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General Discussion
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The goal of this thesis was to investigate the role of news media coverage 
during public health crises and, principally, advance our understanding of 
whether and how news media coverage contributes to greater, potentially un-
warranted, perceptions of risks and intensified fears. In answering this ques-
tion, I zoomed in on the role of emotion in health crisis coverage, which 
is a particular one: essential for the comprehension of risk and the moti-
vation of protective behaviours, yet likewise disputed among scholars and 
potentially fuelling harmful responses to the crisis. The project employed 
a multidisciplinary and multi-methodological approach. The collection of 
studies presented here examined (1) journalists as a key factor shaping news 
content, (2) the nature of the content itself, and (3) its effects on audiences’ 
emotional, cognitive, and behavioural response to a health crisis situation. 

This concluding chapter summarizes and reflects on the key find-
ings presented in this dissertation and the resultant theoretical and practical 
implications.

Summary and Discussion of Key Findings

The Particular Role of Emotion
Key finding: Emotion can, if used with care, be conducive to a public 
of which the members comprehend risks and are motivated to protect 
both themselves as individuals and others.

Given that emotion plays a unique but contested role in health crisis cover-
age, Chapter 2 set out to clarify the role of emotion through an interdis-
ciplinary review of empirical findings from three academic spheres: jour-
nalism, (health) risk communication, and media psychology. The reviewed 
evidence demonstrated that emotion-evoking news elements (e.g., emo-
tive imagery, language, exemplars) can benefit the performance of various 
journalistic roles and can therefore – if used moderately – fulfil important 
functions in health crisis reporting. Emotive news elements can serve as 
tool for attracting attention to an emerging health risk in the first place. Or 
they may serve sustaining public interest once the novelty has worn off and 
interests wanes, yet ongoing infections are still threatening public health. 
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Emotion-evoking news elements are also important for objective and ac-
curate reporting of health crisis events. Not only because emotions are part 
and parcel of the reality journalists aim to accurately mirror (i.e., an inher-
ently emotional crisis), but also because emotions form an essential element 
for individuals’ accurate comprehension of risks. Individuals have difficulties 
understanding risk based on ‘cold facts’ alone, especially as the magnitude 
of a crisis gets more catastrophic. Lastly, emotion-evoking news elements 
are crucial if journalists are to assume a role of mobilizing public engage-
ment. Emotions in news facilitate an involvement with distant suffering, 
a prerequisite for public actions such as charitable giving or volunteering, 
and stimulate self-protective health behaviours, an important factor in the 
prevention of disease spread and crisis escalation. On a note of caution, as 
health crises are emotional by nature and prior research showed that overly 
emotional news can cause adverse effects, journalists must inscribe emotion 
with great care. Examples of negative impacts are an impaired memory of 
news content, and audiences’ avoidance of overly emotional news.

 In summary, this integrative discussion showed that emotion could 
– if used with care – be conducive to a well-informed public of which the 
members comprehend risks and are engaged in protective behaviours.  

Journalists as a Key Factor Shaping News Content
Key finding: Most journalists are sensitized to the importance of not 
contributing to fears, and expressed, with boundaries, a responsibility 
for the emotional impact of their work.

The nature of news coverage is shaped by a multitude of factors, yet journal-
ists – their ideology, professional roles, and expertise – are at the core of the 
different layers of influences on news (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996). If we 
aim to understand the use of emotion in health crisis coverage, it is there-
fore crucial to understand journalists’ view on their professional roles and 
duties, most importantly, whether those include taking responsibility for 
the emotional impact of their work. Has the fact that emotions are particu-
larly delicate in the context of a health crisis sensitized journalists? In the 
existing literature, this question had remained unanswered thus far.

Chapter 3 described a study that was designed to address this ques-
tion. Twenty-two in-depth interviews with reporters experienced in health 
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crisis reporting were conducted. These indicated that the majority of jour-
nalists were indeed sensitized to the delicacy of the inherently emotion-
al nature of a health crisis and expressed a sense of responsibility for the 
emotional impact of their work. However, a fine boundary between acting 
responsibly and being responsible for the end result emerged. While having re-
sponsibility for not fanning fears through reporting,  journalists were less 
willing to take responsibility for eventual public responses (e.g., if audiences 
are fearful anyhow). 

In addition, the study tackled a broader gap in the existing research, 
namely a general lack of knowledge of journalists’ perceptions of their pro-
fessional roles in health crisis coverage, and of how their roles – or prioriti-
zation of these – may shift between non-crisis and crisis contexts. Whether 
journalists assume a role as detached information disseminators versus a 
role as mobilizers, will influence their practices, and in turn, the impact of 
news, including its emotional impact. For example, if journalists consider 
disseminating information on preventive measures (in addition to risk in-
formation) an important duty, this can influence the tone of coverage.

Overall, the interviews revealed that despite certain universals in the 
professional roles journalists endorse, health crisis situations bring new roles 
to the fore, emphasize certain aspects within general roles, and bring about 
role shifts. Not creating panic is one of the duties that become especially 
important in health crises. Moreover, a role as mobilizers of health behaviours 
(e.g., precautionary measures) and mobilizers of social responsibility (e.g., pre-
venting the stigmatization of affected parties) emerge as context-specific 
additional roles. Furthermore, notwithstanding a commitment to a classic 
role as information disseminators, most interviewees assigned greater impor-
tance to providing contextual analysis and commentary, when covering health 
crises. 

