliance on health experts and scientific evidence, and the
collective measures put in place in the country. CNA also covered extensively on healthcare
protocols put in place in the country and included many health-related personnel in the
newsroom to discuss the situation and containment strategies, ranging from top national
officials to general practitioners. The detailed coverage on coping strategies, the inclusion of
multiple experts’ opinions, and the direct communication with the general public offered a
well-rounded view of real situations in Singapore.

This frame employed a holistic approach in addressing preventative strategies
available at governmental, societal, and individual levels. First and foremost, it underscored
the authorities’ obligation to safeguard its citizens, emphasizing their accountability through
thorough coverage on domestic preparedness plans and measures. However, despite the
substantial governmental efforts, the coverage indicated the potential for a widespread
outbreak, highlighting the necessity of involvement and cooperation from the general public.
Second, CNA included representatives from private sectors and industries, reporting on their
precautionary measures and coping protocols. Third, the coverage also portrayed the public’s
active action in following public health guidelines as a patriotic duty and linked to their
national identity. Hence, the successful containment of COVID-19 on CNA was constructed as
a collective responsibility shared by different groups of Singaporeans, with the overarching
message that the authority, the industries, and the public should all collaborate to protect the
nation from the viral spread. Moreover, the SARS epidemic was frequently referenced under
this frame to contextualize the threat of COVID-19 as on a similar scale and emphasize its
potential devastating impact, and to call for urgent collective response and public attention.

In summary, news framing of the initial COVID-19 outbreak on CNA was categorized
as a shared Asian health emergency where Singapore was highly involved. Meanwhile,
multiple levels of domestic defensive measures were highlighted.

Distinctions and Commonalities
RQ 3 explored the differences and similarities on the two outlets’ coverage, it was explained
in the following session.

This study identified four primary areas of divergence. First, the fundamental
categorization of the outbreak differed significantly. BBC News primarily defined it as a
Chinese health and humanitarian crisis, focusing on Chinese situations, particularly on
marginalized narratives. CNA predominantly constructed it as a shared regional threat in Asia
and laid the bulk of its attention on domestic issues while remaining largely descriptive of
Chinese situations. It was exemplified by the inclusion of many news stories that contradict
official Chinese narratives on BBC News while CNA did not cover. For instance, the coverage
regarding the controversies around the death of the whistleblower Dr. Li Wenliang.

Second, the source of information differed significantly. BBC News employed a mix of
official and alternative sources, including unverified ones, sometimes enabling it to present
stories that countered Chinese official narratives. CNA accessed a broad array of sources for
reporting local situations — including interviews of government officials, health experts,
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representatives from private sectors, and the public — its China-related coverage
predominantly relied on information from Chinese authorities or the state media. They also
relied heavily on message presented in Chinese official press briefings, whereas BBC News
referred to them primarily for statistics.

The third difference lies in how the outlets constructed and evaluated Chinese
authorities’ containment measures and their impacts. Descriptors such as “draconian”,
“drastic”, “disruptions”, and “restrictions” demonstrated the negative evaluation of the
measures on BBC News. CNA relays the situation rather than evaluating them. They reported
on Chinese authorities “stepping up” and “tightening up” measures without offering moral
judgements. Finally, the two outlets differed in their contextual use of the SARS epidemic in
relation to the COVID-19 outbreak. BBC News primarily recounted SARS to explain the
epidemiology of COVID-19. SARS was frequently referenced on CNA for two reasons: remind
viewers of the cover-ups and cast scepticism regarding the management of the current
outbreak; categorize the threat of COVID-19 as at a similar level to SARS and call for collective
action.

However, it should be emphasized that the differences in the coverage may be
attributed to geographical proximity and prior experiences with similar outbreaks, as
Singapore is close to China and its experience with the SARS epidemic possibly sharpened its
focus on the immediate threats of COVID-19.

