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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused both a widespread public health crisis and a global
economic crisis, disrupting every aspect of our lives, health, education, jobs, and social life.
To provide the public with trustworthy and continuously updated information and stories
during uncertain times, newsrooms have made pandemic coverage a priority. Conducting a
content analysis of Norwegian news and debate programs on radio and television through-
out 2020, we found that the frames most dominant in news broadcasts were the least used
frames in debate programs, and vice versa. Overall, the five most common frames were
societal consequences, economic consequences, medical risk, government measures, social
behaviour, and risk. This suggests that the COVID-19 pandemic was contextualized as an
economic and social crisis as well as a health crisis. However, the lack of politicization, con-
flict and responsibility frames, suggests media coverage missed a critical perspective.
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Introduction

In the initial phase, the Covid-19 pandemic gave rise to an excessive upsurge in the use of
public service media (Murdock, 2021; Newman et al., 2021). Worldwide, television news
programmes were the second most reliable news source behind governments, illustrating
how essential these services were for people (Tunez-Lopez et al., 2020).

As primary sources of information, as well as arenas for debate and social integration,
it is vital to understand how public service broadcasting institutions covered the Covid-19
crisis and to discuss their fulfilment of certain societal functions. Framing theory serves as
an appropriate approach to analysing media content and how the media portrayed the
pandemic by selecting and constructing certain aspects (Entman, 1993; De Vreese, 2005;
Baden, 2019). With a few exceptions (Villena-Alarcon & Caballero-Galeote, 2020; Apuke
& Omar, 2021; Sun, 2021; Carelli & Sfardini, 2022), research on the effect of Covid-19 on
broadcasting media is scant, as most framing studies focus on print and online news.

This absence of broadcasting analyses is somewhat surprising, as public service media are
the main channels used by the population to gain information and take part in public
discourse (Bridgman et al., 2020). Studying public service broadcasting also allows us

to include debate programmes and not merely news programmes. Research on debate
programmes has been rare during the pandemic, except for that by Fedtke, Ibahrine, Zaid,
and Shin (2021), who found that German political talk shows contained fake news and
misinformation.

The current study helps to fill the gap in public service broadcasting analyses related
to Covid-19 with a framing analysis of the coverage of the Coronavirus in Norwegian
public service news and debate programmes during 2020. This allowed us to explore dif-
ferences and similarities between the use of frames within news and debate programmes
and informs previous studies of the role legacy news media play during a pandemic such
as Covid-19. The study also contributes to the theory of framing by exploring a variety
of 14 frames and contextualising framing studies to improve our understanding of the
societal role of public service broadcasting. In addition, to assess the quality of a country’s
information infrastructure and its robustness against fake news and the disinfodemic,
our study offers practitioners insights into the production process of news, information,
and arguments about the pandemic, the spread of the virus, and the economic and social
impact of Covid-19.

Theoretical framework and literature review

Ample research on the role of media during the Covid-19 pandemic has demonstrated
the constructive influence of public service broadcasting on shaping public risk percep-
tion and helping people to take appropriate self-protective actions (Mach et al., 2027;
Murdock, 2021; Cushion et al,, 2022; Viehmann et al., 2022). Besides providing vital, objec
tive, and ethical information about events and issues that matter to society, public service
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broadcasting ensures that information is debated and examined from all points of view.
The controlling watchdog function of news media is particularly important during a crisis,
having the power to hold the authorities accountable and expose conflicts and disagree-
ments (Horowitz & Leino, 2020). By mediating identity and a sense of belonging (Carelli

& Sfardini, 2022), public service broadcasting may also function as an arena for social
integration, bonding, and solidarity (Newman et al., 2021).

Three functions of public service broadcasting

The most central function of news media is to provide information to the public about
events and topics relevant to them through news programmes and transmissions of
press conferences (Gurevitch & Blumler, 1990; Tufiez-Lopez et al., 2020). During a societal
crisis such as the Covid-19 pandemic, we are faced with risk and uncertainty. We need to
understand what the disease is all about, how to interpret the public response to the pan-
demic, and ultimately how to protect ourselves and our communities. This risk is exacer-
bated by the overabundance of information available and the rapid spread of inaccurate,
premature, and misleading information online referred to as an infodemic. Public service
broadcasting contributes directly to citizens’ potential for self-protection and safety by
providing trustworthy information and data about the virus as well as improving the
efficiency of the authorities’ pandemic response efforts (Viehmann et al., 2022). Covid-19
mitigating health perception and behaviours vary according to people’s trust in different
media sources (Bridgman et al.,, 2020). Thus, during the Covid-19 pandemic, legacy news
media served important educational purposes by providing vital information (Bridgman
et al,, 2020; Malecki et al., 2021) as well as persuasion (De Coninck et al., 2020).