During acute crises the aspect of classification of risk or ‘putting 
risk in perspective’ becomes accentuated, and the mobilizing role involves 
more concrete and advisory reporting, providing clear-cut “how-to-act” 
messages. There was also a marked tendency of journalists to shift from a 
role as watchdogs of (health) authorities to one as co-operatives in crisis miti-
gation efforts, a shift that entailed conceivable role conflicts, threatening 
journalistic independence. Lastly, a heavy dependence on (health) authorities 
paired with trust in these, as well as journalists’ own subject-specific expertise 
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emerged as key determinants of the roles journalists adopt. 
In summary, besides not creating panic, other roles come to the fore 

in health crisis coverage such as a mobilizing health behaviour, and con-
textualizing risk – putting it in perspective – which might render reporting 
more reassuring (or less threatening), or might de-dramatize.

News Content
Key finding: The content of health crisis coverage is less characterized 
by explicitly emotion-evoking formal news features than commonly 
assumed.

The content of news media is at the core of its impact, revealing, “what mes-
sages are available to an audience and, therefore, what messages are avail-
able to have an effect on that audience” (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996, p. 24). 
Despite a large number of existing content-analytic studies on health cri-
sis coverage, it remained unclear whether the common allegations of news 
fuelling fears were empirically supported.

Chapter 4 described a study that examined whether the nature of 
news media content dramatized or emotionalized pandemic risk, in the 
context of the H1N1 pandemic. I argued that dramatization happens 
through an interplay of three characteristics of news content: (1) the vol-
ume of news coverage, (2) an emphasis on the threat of a health crisis while 
neglecting means of prevention, and (3) the tone of coverage (e.g., presence 
of emotive elements). In order to investigate this interplay, I conducted a 
systematic review of existing content-analytic studies of the coverage of the 
H1N1 pandemic. The study uncovered a general pattern in news cover-
age, in which two of those characteristics were present: firstly, the volume 
of coverage was large, and secondly, risk information was the prevailing 
theme in news coverage, outweighing information on preventive measures. 
Both characteristics may have contributed to greater perceptions of risk and 
intensified fears of H1N1. With regard to the tone of coverage, however, 
findings were sharply conflicting, though the majority of studies found no 
indication for a dramatic, or emotional tone. Moreover, the study revealed a 
critical gap in existing knowledge about the tone of media coverage, namely 
that formal news features commonly linked to the tone of coverage such as 
imagery, language, or personalized narratives had rarely been researched.
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If we aim to answer the larger question of whether news content 
generally dramatizes health crisis risks, we must establish to what extent 
the discovered characteristic news pattern is generalizable to other health 
crises. A comparison of the present findings with research on other health 
crises indicates that the pattern indeed holds across different crises. The 
finding that the pandemic received considerable media attention is consist-
ent with a country-comparative time series analysis of H1N1 news cover-
age (Reintjes et al., 2016), and findings on other epidemic outbreaks (Berry 
et al., 2007; Hansen, 2009; Joye, 2010; Pribble et al., 2010; Shih et al., 2008; 
Wilson et al., 2004). Moreover, other studies support the findings of the 
review study that media logic diverges from epidemic logic, and is com-
monly driven by news values (e.g., proximity) and key events – official an-
nouncements, a first local infection or death, actions by governments and 
international organisations ( Joye, 2010; Reintjes et al., 2016; Shih, Wijaya, 
& Brossard, 2008) – rather than the actual spread of the disease.

Also the finding that risk information and information on prevention 
are the leading themes of health crisis coverage is a stable pattern found 
across different epidemic outbreaks such as SARS, avian flu, or pandemic 
influenza (Abeysinghe & White, 2011; Berry et al., 2007; Beaudoin, 2007b; 
Hansen, 2009; Shih et al., 2008; Stephenson & Jamieson, 2009). Which 
of the two themes – risk or prevention – prevails, however, differed across 
studies. While several studies find that news tends to emphasize risk over 
prevention (Abeysinghe & White, 2011; Beaudoin, 2007b; Berry et al. 2007; 
Hansen, 2009), other studies indicate that news portray both themes with 
equal prominence (Shih et al., 2008; Stephenson & Jamieson, 2009). Taken 
together, however, the existing evidence leans toward the same conclusion 
as my H1N1 review: risk information generally prevails over information 
on prevention. Lastly, like the review that found divergent findings on the 
tone of health crisis coverage, existing studies on other epidemics show con-
flicting results with regards to coverage tonality (e.g., Hansen, 2009; Joye, 
2010; Wallis & Nerlich, 2005). 

Although the answer to the question of coverage tonality thus re-
mained unsatisfactory based on existing studies, the findings presented in 
this dissertation lead us to expect less explicitly emotional news coverage 
than we may presume based on common media criticism. Firstly, most of 
the reviewed studies find no strong indication that the tone of H1N1 cov-
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erage was dramatic. Secondly, Chapter 3 showed that journalists are sensi-
tized to not creating or adding to fears. The conclusion that news is typically 
less explicitly emotional is further supported by a study that compared the 
coverage of mad cow disease, West Nile virus, and avian flu. The study like-
wise concluded that coverage of epidemics is typically characterized by a 
strong focus on substantive information, namely on individual and govern-
mental preventive measures and on risk/consequences, and a lesser focus on 
dramatic aspects (Shih et al., 2008). The authors argue this is different from 
risks that pose controversial scientific issues such as stem cell research and 
biotechnology, which appear to be reported in a more dramatized fashion 
(Nisbet & Huge, 2006, as cited in Shih et al. 2008). Chapter 3 supports 
this conclusion. During health crises, journalists shift to a stronger co-op-
erative role with health authorities and a more advisory role, which might 
explain why health crisis news tends to focus on substantive information, 
particularly on governmental actions and preventive measures. Therefore, I 
conclude that the content of health crisis coverage contains less emotion-
evoking formal news elements than often assumed.

