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ABSTRACT 
 

 In content construction, media use specific frames in presenting information to its 

audience. The core focus of this study is to investigate the frames used by newspapers on 

their Op-Ed pages while covering Covid-19. Qualitative content analysis approach is 

deployed to analyze the 491 Op-Ed pieces collected from three newspapers; however, 

frequency of articles has also been presented in this paper. Coronavirus captures the world, 

and the role of media is considered to be very important. How media frame the coronavirus? 

Data is coded by applying Open Coding and Axial Coding procedures. Two major frames 

a) Socio-Economic Frames and b) Psychological Frames, emerged from the data. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) started from Wuhan that has attracted media 

researchers to investigate journalistic practices during the pandemic. Covid-19 is a 

respiratory illness which is contagious and till date no cure has been found yet. The 

COVID-19 was identified after an outbreak in Wuhan, China. It is a new kind of plague 

which hasn’t been discovered before and is now responsible for killing so many people 

around the globe. The figure of the infected persons is increasing day by day. The number 

of infected people vary around 167,252,150 among which number of deaths reported was 

around 3,467,663 and the number of vaccine doses administered is 1,489,727,128 

respectively (WHO, 2021). It all started in Wuhan in December, where people reported of 

pneumonia initially which later was converted into global pandemic (Reynolds & Weiss, 

2020). This virus has infected around 200 countries (JHU, 2020).  
 

 The concept of framing has been the focus media researchers (Shih et al., 2008). All 

forms of media, around the globe, provide immense coverage to Covid-19, such as news 

stories, editorials, and articles, talk shows, public service messages etc. Media use frames 
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while covering any issue. Studies have found several media frames while covering health 

issues. Media have been used as platform for disseminating health information (Jones & 

Harwood, 2009; Muhamad & Yang, 2017). Researchers used thematic frames, episodic 

frames, gain frames, loss frames, positive frames and negative frames etc. (Gray, 2013; 

Holton et al., 2014). This study proposes new frames that deals with Covid-19 based on 

qualitative content analysis of 491 pieces of Op-Ed pages of three leading English 

newspapers of Pakistan. The new frames can also be used to test frames of any health issue. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

 While reporting health issues, journalistic practice has long been the focus of media 

researchers. Studies have shown criticism on journalists for the way they report health 

issues (Dorfman et al., 2005). Journalists have been asked to include information about 

social problems in their stories (Higgins et al., 2006; Holton et al., 2014). Public authorities, 

long time ago asked journalists to change the way they compose stories related to health, 

requesting that these journalists should more highlight and focus on information about the 

social reasons for infection and ailment as opposed to simply accusing people in their 

content (Bossio & Holton, 2019; Higgins et al., 2006). Moreover, various studies show that 

journalists are constantly paying attention on the requests of these public health workers 

requests of covering the social aspects of various illness (Bossio & Holton, 2019). 

Journalists likewise sharing the personal stories of their sources who will not talk about the 

issue because of a paranoid fear of retaliations in online commenting business, when 

working especially on subtle stories (Bossio & Holton, 2019). The current issue is how to 

best frame these stories which are health related, more focus should be on societal well-

being rather than just empowering progressively cultural attribution in stories. In various 

events journalism and health researchers are supposed to give suggestions on how best to 

accomplish the objective of empowering individuals to see medical issues as originating 

from both individual and at organizational level. In journalism, framing is defined as how 

to portray a specific issue. Generally, stories which are framed for the benefit of society 

are no more linked with societal change, are more awful, are connected with remarks that 

accuse people, at that point researchers should re-evaluate their recommendations and 

search for different methodologies to change the manner in which the blame for ailment 

and sickness in brought forward by people (Holton et al., 2014). 
 

 The consequences of existing examinations are conflicting in making such associations. 

In an exploratory examination based on caner and obesity, participants of the study credited 

greater duty to society for the two illnesses after reading thematically framed stories 

(Holton et al., 2014; Major, 2009). Coleman et al., (2011) found that people didn’t change 

their perceptions of offering service to the society after reading thematic frames of the 

illness being portrayed in the content posted by journalists (Coleman et al., 2011; Holton 

et al., 2014). 
 