Another central function of public service broadcasting is to act as an arena for
public discourse and debate (Newman et al.,, 2021), in which the opinions of stakeholders,
citizens, and politicians are exchanged (Horowitz & Leino, 2020). This also includes com-
mentary, interpretation, and the channelling of public opinion (Viehmann et al,, 2022). In
the history of public service broadcasting, this function has been a vital part of so-called
debate programmes (Ornebring, 2003) and political talk shows (Fedtke et al,, 2021). The
controlling watchdog function of public service broadcasting is critical during a crisis such
as the Covid-19 pandemic because it poses political questions and looks at injustices and
questions of responsibility and accountability (Fonn & Hyde-Clarke, 2021). News media
are likely to play a definitive role in times of confusion and uncertainty (Fedtke et al.,
2021). In the case of the 2003 SARS crisis, for example, the view of holding the Chinese
system responsible was pushed to the background as the crisis was framed as an eco-
nomic one (Buus & Olsson, 2006).

The third function of public service broadcasting is sometimes labelled as “mediators
of identities and culture” and deals with societal integration (Viehmann et al,, 2022) and
how media stimulate public connection among citizens (Newman et al,, 2021). In times
of crisis, this may include a bonding function (bringing people closer together and build-



Mona K. Solvoll & Marte Haiby MedieKultur 73
Article: Framing the Covid-19 pandemic

ing solidarity) and instructive functions (cultivating knowledge by teaching, helping, and
guiding people to take self-protective actions for themselves and their community).

Together, these three public service functions have the potential to form a safety net
for the public during a crisis, by bringing trustworthy information, explaining, and debat-
ing aspects of the pandemic beyond a health crisis and contributing to social integra-
tion, solidarity, and collective behaviour changes. An exploration of these functions
motivated the use of framing theory, which “contributes to understanding the specific
roles and functions of journalistic news for democratic public debate and societal sense-
making efforts” (Baden, 2019, p. 231). The values of journalism and the role of public
service broadcasting tie into news framing (Wasike, 2013), as media has the potential to
profoundly shape and alter public opinion, knowledge, and attitudes by making some
aspects of an issue or event more salient than others (Hart et al., 2020; Ogobodo et al,,
2020; Poirier et al., 2020).

Literature review
Framing theory is a fragmented, emerging theoretical field. Scholars agree there is no
unified or optimal approach for estimating the number and types of news frames in a
framing study. Most framing research on the Covid-19 pandemic includes five theoreti-
cal predefined frames: conflict, human interest, economic consequences, morality, and
responsibility (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). The conflict frame emphasises disagree-
ment between individuals, groups, or institutions and has, in some studies of Coronavi-
rus coverage, been among the most used (Ogbodo et al., 2020; Cho & Wang, 2021), but
has also not been present at all (Ebrahim, 2022). The human interest frame personalises,
dramatises, and emotionalises the news (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000) and prevailed in
the research of Ogbodo et al. (2020), Kleut and Sinkovi¢ (2020), and Tejedor, Cervi, Tusa,
Portales, and Zabotina (2020). Most studies include the generic frames of attribution of
responsibility and morality; however, with a few exceptions (Kleut & Sinkovi¢, 2020; Cho &
Wang, 2021), they do not play a profound role. The economic frame is also included in
most studies on Covid-19 pandemic coverage, yet only found prevailing in Basch et al.
(2020) and Hubner (2021). Researchers modify the five generic frames by adding emerging
frames or replacing irrelevant frames. We argue that equally important as the economic
consequences frame, there is a societal frame covering areas such as business, working life,
schools, and hospitals. This frame was dominant in several studies (Thomas et al., 2020;
Ophir et al., 2021; Bhatti et al., 2022). We also added a cultural frame, as the lockdown
measures led to an abrupt withdrawal of cultural and sporting events (Ursin et al., 2020),
and did not include the morality frame, as this issue was not frequently used in Covid-19
crisis news.

In addition to generic frames, researchers often rely on an inductive approach and
the use of issue-specific frames that take into consideration the national context or the
nature of the event (Lecheler & De Vreese, 2019). Following Kilgo et al. (2019), we use a
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speculation frame to cover panictriggering news, conspiracy theories, and the spread of
false information, although this frame is found to be among the least used (Nwakpu et al,,
2020; Hubner, 2021). Issue-specific frames in our context also include a range of pandemic
related frames. Among the dominate frames were health consequences (Shih et al., 2008;
Bhatti et al., 2022; Ebrahim, 2022), health crisis (Poirier et al., 2020), general risk (Kilgo et
al., 2019), scale of the pandemic (Siddiqua et al., 2020), death and death rates (Basch et al.,
2020), containment (Nwakpu et al,, 2020), and symptoms (Ophir et al,, 2021). Most stud-
ies included several detailed frames addressing perspectives of the pandemic, and so we
included three medical frames: a factual medical risk focus frame about the epidemiology,
a social behaviour and risk frame (recommendations, guidelines, and preventive behav-
ioural practices), and an illness and mortality frame about death rates and registers of
those infected as well as hospitalisation.

Lastly, we have added a group of four frames that cover various responses to the
pandemic, as these were found prevalent in some studies (Basch et al., 2020; Poirirer et al,,
2020; Nwakpu et al., 2020). In addition to the two frames of government measures and
legislation, the frame collective effort covers themes of community help and support. Our
last frame is the health system, which corresponds to preparedness and public health
response, one of the most dominant frames in Basch et al. (2020).