In summary, the characteristic news pattern I uncovered by use of 
the H1N1 case appears as a generalizable pattern of health crisis cover-
age. Extending the earlier argument that dramatization happens through 
an interplay of amount, a focus on risk over prevention, and an emotional-
izing or dramatic tone, I tentatively conclude that this general news pattern 
contributes to exaggerated perceptions of risk and negative affect, however, 
predominantly through its strong focus on risk over prevention, and the 
sheer volume of media attention. Dramatization appears thus as an unin-
tended, rather than intended, consequence of health crisis coverage. Further 
support for this was derived from the experimental study on news effects 
(Chapter 5).

News Effects
Key finding: Heightened fear and risk perceptions are not caused by 
an emotion-laden news form but by the objective risk characteristics 
themselves.

As a last step, we tested the effects of news reporting on a public health cri-
sis to advance our understanding of audiences’ affective responses to and in-
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terpretations of risk based on news reports. Prior research from journalism 
and media effects research had provided indirect evidence, indicating that 
emotion-evoking news elements increase risk perceptions and fear. How-
ever, direct evidence was lacking. In particular, as Chapter 4 had shown, 
distinguishing factual information on risk from the form in which it is por-
trayed matters. Yet, what exactly drives heightened risk perceptions and fear 
– an emotion-laden form, or characteristics of the objective risk – has thus 
far remained unresolved. 

 Chapter 5 described an online experiment that was conducted to 
address this question, examining the effects of objective risk characteristics 
(severity and vulnerability) versus the way they are presented in an article 
(in a factual vs. emotion-laden form) on audiences’ response to health cri-
sis news. The findings showed that objective characteristics rather than an 
emotion-evoking form determined risk perceptions, fear, and intentions to 
take precautionary measures. In fact, if a news article covered an epidemic 
outbreak in an emotion-laden form, audiences judged the epidemic risk as 
more severe, and felt stronger empathy with victims, however, they did not 
feel more personally vulnerable to the risk nor did they experience stronger 
negative emotions, such as fear or worry. Considering that the largest con-
cern about emotional news is probably its potential to cause detrimental 
public responses, this finding is significant. Harmful responses, such as dis-
criminating treatment of victims, or irrational demands of vaccination, are 
usually driven by irrational fears. Yet, I find that, contrary to popular beliefs, 
such fears and the resultant behaviours are not influenced by emotional cov-
erage alone but rather by characteristics of the actual risk. Further, Chapter 
5 provided empirical evidence for the existence of a counteracting effect: 
individuals recognize overly emotional news on a health crisis, and if they 
perceive them as serious yet not pertaining to them personally, discard them 
as sensationalist. This in turn lessens news impact, such as on risk percep-
tions and fear. From this, we tentatively conclude that the public is fairly 
capable of distinguishing ‘fact’ from ‘fiction’ in epidemic coverage. 

In summary, I find no evidence that emotion-evoking formal fea-
tures in health crisis news induce unwarranted fear and exaggerated risk 
perceptions, i.e., fears or perceptions that are evoked by the emotion-laden 
portrayal but disproportionate to objective risk. Instead, I find that they are 
evoked by objective risk and in a sensible manner, namely that greater risk 
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also evokes greater perception of such and greater fear. This confirms the 
conclusions from Chapter 4, that exaggerations of health crisis events are 
predominantly unintended by-products of factual reporting. 

Conclusion

This research was guided by two leading questions. The first, and overarch-
ing question was: Does news coverage of public health crises contribute to greater, 
potentially unwarranted, perceptions of risk and fear among the general public, 
and if so, how? This dissertation demonstrated that any answer to this ques-
tion must differentiate intended consequences of news coverage from un-
intended consequences.

Intended vs. Unintended Consequences
This dissertation showed that journalists were sensitized to the necessity 
of not fanning fears or dramatizing risk in hot crises and many professed 
to take on responsibility for the emotional impact of their work (Chapter 
3). Secondly, the present findings lead us to expect less emotion-evoking 
news elements in coverage than we may presume based on media criti-
cisms (Chapter 4). Different to reporting on others risk, such as stem cell 
research, health crisis coverage focuses more on factual information. These 
differences may be rooted in the event-based nature of health crisis cover-
age, its acute impact and the perceived need for action, compared to risks 
with far less immediate impact and need for governmental actions (Shih et 
al., 2008). Thirdly, even if news coverage contains emotion-evoking formal 
features, these may not have the often-postulated negative impact. The 
experiment found no evidence that an emotion-laden form increases per-
ceptions of risk and intensifies fears (Chapter 5). To conclude, there is little 
evidence that increased risk and fear are an intended consequence of health 
crisis coverage. 