The two outlets also shared similarities. First, both extensively updated viewers with
the latest development, such as statistics, geographical spread, and epidemiological
knowledge. These coverages are typical news reports during health crises and provided
critical information as the outbreak unfolded. Second, both outlets closely monitored
sentiments expressed by Chinese internet users, reflecting a broader journalistic trend of
using social media to gauge public opinions (Mello et al., 2023). lastly, both outlets initially
placed high expectations on the WHO leading the global response to the outbreak, following
extensively on its emergency meetings and cooperations with Chinese authorities. However,
as the virus continued to spread and the WHO kept delaying some decisions, media attention
from both outlets dropped markedly.

Discussion

The present study explored the ways in which British news outlet BBC News and its Asian
counterpart CNA framed the initial COVID-19 outbreak. We identified different dominant
frames and summarized their distinctions and similarities. Our findings first suggest that BBC
News disproportionately concentrated on documenting chaotic situations in China while
excluded the U.K. from the narratives. CNA provided comprehensive coverage on efficacy
information, such as domestic preventative strategies and personal protective guidelines.
Based on studies on health messaging during emergencies and crises, we caution the way BBC
News framing the initial outbreak might be problematic. According to the Extended Parallel
Process Model (EPPM), a prominent framework in evaluating health messaging strategies and
predicting health behaviors, if the public perceive the health threat as not personally relevant,
it is unlikely that they would engage in adopting precautionary measures (Schneider et al.,
2021; Witte & Allen, 2000). By constructing the virus as essentially a Chinese one, circulating
in remote China and not unrelated to the British population, the coverage may send false
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message to the British public about the risks. Moreover, extensive fascination with the
disruptive and chaotic nature of the outbreak may distract public attention away from health-
related issues. This finding is in line with Hubner’s (2021) research on framing analysis on early
COVID-19 national news coverage in the United States (U.S.), where media coverage focused
more on the social impact of the virus rather than health risks and consequences.
Furthermore, empirical studies testing EPPM confirmed that efficacy messages, such as
information on personal protection methods and collective coping strategies, are among the
strongest predictors of preventative behaviors during health crisis (Chou & Britt, 2024;
Nazione et al., 2021). According to these studies, coverage in CNA which emphasized
precautionary efficacy measures might be able to heighten public perception of risks and
encourage preventive behaviors regarding COVID-19.

The second finding from our research is the construction of “otherness” of COVID-19
on BBC News. Throughout the investigation period in this study, the Chinese health crisis and
humanitarian crisis frames constantly categorized the outbreak as a Chinese issue while
excluded the U.K. from the narrative of the health emergency. This finding is consistent with
other studies that suggest Western media tend to represent disease outbreaks as emerging
from and spreading within “other” countries and ethnicities since “they” are different from
“us” (Liu & Kim, 2011; Washer, 2004). The notions of “otherness” and disease from “outside”
were not new concepts in Western media representation of infectious disease outbreaks, as
Washer (2004: 2562) explained, the term emerging infectious diseases (EIDs), for Western
readers is “emerging from the poor, in particular the poor in the developing world”. Similar
representations can be found in the U.S. print media coverage of the 2009 H1N1 pandemic
where Mexicans were described as vectors of the virus (McCauley et al., 2013). Based on these
findings, we propose that categorizing COVID-19 as a Chinese problem, may promote the
notion of “otherness” and lead to the underestimation of risks among Western viewers. This,
in turn, could hinder them from taking self-protective actions (Nazione et al., 2021; Schneider
et al.,, 2021).

Our findings also revealed that coverage on CNA seemed to be less critical since the
network mostly aligned itself with official Chinese narratives and remained oblivious of
significant issues. Following official narratives without casting doubts fell short of revealing
social implications and obscuring viewers from alternative narratives. Compared to the critical
approach adopted by BBC News, this seemed to undermine the news media’s crucial role in
being the gatekeeper of those in power and offering critical insights to the public. This could
in turn compromise the credibility of the coverage and damage public trust with the news
outlet. This study cemented the proposition that news media should strive to provide
comprehensive interpretation of the situation while remaining ethical and assisting viewers
understand complexities involved in public health emergencies (Lyu & Takikawa, 2022; Zweig,
Zapf, Beyrer, Guha-Sapir, & Haar, 2021).