Relying on both deductive and inductive approaches, we have identified 14 frames
within four higher level thematic frames (Table 1). This allowed a two-step framing
approach of the 14 specific lower level frames across three consequences frames, three
pandemic frames, four response frames, and another four generic frames.

Generic frames Pandemic frames Consequences Response frames

Conflict Social behaviour and Economic Governmental mea-
risk sures

Human interest lliness and mortality Cultural Legislation

Responsibility Medical risk focus Societal Health system

Speculation Collective efforts

Table 1: Typology of frames, higher and lower level

There are few recent studies addressing broadcasting media and Covid-19 coverage, and
very few analyse the use of frames in news programmes. One notable exception is Vaster-
man and Ruigrok (2013), who found that television news programmes had significantly
higher scores on alarming statements as compared with newspapers in the coverage of
the 2009 influenza A (HIN1) pandemic in the Netherlands. Sun (2021) found that the
Australian public service media mostly framed China’s efforts in political and ideological
terms, rather than as an issue of public health. Analysing Spanish Public TV, Villena-Alar-
con and Caballero-Galeote (2020) found that stages in the news coverage went from con-
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cern to depression to acceptance, focusing on responsibility, problems, and a change of
course. Apuke and Omar (2021) examined television news coverage of Covid-19 in Nigeria
and found that government media outlets cited more government officials compared
with the private media, which relied more on the Nigeria Centre for Disease Control for
sources. In addition, the private broadcaster had a more negative tone of voice in its sto-
ries. None of these broadcasting studies relied on framing analysis. A diary study of news
audiences in the UK during the health crisis found that while much of the public turned
to television news for trusted information, the television news bulletins gave audiences
limited opportunities to understand the government’s handling of the crisis internation-
ally (Cushion et al., 2022). On the other hand, Turiez-Lopez et al. (2020), studying a range
of public service institutions in Europe, found that they had been an essential service to
the population, promoting health education campaigns and informing preventive behav-
iours, thereby also reinforcing public service broadcasting as a fundamental valuable
service to citizens. There is also a gap in the literature regarding analysis across different
media genres (news coverage and debate programmes). As these types of programmes
differ substantially in terms of structure, the use of sources, perspectives, and production
processes, we expect the use of frames to differ correspondingly (Riffe et al., 2019).

This study took place in Norway, which is a digitally advanced market with high
internet penetration, a plethora of local newspapers, and two public service broadcasters.
Norway managed to avoid the worst of the pandemic without the most stringent restric-
tions on public life (Christensen & Laegreid, 2020), which we assume has had an impact on
media coverage. There is an increasing number of framing studies from all over the world
(in our literature review, we included studies from the USA, Australia, China, Canada,
Nigeria, the UK, Serbia, the Netherlands, Spain, Germany, and Italy), but to our know-
ledge, there is no framing analysis of how Scandinavian news media covered the Covid-19
pandemic.

Methods

Research questions
In line with previous framing studies, our theoretical interest is to explore the use of
frames in broadcast news and debate programmes to understand the functions of public
service broadcasting during the Covid-19 pandemic. As our literature review shows, the
use of a range of frames varies significantly. Therefore, two explorative research questions
were deemed appropriate:

- How was the Covid-19 pandemic framed in Norwegian broadcast news and debate

programmes throughout 2020?
- How did the frames differ in news and debate programmes?

1
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To answer these questions, a quantitative content analysis of both debate programmes
on television and radio covering the Coronavirus outbreak was conducted. We selected
debate programmes from the public service broadcaster, NRK, and traditional televi-

sion news from NRK and the commercial public service broadcaster, TV2, since these are
the only two broadcasters with news and debate programmes. In Scandinavia, “debate
programmes” constitute a more unified genre than, for example, in the UK and US
(Ornebring, 2003). A debate programme typically addresses important societal issues and
plays an important agenda-setting role in the public sphere. The dominant form of com-
munication in these programmes is debate, discussion, and conversation between two or
more participants, led by a host. Within these two public service broadcasters, the debate
programmes on radio do not differ much from the televised form, except for length.
Three of the four debate programmes were simultaneous video transmissions of the aired
programmes on the website of the broadcaster.

The content was assembled from January 2020 to December 2020, i.e,, for the first year
of the Covid-19 pandemic. The Coronavirus was first discovered in Norway in late Febru-
ary 2020, and a national lockdown was announced on 12 March. The first pandemic wave
ended before June when infection numbers started to ease. After the summer holiday,
the second wave occurred from late August until December 2020, while the arrival of vac
cines helped bring infection levels down around the country.