 However, an “amplification of risk” (Kasperson et al., 1988) can 
inadvertently occur as a by-product of factual reporting on epidemic risk. 
Chapter 4 suggested that news media contribute to heightened risk per-
ception and fears through (a) the sheer volume of reporting on the issue 
and (b) through a focus on risk information over measures of prevention. 
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With regards to (a), though not investigated in this thesis, existing literature 
suggests that “giving too much or too prominent space or time” to a risk 
may lead to perceived sensationalism and exaggerated perceptions of risks 
(Dunwoody & Peters, 1992, p. 203), regardless of the specific risk portrayal 
(Kasperson et al., 1988; Mazur & Lee, 1993, p. 683). With regards to (b), 
the experimental study presented in Chapter 5 supports the conclusion that 
news media may contribute to exaggeration through a focus on risk over 
prevention. Results showed that factual risk information plays a significant 
role in evoking heightened risk perceptions and fear, more so than an emo-
tion-laden form. These results are further coherent with conclusions drawn 
by other scholars in the context of other epidemics (Hansen, 2009; Nerlich 
& Halliday, 2007). 

Interestingly, the interview study in Chapter 3 showed that jour-
nalists consider information on preventive measures equally important as 
informing about risks. Journalists endorsed a strong role as mobilizers of 
health behaviours, a role that includes the dissemination of action recom-
mendations issued by health authorities. What may explain the disconnect 
between journalists professed ideal and the finding that news content often 
focuses more on risk than on prevention? It appears that if journalists lay 
emphasis on risk, this is not rooted in an ignorance of the importance of 
preventive information or an unwillingness to provide it (Chapter 5). A 
potential explanation may be found in differences across and within dis-
eases, such as the fatality of consequences (and thus prevention needed), and 
their controllability (i.e., availability of effective prevention) (Slovic, 1987). 
To illustrate, the recent Ebola outbreak posed a risk with a high incidence 
of fatal consequences paired with low controllability as preventive measures 
were largely lacking. In contrast, recent measles epidemics like in the Neth-
erlands in 2013-2014 posed a less fatal but controllable risk, as effective 
and inexpensive vaccination was available. Such differences in the actual 
need for prevention, its availability, and effectiveness may account for dif-
ferences in journalists’ focus on risk versus prevention. Risk characteristics 
also change along the stages of an outbreak. At the onset of a disease out-
break a cure is commonly lacking and still needs developing, and merely 
for this reason there could be an overrepresentation of risk content. A lack 
of information on prevention might thus actually be rooted in real-world 
characteristics of a health crisis, rather than posing a conscious choice of a 
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journalist to highlight risk, and not prevention.
To conclude, the answer to the question of whether and how news 

media contribute to increased, and potentially unwarranted, fears and risk 
perceptions, is that they do, yet this negative impact seems primarily an 
unintended consequence, a by-product, of news reporting. It is conceiv-
able that most journalists only try to cover what is objectively known about 
health crises, and report on this in a predominantly sober and factual man-
ner, not actually reverting to emotional reporting. Nevertheless, because the 
incident itself is emotional (a severe threat, the fast-paced development, 
uncertainty) paired with rapidly increasing, or an immense volume of, cov-
erage, it may trigger exaggerated fears and risk perceptions. 

The Role of Emotion Deserves More Nuanced Evaluation
As emotion-laden coverage is a ‘usual suspect’ in contributing to greater, 
potentially unwarranted, perceptions of fear and risk, yet its role is ambigu-
ous, I zoomed in on emotions’ role in my second key question: What specific 
role do emotion-evoking formal features play in the news media’s impact on the 
general public?

The answer to the first question already provided a partial answer 
to this second question, casting doubt on the assumption that emotion-
evoking elements are the culprit in causing unwarranted fears and exag-
gerated perceptions of risk. This thesis further advanced the argument that 
emotions in news coverage must be evaluated more differentiated rather 
than simply being discarded it as ‘bad quality’ or ‘sensational’. With this, 
it adds to contemporary scholarly debates of the role of emotion in news 
journalism that have moved beyond a dichotomy between emotional and 
quality journalism. Scholars have provided contextualized discussions of 
emotion’s role, specifically in the contexts of disaster reporting (Pantti, 
Wahl-Jorgensen, & Cottle, 2012; Wahl-Jorgensen & Pantti, 2013), and war 
reporting (Tumber, 2013), showing that normative approaches to the study 
of emotion in news benefit from situating them in specific contexts. Situ-
ated in the context of health crisis coverage, this dissertation showed that 
emotion-evoking news elements can serve more roles than just sensation-
alizing or fear-mongering (Chapter 2). In fact, they are important for the 
performance of roles that may be crucial for crisis management: attracting 
attention to an emerging health risk, enabling proper comprehension of 
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risk, and motivating important behaviours. Though preliminary, the find-
ings that emotion-laden coverage increased empathy with victims (Chapter 
5) suggest that emotions may serve as important impetuses of humanitarian 
aid for news occuring at a larger psychological distance. This fits with prior 
studies on the impact of news coverage of humanitarian crises, such as the 
2004 Tsunami, that have consistently provided strong evidence that atten-
tion to news increases charitable giving (Brown & Minty, 2008; Martin, 
2013a, 2013b). That being said, emotion certainly needs to be treated with 
great care in health crisis reporting; overly emotional coverage can cause 
harmful communicative side-effects. Furthermore, I do not want to dismiss 
the fact that also those news professionals exist that misuse emotions for 
questionable purposes. Still, this dissertation clearly demonstrates that the 
appraisal of emotion-evoking news elements in shaping the impact of news 
coverage on public health crises deserves more nuance.

The Divergence of Popular Belief and Current Findings:  
Potential Explanations
The here presented findings are contrary to popular beliefs as well as to 
common views among (health) authorities. What could explain this diver-
gence between common beliefs and scientific evidence? One potential fac-
tor has been identified in this thesis, namely that reporting on a close-by 
and severe risk will inevitably evoke fears, even if journalists ‘do a good job’ 
and report sober, or factually. But we can form further tentative assumptions 
on other factors.