In terms of visual representations, our results revealed significant differences: BBC
News employed Asian faces to represent the initial viral outbreak, whereas CNA relied more
on imageries of the virus and healthcare professionals. CNA’s approach is more encouraging,
given strong evidence suggested that exposure to stigmatizing coverage predicted
discriminatory behaviors towards Asians during the COVID-19 pandemic (Cho, Li, Cannon,
Lopez, & Song, 2021; Sun, 2021). CNA’s split-screen strategy, which pairs footage of hospital
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settings with health professionals is also great in adopting neutral visual imageries. The
findings also revealed some controversial visual representations. First, while footage of
healthcare facilities running over-capacity, patients lying in hallways may be effective in
engaging viewers and emphasizing the severity of the situations, the sensational nature of
them may incite undue fear rather than motivating behaviour changes. This is particularly
problematic when excessive graphic visuals are accompanied with sensational language
without parallel information on efficacy messages (Saxon, Bass, Wright, & Panick, 2018).
According to fear appeal studies, emphasizing the severity of a health threat without
providing efficacy measures may lead to unintended consequences such as defensive
avoidance, message derogation, and even increased risk behaviors (Stolow, Moses, Lederer,
& Carter, 2020; Witte & Allen, 2000).

This study yielded several implications for future pandemic journalism. First, news
organizations should be aware of their role in informing the public of health risks while
managing the potential emotions disseminated through the coverage (Saxon et al., 2018). It
is recommended they work with health experts and other stakeholders in developing
emergency messages and prioritizing multiple expert opinions. Particularly when using
human figures to represent disease transmission, it is important to avoid pinpointing specific
ethnicity and nationality. Second, it is advisable to use insights from fear appeal studies to
guide coverage during public health emergencies. For instance, include ample message on
efficacy information alongside coverage on the severity and susceptibility of health threats to
encourage adoption of health behaviors (Nazione et al., 2021; Stolow et al., 2020). Third, in
order to incorporate different perspectives, present comprehensive coverages and respond
effectively during public health crises, cooperate between media outlets across cultural
contexts is necessary (Lowrey et al., 2007).

Conclusion

This study found significant differences in the way European news media BBC News and Asian
news outlet CNA constructed the same sudden infectious disease outbreaks. BBC News
employed Chinese health crisis frame and Chinese humanitarian crisis frame in constructing
the initial COVID-19 outbreak. CNA, on the other hand, adopted frames that are more health
topic-related by structuring its coverage with the Asian public health emergency frame and
Singapore is under siege frame. While BBC News constantly categorized the outbreak as an
Asian or Chinese crisis, distancing the U.K. from the narrative, CNA primarily structured it as
a huge threat to the country and reported heavily on domestic precautionary measures. In
terms of visual representation of the outbreak, a recurring theme on BBC News is Asians
wearing facemasks. CNA employed more neutral images such as the virus itself or healthcare
professionals engaging in their work. Since the public rely heavily on trusted news media to
understand the crisis and form their opinions, the message disseminated by these national
outlets are crucial and have consequences.

This study holds significance as we proposed practical advice for media practitioners
and emerging infectious diseases (EIDs) communication advocates in formulating health
messages in future outbreaks. It also suggests several directions for future research. First,
researchers focused on framing effects can use the findings of this study in experimental
studies to explore how different frames affect news consumers’ perception and potential
behaviors. Second, future research can examine more news outlets in European and Asian
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contexts to better understand the influence of culture on news framing, which is a significant
aspect of media studies.

This study also has a few limitations. Its generalizability is constrained as it examined
only one European and Asian news outlet, which may not fully represent broader media
trends within the cultural contexts. Second, the study only explored mainstream news outlets,
including alternative media sources may provide a more rounded view of current media
landscape. Third, without experimental designs or audience interviews and surveys, the study
cannot definitively conclude that the differences observed in the frames could significantly
influence individuals’ perception or behaviors regarding COVID-19.
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