Samples

In general, framing studies lack guiding principles for sample size and the selection of
items (Kleut & Sinkovi¢, 2020). We applied a systematic random sampling technique
(Neuendorf, 2017) in constructing a sample evenly distributed throughout the 12 months.
To avoid the dominance of a few major stories, we altered the chosen dates. For instance,
as the debate programmes on NRK Television broadcast every Tuesday and Thursday,
we chose programmes broadcast every second week and alternated between week one
and week two. In addition, we alternated between Tuesdays and Thursdays every second
week. For our sampling period, there were 71 broadcasts of NRK’s debate programmes,
of which we analysed 42. Each programme included 1-3 units of news stories. We used a
similar sampling technique for the other programmes. For the radio programme Dags-
nytt 18, scheduled every day from Monday to Friday, we selected two programmes each
month: every second Thursday in one month, followed by every second Wednesday in
the next month and every second Friday thereafter. For the radio programme Politisk
Kvarter, which aired daily, we chose the first five weekdays of every month. Each pro-
gramme was divided into news items, and each news item was defined as one coding
unit. Overall, we analysed 925 units, of which 327 contained information or discussion
about the pandemic. There were 568 items from news programmes, of which 218 were
Covid-19 related (38 pct.). There were 357 items from debate programmes, of which 109
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were about issues related to the Covid-19 pandemic (31 pct.). Table 2 shows the sample
and number of units that were coded for each of the six programmes.

Programme Type of Genre Number of Number of units
broadcasts units coded about Covid-19
Dagsrevyen (NRK) Television News 258 102
TV2-Nyhetene (TV2) Television News 310 116
Debatten (NRK) Television Debate 78 34
Sytten tretti (TV2) Television Debate 53 15
Politisk kvarter (NRK) Radio Debate 65 14
Dagsnytt 18 (NRK) Radio Debate 161 46
Total 925 327

Table 2: Sample and units

Since the format of news broadcasts naturally differs from debate programmes, we aim
to compare the results from these two formats. We wanted to understand how news
bulletins and debate programmes potentially fill different gaps in the total current affairs
coverage and how both play important but different roles in shaping the public’s under-
standing of the crisis. The comparison between radio and television programmes was
dropped, as three of the four radio programmes were “visualised radio”, that is, transmit-
ted as live video on the broadcasters’ online service.

The sampling and analysis took place in April-May 2021, about a year after the out-
break of the Covid-19 pandemic. All the programmes were still available online, either on
NRK.no or TV2.no, so the period between the initial outbreak and the subsequent course
of the Covid-19 pandemic did not affect our data or analysis.

Coding procedures

A codesheet was created by the researchers to capture all the relevant information,
including broadcast date, story heading, themes, sources, and definition of the frames.
The values of each framing scale were coded as 0 (frame not present) or 1 (frame present).
The concept of reliability in the coding of text is largely taken from quantitative research
and defined as the consistency of a measure or the degree to which researchers’ coding

is consistent with each other — that is, to make sure all coders understand and use the
codes in the same manner (Elliott, 2018). The news and debate programmes were coded
by two coders, based on a predefined codebook, which was tested and refined over two
initial rounds of test coding (see Appendix 1). First, two researchers independently coded
a random selection of 20 items. The codebook was redefined based on comparison and
discussion. A living document was made which included definitions and example quotes
to promote the coders’ understanding of the codes and to increase consistency across the
team. Finally, reliability was also assessed during a training and calibration stage, in which

13



Mona K. Solvoll & Marte Haiby MedieKultur 73
Article: Framing the Covid-19 pandemic

the coders reached a consensus about coding approaches for challenging applications
(Cascio et al., 2019). The final intercoder reliability tests were performed, and the reliability
score was satisfactory, although somewhat below the suggested intercoder agreement of
between 85-90 pct. (Miles et al., 2014). All items were coded according to a main frame
and a subframe. We appreciate the subjective nature of coding and question whether

it is possible to judge qualitative inquiry by criteria such as reliability. We found detailed
consensus-building team meetings (Creswell, 2013) successful for reaching consensus and
maximising coding consistency.

Findings

Overall, our analysis of Coronavirus coverage in the six programmes shows that the three
frames focusing on various consequences of Covid-19, together with the three pandemic
frames, dominated the media coverage. Frames emphasising conflict, the health system,
legislation, speculation, and responsibility (blame) are the least prevalent in the general
media coverage.

Looking at the results of the analysis of broadcast news (Figure 1), the most frequent
main frame in news broadcasts was medical risk focus, accounting for 20 pct. of the exam-
ined content as a main frame and 17 pct. as a subframe. This frame is defined as content
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Figure 1: COVID-19 frames in news broadcasts (n=218 for main frame and 217 for subframe)
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that presents factual frameworks on epidemiology and information concerning symp-
toms, treatment, and vaccination during a crisis that was accompanied by a wave of false
and misleading information (Fedtke et al,, 2021). The second most frequent main frame
in the news broadcasts was societal consequences, appearing as a main frame in 17 pct.
of the content and as a subframe in 19 pct. This frame covers consequences related to
work, school, and general day-to-day activities, excluding those related to economy or
culture, and should be understood in relation to the strict regulatory measures imposed
in Norway.

Other perspectives frequenting as the main frame were economic consequences,
accounting for 12 pct,, illness and mortality for another 12 pct., social behaviour and risk
for 11 pct. and cultural consequences for 9 pct. The government measures frame covers
9 pct,, as the main frame has higher prevalence as a subframe (12 pct.), suggesting that
recommendations or regulations from the government were rather presented in exten-
sion to other news events than the main event itself. The least used main frames were
collective effort, legislation, group conflict, responsibility, and speculation frames, which all
accounted for less than 2 pct. each, both as a main frame and a subframe.