One is a ‘media as scapegoat’ explanation. Health crisis events are 
by nature fraught with uncertainty about their development and the ac-
tual risk they entail. Oftentimes in the past, for example in the case of the 
Swine flu, early prognoses contained higher risk estimates that eventually 
materialized. A simple explanation for why we as audiences might continue 
to perceive news coverage as dramatic is thus, that even if news media pass 
on factual information on such prognoses, this information does scare us 
to some extent. When risk eventually fails to materialize, we may tend to 
scapegoat the media for having scared us in the first place. Additionally, 
the task of news reporting on public health crisis may be paradoxical. If the 
initial alarm sounded by media is effective in that members of the public 
engage in precautionary actions, and larger crisis can thus be successfully 
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avoided, this may even lead to more criticism or media scolding, following 
the logic explained before. 

A second explanation is a ‘volume as marker of significance’ mecha-
nism. Health crisis events often set the whole media system ‘on alarm’. All 
news outlets – print news, radio, television and online – tend to be pub-
lishing an on-going stream of messages about health crisis events. As the 
news media hold a central ‘surveillance function’, warning us about imped-
ing dangers, the pure volume, the ubiquity of information about a hazard, 
its repetition and consistency across outlets and channels might exaggerate 
the perception of the threat and fear about it. It signals that this is some-
thing significant, something we should be concerned about. Though the 
mechanism, that volume alone can amplify risk perceptions, has long been 
proposed theoretically (Dunwoody & Peters, 1992; Kasperson et al., 1988; 
Mazur & Lee, 1993), empirical evidence on its precise functioning is still 
limited. Future research on this mechanism is warranted.

Theoretical and Methodological Implications

Rethinking Concepts and Operationalizations of Emotion-
Evoking News Coverage
While the present dissertation answered important questions on the role 
of emotion, it also raised many new questions. Several of the present find-
ings challenge us to rethink how to conceptualize and methodologically 
approach the matter of emotion-evoking coverage.

Distinguishing objective risk and emotion-evoking form. One of 
the key implications of this dissertation stems from the unexpected finding 
that it appears to be not emotion-evoking form that drives greater fears 
and risk perceptions, but rather, factual risk information. Following from 
this, the debate on the consequences of emotional news coverage on audi-
ences needs to be more nuanced than is often the case, especially in public 
debate. Future research studying the impact of emotional coverage on risk 
must strive for clearer differentiation between impacts of textual informa-
tion (e.g., on objective risk) and formal features, as these affect recipients 
differently. This could also help to clarify discrepancies in existing research 
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on the question whether the media dramatize health crisis events. As our 
review on the H1N1 coverage suggests, conflicting findings could be rooted 
in differences in operationalization. The studies concluding that coverage 
was alarmist, such as Vasterman and Ruigrok (2013) and Chang (2012), 
included risk information (namely severity and susceptibility), such as up-
dates on the number of infections, hospitalizations or deaths in their opera-
tionalizations of ‘alarmist’. In contrast, studies that reported no evidence for 
dramatic coverage distinguished more strictly between factual information 
and tonality/form (Duncan, 2009; Hilton & Hunt, 2011). Shared defini-
tions of what constitutes an ‘alarmist’ media portrayal of risk would be of 
great value to clarify the currently inconsistent picture. Although such a call 
for greater alignment of research approaches is not new, this is a reminder 
of its importance. Based on the current findings, we would suggest for such 
definitions to include risk information (like Vasterman & Ruigrok and 
Chang), but measure it separated from emotive formal features, in order to 
enable differentiating the impacts of both.

Measuring ‘emotionality’ in news. There is also a possibility though 
that we simply have not yet found appropriate ways to measure ‘news emo-
tionality’ in our research approaches (i.e., operationalizations), that the phe-
nomenon still eludes our capture. Besides the aforementioned possibility 
that apprehending ‘alarmist’ reporting may require including measures of 
objective risk characteristics next to emotional form, this thesis also carries 
implications for the measurement of ‘emotional form’ itself. Throughout this 
dissertation, I reviewed a variety of approaches to the study of emotions in 
news. These included sensationalism studies that operationalize emotion-
arousing as content variables such as ‘dramatic subjects’, ‘interviews with 
laypersons’ and TV-specific effects such as ‘sound effects’ and ‘eyewitness 
camera’ (Hendriks Vettehen, Nuijten, & Beentjes, 2005; Kleemans & Hen-
driks Vettehen, 2009), and others that take a linguistic approach, studying 
the use of specific metaphors (Nerlich & Halliday, 2007; Wallis & Nerlich, 
2005), or linguistic intensifiers (Burgers & de Graaf, 2013). At the mo-
ment many of these valuable approaches are still disconnected. I made a 
first attempt at integrating several of these frameworks in the experimental 
study, but it would be desirable that future studies strive for more integrative 
frameworks and extend these further.
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Refined Understanding of Public Perceptions of                                    
Sensationalism
The results from the experimental study have implications for the notion 
of ‘sensationalism’. They extend prior findings that show that recipients 
perceive stories as sensational if neutral or calm topics (e.g., layoffs at a 
company) are portrayed in an emotion-arousing manner (Grabe, Lang, & 
Zhao, 2003). The present findings suggest that in the context of health risks, 
recipients take their personal vulnerability to a health risk, and not the ob-
jective seriousness of this risk, as an anchor point against which to judge the 
validity of news reporting. For example, our findings suggest that we judge 
emotion-laden news on the impact of a deadly virus in a foreign country as 
sensational or ‘over the top’ since it does not directly pertain to us, although 
the severity of the virus itself might more objectively be deemed worthy of 
emotion. A slightly different interpretation of this finding could be that 
we as audiences judge the appropriateness of emotionality in news based 
on whether it is aligned with our own emotionality. A news story about a 
close-by and severe virus mostly likely evokes some degree of emotion in us, 
and an emotional article might thus be perceived as justified as it mirrors 
our own emotional state. The same does not count for a story on a severe 
virus in a far-away country, which does not leave us emotional, and appears 
thus as ‘over the top’. 