Looking at the result of the analysis of debate programmes, there is more variety in
the prevalence of main frames and subframes. Economic consequence is the most recur-
rent main frame (24 pct.), while it figures as a subframe in less than half as much of the
content (11 pct.). That economic issues were largely debated compared to the lesser
attention they were given in the news may suggest that economic consequences did not
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Figure 2: COVID-19 frames in debate programmes (n=108 for each frame)
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to a large extent play out in real events at the time, while still representing a societal con-

cern. The second most frequenting frame in debate was the government measures frame

(20 pct. as the main frame), which mainly consisted of discussing the regulations opposed
on society and the breaches of them.

As Figure 2 shows, the debate programmes also feature the pandemic from the per-
spectives of social behaviour and risk (10 pct. as a main frame) and societal consequences
(10 pct. as a main frame), and to a significantly larger extent than other frames. About
half of the frames are only marginally present in the content (1-6 pct.). The frame societal
consequences appears as a subframe in 19 pct. of the content, making it the most fre-
quently used subframe after government measures (24 pct.), suggesting that these were
both frequently discussed in relation to other Covid-19 topics.

Comparing frames in news reports and debate programmes (Figure 3), the analysis
shows that frames dominating news reports are less common in debate programmes,
and vice versa. For instance, the government measures frame is the most recurrent in the
debate programmes analysed (22 pct.). This frame is less present in the news broadcasts
(10 pct.). The same patterns are seen for economic consequences, which accounts for 18
pct. in debate programmes and only 11 pct. in the news. It demonstrates the comple-
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Figure 3: Prevalence of COVID-19 frames as main- and subframe in news broadcasts and
debate programmes, n=651
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mentarity of two journalistic genres; while the news mainly presents what has happened,
debate can speculate and discuss matters of public concern.

On the other hand, the frames appearing more frequently in news broadcasts than
in debate programmes are medical risk focus, illness and mortality, and cultural conse-
quences. The difference is largest for the medical risk frame, which accounts for 18 pct.
in news and only 5 pct. in debate programmes. lllness and mortality, a frame which to
a large extent presents numbers of people infected or deceased, accounts for 10 pct. in
news and 6 pct. in debate programmes. It complies with so-called body count journalism,
in which context is generally neglected in favour of describing the magnitude of impact.
This has been seen in earlier pandemic coverage, such as media’s coverage of the swine flu
in the 1970s (Rubin & Hendy, 1977). While news media have long been criticised for such
historical and contextual neglect in coverage of major events, body count journalism is
naturally more suited to breaking news than for debate and human reflection.

The cultural consequences frame accounts for 9 pct. in news and 3 pct. in debate
programmes. The reason for this is most likely to do with the nature of news reports,
which include updates on information concerning symptoms and treatment, as well as
policies and recommendations by health and political authorities. During the pandemic,
the Norwegian government, and representatives of the Norwegian Institute of Public
Health (NIPH), and the Norwegian Directorate of Health and Social Affairs (NDH) held
daily press conferences with regular updates on the crisis. Thus, it is somewhat unex-
pected that the government measures frame is less than half as prominent in news as in
debate programmes. The speculation frame, along with the responsibility frame, is almost
entirely absent in both news and debate programmes, with only 1 pct. in each. It could be
expected to be more prevalent in debate programmes given that speculation and respon-
sibility for outbreaks, regulation, or response would be pertinent matters to discuss in
public. But the absence of this focus in both genres show that critical questions were not
asked concerning “whose fault” and “what if” and suggesting a lack of critical approach in
the media coverage of the pandemic. Very little is also framed within a legal perspective
(3 pct. in debate programmes and 1 pct. in news) and as conflict (5 pct. in debate and 1
pct. in news). The frame health system accounts for 2 pct. in both programme types, even
though the health system was the first responder to the crisis.

In total, the four generic frames that we included based on previous studies appeared
only in 9 pct. of the content, either as a main frame or subframe. These were group
conflict, responsibility, human interest, and speculation. Except from human interest,
these are all frames taking a critical approach, and their established presence in previous
framing studies makes their absence here largely unexpected. The four response frames
(the health system, collective efforts, legislation, and government measures) appeared as a
main frame or subframe in 22 pct. of the content. Of these, government measures alone
accounted for 16 pct., while the other three accounted for only 2 pct. each. The three
pandemic frames appeared in 32 pct. of the content. Both medical risk focus and social
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behaviour and risk accounted for 12 pct. each. More prevalent were the three conse-
quences frames that appeared as main frames or subframes in 37 pct. of the content. Of
these, societal consequences accounted for 16 pct.,, followed by economic consequences,
with 14 pct.

Discussion

News media play vital societal roles, particularly during a crisis, ranging from primary
functions, such as information and knowledge dissemination (Viehmann et al,, 2022), to
emergent functions such as “social glue” (Miles & Morse, 2007), as well as arenas for public
debate (Fedtke et al., 2021), social criticism, and holding those in power accountable
(Fonn & Hyde-Clarke, 2021). In this section, we discuss these functions regarding the news
media frames to answer the two research questions.

The information provider function

The widespread use of the frames medical risk focus and social behaviour and risk suggest
that both TV2 and NRK emphasised disseminating information and knowledge about the
pandemic, in terms of the sources of the outbreak, causes, spread, and how it could be
controlled. In addition, the news media kept the audience up to date on situations that
might increase the spread of infection, as well as contagious behaviour (holidays, social
gatherings, public transport, and events). This is in line with both broadcasters’ public ser-
vice remits. It is plausible to assume that the dominance of the three pandemic frames (32
pct.) contributed to increased knowledge about the pandemic and to individuals chang-
ing their attitudes and behaviour through processing a variety of information from the
news media, as argued by some researchers (Bridgman et al., 2020; Malecki et al., 2021).
On the other hand, a UK study based on an audience diary suggests that many people
had a limited understanding of how the UK government was handling the pandemic
despite consuming and trusting public service broadcasting news (Cushion et al., 2021).

It is worth mentioning that the frame illness and mortality was the least used of the
pandemicrelated frames, perhaps because the mortality rate from the coronavirus in
Norway was very low compared with other countries. Another reason could be that the
news media did not want to pay a lot of attention to these subjects to avoid panicinduc
ing and alarming messages, as found in other studies (Morissan et al.,, 2020; Mutua & Oloo
Ong'ong’a, 2020; Nwakpu et al., 2020; Vasterman & Ruigrok, 2013).

Instead, the extensive use of the three consequence frames (37 pct.) suggests that
both TV2 and NRK chose to emphasise how the coronavirus affected different sectors
(transport, business, education, tourism, etc.) and aspects of our social life (work, leisure
time, children, cultural events, religious activities, and social gatherings). In our interpreta-
tion, the broadcasters managed to portray the pandemic not only as a health crisis but
also as an economic and a societal crisis by balancing the three Coronavirus frames and
the three consequences frames.
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The arena for public debate function

Response frames are prominent in the coverage, particularly in debate programmes (30
pct.). The government measure frame is highly visible in both news and debate pro-
grammes, suggesting that news media may provide a function in promoting government
transparency and accountability. To prevent the spread of disinformation, fake news, and
conspiracy theories online (Kalsnes et al., 2021), there is a need for legacy media to focus
on servicing the public with correct, precise, and the right amount of information during
a crisis. In the news programmes, aspects of government measures are exposed, such as
national versus local restrictions, the vagueness of recommendations for social distancing,
and very strict infection prevention.

The function of holding authorities to account is related not only to government
measures, but also to the health system and the legislation system. The analysis shows
that three of the response frames were among the five least used frames, in addition to
responsibility and group conflict. As arguments presented by opposing viewpoints are the
main characteristics of debate programmes, one might have expected a higher preva-
lence of conflict between groups, attribution of responsibility, and politicisation in such
programmes. The lack of such polarising frames might strengthen the legacy media’s
legitimacy as a trustworthy, responsible institution focused on providing the public with
factual, scientific information about the Coronavirus, alongside an extensive report on
the context of the pandemic, such as the impact on the economy, culture, and society.
On the other hand, the Covid-19 pandemic has sparked political and economic con-
flicts between, and within, some countries (Ogbodo et al., 2020). In Norway, there was
disagreement between the government and opposition parties about rushing through
a Coronavirus law, both between national and local politicians about local restriction
measures, and between politicians and medical experts about vaccination strategies, the
infection risk in geographical areas, and the level and timeframe of restrictions. As the
media coverage lacks legislation, responsibility, and conflict frames, one might argue that
the media has neglected its role as critical investigator and watchdog. This argument
finds support in another Norwegian study that documented the lack of critical journalism
in two Norwegian outlets (Fonn & Hyde-Clarke, 2021, p. 13):

Less than one-fifth of all news articles in our corpus can be said to be critical, interpretive
or investigative. This is particularly apparent for articles about the virus, spread patterns,
lethality, etc. but also for the majority of the news about the effects and the handling of the
pandemic.

To act as an arena for debate and to be critical and investigative are difficult roles to fill
under the extreme uncertainty and severe consequences that accompanied the social
consequences created by the Covid-19 pandemic in the initial phase (Viehmann et al,,
2022). The news media had to carefully balance their watchdog role — monitoring and
scrutinising those in power — while simultaneously risking contributing to public fear
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and panic by emphasising risks and uncertainties, as in previous health crises (Kilgo et al,,
2019). Another balancing act was to make sure the state-owned public service broad-
caster, NRK, was not seen as a mouthpiece of the government, while also allowing politi-
cians and health experts to use news and debate programmes as arenas for speaking to
the public. However, it is timely to question why critical issues were not subject to discus-
sion or coverage.