A journalist in the interview study stated that he at times uses emo-
tions with the intention of creating awareness or ‘caring’ for severe issues 
that affect other countries but go unnoticed by local audiences. He referred 
to Ebola, where he felt Western audiences were initially hardly concerned, 
despite its disastrous impact on Western Africa. According to the present 
findings, this journalistic practice of evoking ‘care’ with emotional cover-
age might backfire, as audiences would discard such news as sensational. 
Although preliminary, the discussed conclusions have implications for re-
search on news sensationalism, and are worthy of further research efforts.

Journalists Endorse Most of the Roles Proposed for Health 
(Crisis) Reporting
By providing evidence on journalists’ self-perceived roles in health crisis 
coverage and elaborating the specifics of crisis compared to non-crisis re-
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porting, the present findings (Chapter 3) complement previous works on 
the role of journalists in health crisis coverage, which was hitherto limited 
to theoretical work (Schwitzer et al., 2005; Schwitzer, 2010). In theoretical 
papers and scholarly debates on the ethics of health crisis coverage, schol-
ars have called for journalists to act as accurate reporters, provide context, 
beware of sensationalism and of becoming “mouthpieces” of authorities 
(Schwitzer, 2004; Schwitzer et al., 2005), and assume a role as “advocates”, 
pressing for certain solutions to health crises (Krüger, 2005). The present 
dissertation complements existing theoretical studies by showing that jour-
nalists and editors themselves, those implementing ethics, indeed endorse 
most of the called-for professional roles and responsibilities. An exception 
is the “advocate” role proposed by Krüger (2005). The interview study in-
dicates that although reporters tend towards a more active, and partipant 
role, assuming a role as “advocate” seems to go too far. Lastly, my findings 
confirm discoveries from an earlier study by Burckhardt (1991) that was 
conducted in a highly specific scenario and on a small sample of journal-
ists. Like Burckhardt, who proposed that journalists are open for “a limited 
partnership”, I find that journalists are open for a role as co-operatives, yet 
not full partners, in crisis management efforts. The present study thus shows 
that this limited partnership role is a more generalizable finding. 

Implications for Multidisciplinary Research

The multidisciplinary approach in this thesis, integrating journalism studies, 
risk- and health communication research, and media psychology, allows for 
a broader and richer understanding of the entire process of communicating 
a public health crisis to the general public: from important factors tied to 
the production of news content to its eventual impacts.

News coverage is a key source of health information (Kristiansen, 
Halvorsen, & Gyrd-Hansen, 2007; Newport, 2002; Ruhrmann & Guen-
ther, 2014) and can thus have large impact on health behaviour. Public 
health professionals and scholars are aware of the importance of the me-
dia and often need to rely on the news media for the promotion of public 
health. In order to reach their goals, public health professionals need to 
understand the way journalists and the mass media operate. This holds es-
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pecially true in times of crises, where mistakes or miscommunications are 
often more consequential. This thesis showed that journalism research could 
provide important insights for health communication scholars, allowing a 
better understanding of journalists, an important force that shapes news 
content. For example, it illuminated differences between media and epi-
demic logic, namely that media coverage does not mirror epidemiological 
developments but is highly event-driven. Moreover, it disclosed journalists’ 
rationale in reporting – the roles they aim to fulfil, and indicated barriers to 
role performance, role conflicts and dilemmas (Chapter 3).

 Furthermore, public health professionals are often critical of news 
media, and wary of the news’ contribution to an ill-informed and overly 
concerned public through inaccurate reporting or sensationalism. Given the 
commonness of this criticism it is surprising how little it is founded in re-
search on the views of those working on-the-ground, selecting and shaping 
news content (Leask, Hooker, & King, 2010). This thesis showed several 
things in this regard. First, it demonstrated that there is actually considera-
ble overlap between journalists’ perceptions of their roles and those assigned 
to them by public health scholars and professionals. For example, the inter-
viewed journalists endorsed a role of as mobilizers of health behaviours, and 
were open to co-operation, if in limits. Second, the experiment showed that 
health scholars must not be as concerned about the impacts of an emotional 
news style as they often are, because an emotional style seems to have – by 
and large – no bearing on risk judgement. Rather risk judgement and the 
formation of health intentions were influenced by characteristics of the ac-
tual risk – higher risk leads to higher risk perceptions and health intentions. 
Third, health communication scholars tend to view the media as a uniform 
entity – the media. The present thesis, however, highlighted important dif-
ferences between journalists, particularly between specialist reporters and 
generalists. Specialist reporters tend to be more co-operative with authori-
ties, and their own stronger objective of health promotion, compared to 
general reporters, is more closely aligned with authorities. They are also are 
more critically checking information, and the ‘sober mind’ in news organi-
sations, emphasizing the need to put risk in perspective and de-dramatiz-
ing. In summary, the integration of journalism and health communication 
research decreases the risk of health scholars engaging in an antagonizing of 
the media, and brings to light commonalities between health scholars and 
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media professionals and chances for improved engagement with journal-
ists. Future research should investigate differences between groups of news 
professionals further. 

Journalism studies equally benefit from an integration with health 
communication research. Although production processes and journalistic 
norms have been extensively studied, health and specifically health crisis 
reporting place particular demands and media professionals that have rarely 
been considered in the existing journalism literature. By providing an in-
sight into the psychological impacts of the characteristics of news messages, 
insights from the domain of health communication help to develop contex-
tualized models of journalism, specific to health (crisis) coverage. Investi-
gating journalists’ conception of audiences’ needs during health crises with 
an understanding of the psychology of (health) risk perception, can further 
reveal misconceptions about the way audiences decipher health information 
among news professionals or the causes of unintended harmful effects. For 
example, the practice of delivering “how-to-act” messages, so-called mo-
bilizing information, has been considered an important cue for preventive 
health behaviours by some scholars (Tanner, Friedman, Koskan, & Barr, 
2009). Yet other scholars pointed to potential adverse effects of this prac-
tice, namely that it makes scientific findings (e.g., on the effectiveness of 
preventive measures) “seem more concrete or final” than justified (Hinnant, 
Len-Ríos, & Oh, 2012, p. 236). The example of news reporting on climate 
change showed how important uncovering such differences could be. It il-
lustrates how even ‘good journalistic practices’, namely balancing opposing 
opinions for a fair, objective and balanced reporting, can lead to harmful 
effects. As scholars have repeatedly pointed out, this practice can distort 
perceptions of risk among the public, by giving equal weight to opinions 
that are not of equal validity (see debate around ‘balance as bias’; e.g Boykoff 
& Boykoff, 2004).

Overall, it can be seen that there is great value in combining health 
and risk communication research with journalism studies and I believe 
scholars should continue to bridge both disciplines.
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Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

The findings in this dissertation must be interpreted in view of certain limi-
tations. Firstly, a challenging issue linked to the object under study – a health 
crisis – is that we know that the manner in which individuals respond to in-
formation they receive in emergency situations differs from non-emergency 
situations (Reynolds, 2011). Yet, when conducting research, emergency 
situations or ‘hot crises’ often remain theoretical. This limitation concerns 
the experimental study the strongest. Ethical considerations precluded the 
feigning of an emergency scenario; it could only be approximated. To a 
lesser extent, the limitation also affected the interview study. Although we 
interviewed journalists during the Ebola outbreak, none of these had been 
to the actual Ebola regions. It was dangerous to send journalists there and 
none of the newspapers we interviewed had done so. While the interview 
study arguably still reflects the actual reality of news reporting during acute 
crises, interviewing journalists from the affected West African regions or 
Western journalists reporting from those regions would have generated 
additional and partially different insights. The content-analytic research in 
this thesis, in contrast, was not affected by this limitation. 

Secondly, the experimental study presented in this thesis could only 
investigate short-term news effects stemming from ‘single-time’ exposures 
to a news article, no long-term and/or cumulative effects. A potential way 
for future studies to overcome both of the described limitations is conduct-
ing longitudinal surveys during an actual outbreak. It would be challenging, 
but not impossible to employ a design similar to that of Beauvoir (2007) 
in studying health crisis coverage, using population surveys at different 
stages at a pandemic outbreak. Such designs, however, bring along other 
challenges, such as limited control over what news messages the surveyed 
populations are exposed to and changes in actual risk as a crisis evolves, 
and would have to be very carefully designed. Another currently popular 
research avenue is the study of new media, such as Twitter (Gaspar et al., 
2014; Gurman & Ellenberger, 2015; Lachlan et al., 2016; Takahashi et 
al., 2015). Such approaches are promising as the continuous availability of 
data allows for longitudinal designs, i.e. investigating cognitive and affec-
tive public responses (to specific events) along the timeline of a crisis. The 
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downside of such studies is that their conclusions are limited by the fact 
that new media only represent particular subsections of society.

Third, this dissertation project focussed predominantly on negative 
emotions, both in terms of the emotion-evoking news elements I studied 
(negatively valenced emotional cues, e.g., personal story of a victim) and in 
terms of audience response (e.g., fear, anxiety or worry). While a valuable 
start, this focus limits our full understanding of the role of emotions by not 
considering positively valenced emotion-evoking news elements (e.g., the 
story of a volunteer or survivor) or positive emotional responses to news 
(e.g., hope). Positive emotion have been found to have a row of construc-
tive effects such as enhancing cognition and psychological resilience, stimu-
lating helping behaviour and offsetting the impact of negative emotions 
(Fredrickson, Mancuso, Branigan, & Tugade, 2000; Fredrickson, 2001). The 
emotions of ‘hope’ and ‘elevation’ appear particularly relevant for the con-
text of health crisis coverage. Hope has been considered a crucial resource 
for coping with stressful events (Lazarus, 1999). Elevation – the ‘emotional 
response to moral beauty’ (Haidt, 2003) – has been found to act as a catalyst 
of pro-social behaviour. Studies show that feelings of elevation induced by 
watching a film on a heroic deed (e.g., documentary on mother Theresa) 
increase behaviours like volunteering (Schnall, Roper, & Fessler, 2010) or 
giving donations (Thomson & Siegel, 2013). I recommend that future stud-
ies extend the present research by including positive emotions in their study 
of health crisis coverage.