The social glue function

The last function of news media is related to frames that constitute news media as a
social glue that binds us together in a community of shared experiences and values (Miles
& Morse, 2007). One might argue that the media function as social glue simply by dissem-
inating common information to various sub-groups in the public (Enli & Syvertsen, 2020),
but this function is also and more directly linked to the frames of human interest, conflict,
and collective efforts. The two pre-defined generic frames of human interest and conflict
(Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000) are often prevalent in Coronavirus studies, but in our case,
these frames are among the least used. It is somewhat surprising that there were few
examples of the human interest frame in the coverage and that the individual perspective
was clearly not in focus. By telling human-interest stories, news media often manage to
put a face or an individual’s story to the presentation of an event or issue. They do this by
using human interest as a subframe combined with an issue-specific main frame. But this
was not the case for Coronavirus coverage in Norway. By not applying frames that may
produce an affective or emotional response in the audience, the Norwegian news media
seemed to rely on information-processing approaches, while disregarding how an affec-
tive or emotional response could influence the processing of information and persuasion.

The use of the conflict frame might contradict the social glue function, but if news
media decide to reflect division and disagreement in society, the social implication of “we
are at war with Covid-19” might mobilise and encourage people to join forces and fight
the coronavirus. This understanding of the conflict frame shares similarities with the col-
lective efforts frame and the call for joint efforts to stop the spread by appealing to a col-
lective sense of solidarity. The call for collective effort is only negligibly represented, which
is somewhat surprising, as both health authorities and politicians successfully appealed to
a collective sense of solidarity (common good) during the outbreak of Covid-19 (Nilsen &
Skarpenes, 2020). Compared with other studies with a similar frame, Poirier et al. (2020)
found that the francophone media in Canada framed the Covid-19 pandemic more as an
emergency to help Canadians abroad, while Nwakpu et al. (2020) found only little use of a
mobilisation frame among four media analysed.

Our lack of results supporting the social glue function of public service broadcasting is
somewhat surprising, as other studies found that such news media fulfilled their social-
integrative function in times of crisis (Fedtke et al., 2021; Murdock, 2021; Viehmann et al,,
2022).
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The difference between frames in news reports and debate programmes

Concerning the second research question and the difference between frames present in
news reports and debate programmes, the frames of government measures and economic
consequences are more frequently found in debate programmes than in news pro-
grammes. These frames serve as tools for investigative journalism, which allow for a more
critical stance towards political, economic, and medical elites meeting to discuss, debate,
and state their views on a certain issue. For instance, the programme “Corona — are the
measures strict enough?” on NRK Debatten on 17 March 2020, signalled a discrepancy
between Norwegian health authorities and international expert networks (Kjeldsen et

al., 2022). Among the four debate programmes in this study, a few may be regarded as
entertaining public information programming, while others are more journalistic political
current affairs debates, suggesting they address quite different audiences in terms of inter-
est in and knowledge of the pandemic.

The frames group conflict and responsibility played modest roles in debate pro-
grammes, both as a main frame and subframe. This is not a good sign for a well-function-
ing democracy. While we acknowledge problems related to constructed entertainment
and populistic conflation when conflict and confrontation structure debates, a healthy
democracy is best served by political and investigative journalism with a critical stance
(Fedtke et al., 2021). This is an imperative democratic function under “normal” circum-
stances, but even more important during times of crisis. One might argue that the initial
phase of the Coronavirus pandemic did not allow for interpretive or investigative jour-
nalism, because if was more important to simply inform the public about the risks and
preventions. As argued by Fonn and Hyde-Clarke (2021), the second wave of the pan-
demic in Norway (28 September—22 November 2020) was anticipated and met with more
knowledge and preparation from both the public and the authorities. Hence, it could be
argued that the news media had a greater opportunity during the second wave to create
significant national debates and ask more critical questions regarding the restrictions. The
lack of a sound public debate may also be linked to the broad political consensus behind
the Norwegian pandemic strategy, which seemed more apparent during the pandemic
than usual.

On the other hand, medical risk focus, cultural consequences, and illness and mortality
frequently appeared more in news broadcasts than in debate programmes. It is striking
that the news media regarded cultural consequences as newsworthy, but not a subject for
discussion. The reluctance to discuss illness and mortality and medical risk focus is also
worth mentioning, particularly as medical risk focus is the most used frame overall.

Implications and conclusion

This article aimed to add knowledge to the theory about public service broadcasting
functions by examining the framing of the Covid-19 pandemic in six news and debate
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programmes from two public service broadcasters in Norway. Theoretically and method-
ologically, we contributed to the framing literature by analysing broadcast media — which
has not previously been subject to the same scrutiny as online and printed news — by
including a range of frames, both main- and subframes, and by contextualising frames
within a functionalist perspective.

We found that the two broadcasters prioritised their functions as providers of infor-
mation on medical issues and preventative social behaviour, but that they failed to meet
expectations for social integration, solidarity, and community building. It was unexpected
to see that the public service broadcasters were not able to provide a form of social glue,
as Norwegian health experts and local and national politicians strongly emphasised the
notion of collective effort and appealed to people’s sense of solidarity during the pan-
demic (Nilsen & Skarpenes, 2020). The two broadcasters managed only to some degree
to promote public debate on coronavirus-related issues and question the national Nor-
wegian coronavirus policy. These findings support those of Fonn and Hyde-Clarke’s study
of two Norwegian newspapers (2021). As our colleagues mentioned, the lack of critical
journalism and the strong consensus culture among Norwegian news media was raised
in the media itself in 2021. This suggests that the concern about the roles of both news
media and public service broadcasting is growing in times of crisis. As our study shows,
the role of public service broadcasting often includes complex and contradictory func
tions across broadcasting genres and journalistic choices. Although public service broad-
casting is closely associated with historical value in keeping citizens well informed, the
enlightening role could be less salient during times of crisis to allow independent and criti-
cal journalism to grow, particularly within the genre of debate and political talk shows.
Fake news and the misinfodemic can best be fought with professional, independent, and
critical journalism.

Concerning our methodology, it is worth noting the absence of generic frames in
our findings. As the results show, frames capturing the consequences of the pandemic
and pandemic-specific information were largely dominant in the coverage, while generic
frames used in previous frame studies accounted for only 13 pct. This reflects the value
of creating research-specific frames for studying a case, such as a pandemic, in media
content analysis. However, generic frames might still be relevant, as they allow com-
parisons across studies (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). For an analysis of the results, the
categorised two-step framing approach was useful in providing both an overview and
deeper insight into each category by enabling a closer look at each value in the categories.
Without this two-layered frame system, we would, for example, not be able to detect that
although response was a prominent frame in both news and debate, it mostly concerned
response from the government. The main- and subframe coding system further allowed
us to see a more comprehensive picture of the presence of different frames ensuring that
a binary focus and broadly-used subframes did not go unnoticed, and as such, it contrib-
uted to strengthening the validity of results.

22



Mona K. Solvoll & Marte Haiby MedieKultur 73
Article: Framing the Covid-19 pandemic

In general, we accept that there are some limitations associated with content analy-
sis (Karlsson & Sjevaag, 2016) and framing studies (Entman, 1993; De Vreese, 2005). We
found the development, testing, discussion, and redefinition of codes and the codebook
for the 14 frames exhaustive and difficult, but also more useful than dealing with fewer,
more generic frames. We initially wondered whether framing analysis was an ill-suited
tool for broadcasting programmes, as this method is usually geared towards newspapers
(both online and print), which are text-based media. However, our experience suggests
otherwise, and we strongly encourage framing researchers to include radio and televi-
sion programmes in their future studies. Our sample of reasonably neutral public service
channels also denied us the possibility of linking findings to politicisation and polarisation
in Covid-19 news coverage, as Fonn and Hyde-Clark (2021), Mach et al. (2021), and Hart et
al. (2020) do. Future research should further investigate this lack of critical, investigative
journalism, as there may be several reasons for this. In their eagerness to act responsibly,
the media might have forgotten their responsibility to facilitate discussion and shed light
on conflict of interest, scientific uncertainty, and political disagreement.

On a final note, and in line with framing theory, we argue that public service broad-
casters played an essential role during the Covid-19 crisis to help people cope with the
pandemic. As credible sources of information, we believe that the two broadcasters
offered practical advice and helped people to understand events related to the pandemic.
Focusing on a range of different consequences, the broadcasters played a key role in shap-
ing our identities and engaging in a collective sensemaking function to understand the
pandemic not only as a health crisis, but also as an economic and societal crisis.
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Appendix 1: Content was coded for the following 14 frames

Economic consequences

Societal consequences

Cultural consequences

Human interest frame

Responsibility

Speculation

Group conflicts

Medical risk focus

Social behaviour and risk

lliness and mortality
Government measures
Legislation

The health system

Collective effort

Such as for organisations and companies or personal finances. Usually fea-
tures societal development at the macro level. Consequences can be both
positive and negative.

Such as for working life (unemployment, redundancies, and strikes), the
health system, the educational sector, and the political system.

Consequences for sports, culture, leisure, and religion. Such as, e.g., football
and the Olympics, etc. Closure of cultural events and cinemas.

Person-focused angle, about people affected, e.g., human interest stories.
Situated at a micro level.

Cause of or solution to an issue, highlighting who is responsible, be it a
country, group, or individuals. Includes moral responsibility and often
involves political disagreement.

Often panic-triggering news, or about “fake news” and conspiracy theories.
Bringing forth what “may come”.

Conflicts between special groups, e.g., social groups or ethnicities
(examples have been students, families travelling to their cabins, minority
groups, bus drivers, and more). May include conflict in society (e.g, strikes,
protests).

Factual frameworks on epidemiology, information concerning symptoms,
treatment, and vaccination.

Spread of infection in different situations (examples have been holidays, a
cave party, the Hurtigruten cruise ship, restaurant visits, and gatherings).

Includes discussions about how and when to use facemasks and disinfec

tion, and distance between people.

Death rates, registers of the infected and hospitalisation.
Practices and restrictions, both nationally and locally.
Issues concerning governance, democracy, and the law.

Issues concerning the health service, hospitals and health personnel, pre-
paredness, and public health response.

Matters that call for joint efforts to stop the spread, appeal to a collective
sense of solidarity.
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