Fourth, two of the reported studies in this thesis employed self-re-
port measures: the interview study and the experimental study. The validity 
of self-reports is subject to several limitations, such as selective memory and 
recall errors, flawed labelling (e.g., of emotions, such as labelling ‘afraid’ as 
‘anxious’), social desirability and systematic perceptual biases (Montgomery 
& Duck, 1993, p. 167). Further, certain features of research instruments, 
such as the way questions are phrased in questionnaires, can influence self-
reports of attitudes, emotions and behaviours (Schwarz, 1999). Moreover, 
individuals frequently report on the motives of certain behaviours or their 
accompanying thought processes without engaging in true introspection 
(Montgomery & Duck, 1993). Hence, interviewees’ may have responded 
more in line of what they thought societal or professional expectations 
where, than their actual personal motivations or perceptions. Participants 
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in the experiment may have reported more how they thought they ‘ought to 
react’ to a health crisis, rather than truly reflecting on their actual response. 
The advantage, however, is that self-reports – especially interviews – “allow 
researchers to explore the complex, multi-dimensional nature of relation-
ships/interaction constructs and the multicausal nature of the phenomena” 
(Montgomery & Duck, 1993, p. 167) 

Practical Implications

For Journalists 
The present dissertation bears some important insights for journalistic prac-
tice. The experimental study indicated that if journalists overstate severity 
or vulnerability – in other words, if they get the facts wrong – this may 
cause more harm than the choice for an emotional over a sober word, or a 
picture of a crying child over a picture of a politician. For this reason, it is 
paramount for reporters to strive for accuracy. In a pandemic, this can be 
challenging as facts are often clouded by uncertainty and can rapidly change 
as the crisis evolves. For example, prospects of infection rates might change, 
as happened in the case of the recent Ebola outbreak. The fatality rate was 
initially estimated as around 90% (based on earlier outbreaks), but soon 
corrected to 60% (based on the actual fatality rate in the current outbreak) 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2014). Missing such updates 
on fatality rates would according to the findings of this thesis, result in un-
warranted fears. This also relates to often-conflicting principles of ‘accuracy’ 
and ‘immediacy’ that are usually pronounced in a pandemic, due to the fast 
change of events and also due to the accompanying commercial pressure to 
be fast in publishing updates. Our findings emphasize how crucial accuracy 
is.

Further, I suggested throughout this thesis that the sheer amount of 
coverage, the daily updates on disease statuses, appears as contributing fac-
tor to the exaggeration of risk perceptions and fears. This problem is exac-
erbated by continually growing online news consumption, and newspapers’ 
equally increasing usage of live blogs and news tickers, especially in times of 
acute crises. While the decision how much attention a particular issue re-
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ceives, is for the most part outside of the control of an individual journalist, 
I believe that journalists, and even more so editors, should act responsibly 
within the realms of their influence. Classic communication theories posi-
tion the journalist as “gatekeeper” (Shoemaker, Vos, & Reese, 2009), which 
involves a selection of important information and a filtering process. In 
their function as gatekeepers, journalists should act responsibly and care-
fully consider not to publish every new piece of information on a specific 
topic, despite arguably high commercial pressures. We as news consumers 
are not freed from our responsibility as conscious consumers though, as 
there would be no ‘market’ without demand.

For Public Health Professionals
This thesis showed that journalists’ own perceptions of their roles and duties 
are more aligned with public health professionals’ wishes and expectations 
than one may expect. Further, the interview study showed that journalists 
are heavily dependent on health authorities/experts (e.g., for authoritative 
information, contacts, at times protection) and are willing to cooperate with 
authorities (if they can maintain a degree of independence). This is con-
sistent with findings of a case study showing that journalists are willing 
to assume a ‘limited partnership’ role in emergency planning committees 
(Burkhart, 1991). Pribble et al. (2010) showed that in news coverage of the 
West Nile Virus, stories containing interviews with public health officials 
had a 15.2 times higher likelihood of including quality information. Taken 
together, these findings indicate clearly that health officials have a potential 
to influence the quality of news coverage to the better and that there are 
promising avenues for co-operation with journalists.

However, a note of caution with regards to the relations between 
authorities and media is warranted. As aforementioned, our study showed 
that journalists are open for co-operation, which fits with recurrent sug-
gestions by health scholars or in the crisis management literature, namely 
that the authorities should build partnerships with the media and cooperate 
more closely (Seeger, 2006; Veil & Ojeda, 2010). However, a central issue 
to consider is that while it is plausible that crisis managers desire to use the 
mass media, since these are highly effective means to reach a large public, 
there is a risk that if partnerships become too close, too trusting, and too 
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uncritical, audiences sense this and distrust the media. In this case, crisis 
managers could no longer “use” the media as channels that are (at least 
somewhat) trusted by the public. Where could audiences then receive reli-
able information in a health crisis? The example of Swine flu shows that 
this is a real risk. Some journalists indicated that they suppressed criticism, 
mostly for utilitarian arguments. For example, even though there were side 
effects of a vaccine, they saw it in the interest of the majority not to pub-
licize these. The credibility of media has suffered throughout the last years 
as a 2014 Gallup Poll demonstrates (McCarthy, 2014), and members of the 
public have perceived the media as “a puppet of powerful interests” such as 
of authorities – and as villain – in past crises (Wagner-Egger et al., 2011, p. 
473). The implication for authorities we can derive from this is, that while it 
is desirable to establish and/or maintain trusting relationships with the me-
dia, they should understand and respect that the media’s influence potential 
is based on trusting relationships with their audiences, which in turn rests 
on a fundament of independence.