 These challenging discoveries, which utilized experimental designs with both  

thematic and episodic frames, shows a requirement for more investigation in this zone, 

especially in naturalistic settings. Notwithstanding expanded consideration and attention 

regarding thematic and episodic framing, especially highlighting the impact and influence 

of the framing on the content journalists are working on (Holton et al., 2014). Unlike  

the examinations of episodic and thematic frames, which tend to have a greater extent  
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is focused on what framing techniques are utilized and how, various addition  

and misfortunes with the surrounding considers to have tended to the impact on crowd 

discernments, also arriving at similar determinations (Holton et al., 2014; Quick & Bates, 

2010).  
 

 In the content related to health, collecting data identifies with the kind of information 

to be used that advises individuals where to go for more data or how to make a move about 

issues related to health (Thomas et al., 2016). Such data may advance in discussion or 

increment data chasing and is an important factor to consider while comparing 

relationships between content posted online and comments. Stimulating data recognizes 

issues and proposes specific solutions to the problems, which may come as names of 

individuals or consisting a group of people to contact, different websites suggesting 

solutions and handling data for a certain action to be taken (Holton et al., 2012). Ongoing 

investigations have demonstrated an absence of enlistment of the content related to health. 

For instance, in an assessment of 281 articles about chemical imbalance and 

immunizations, researchers discovered 26% contained assembling data. Regardless of this 

gap in the content in the news can’t in any case enable individuals to lock into discussions, 

concerning both online and offline mediums, and follow up on explicit concerns 

(McKeever, 2012).  
 

 Mass Media Communicators and journalists are critical decision makers regarding 

issues related to health. Medical specialists and experts consider the wellbeing of the 

public, as an essential section of their undertaking to improve the health polices and general 

wellbeing of the public by viewing media as the main instrument for advocacy of the public 

(Hernández-Aguado & Chilet-Rosell, 2019). Addition of new information of knowledge 

into wellbeing strategy shows the proof that how educated thoughts assume a key job in 

policymaking through their commitment to social change, specially by the journalist 

community (Hernández-Aguado & Chilet-Rosell, 2019). During the process of policy 

making, the impact of the media on the general crowd and on the different political 

entertainers is all around recognized. Along these lines, policymakers, writers, reporters, 

and journalists seems to be keen on framing media plans and news content related to it. 

Political and correspondence research has paid expanding regard for framing, planning, 

setting and their impacts on strategy (Burstein, 2016). In any case, there is less information 

on the immediate associations among media, and chief decision makers which could give 

better piece of knowledge into policymaking forms. The high usage of tobacco, liquor, and 

canned food and various other fizzy drink organizations, has the pestilence of non-

transferable ailments, is halfway founded on their utilization of media and promoting 

procedures and has the expected impact of corporate policy making (Mindell et al., 2012; 

Moodie et al., 2013). In addition to that, the health situation and the cultural reaction to 

medical issues are formed with a tendency of biasness towards biomedical arrangements 

for the most part patent-based advances – while social development and non-patent-based 

arrangements are disregarded in this policy making regarding health issues (Brezis & Wiist, 

2011). Framing of media content is a discursive methodology by which writers and 

journalists recognize, develop and gather significant data for their audience and set a new 

occasion in a natural setting and the same language the content to be framed in (Armon, 

2018; Scheufele, 1999).  
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 Experts and researchers have long time ago perceived the media is a key player in the 
social development of threat management (Dan & Raupp, 2018). At the point when writers 
and journalists are framing issues related to risk, they are making use of framing to 
delineate the current issue by perceiving between viewpoints that are commendable of 
consideration and those that are most certainly not. Moreover, this demonstration of 
selection of the issue being framed is nothing out of the conventional, as all detailing is 
fundamentally particular. Experts are routinely discontent with what makes the cut, and 
express worry as with the impacts hazard revealing may have on people who are without 
knowledge (Reese et al., 2001). 
 

FRAMING THEORY 
 

 This research used framing theory as a theoretical framework to find out a framing 
typology for Covid-19 in Op-Ed pages of Pakistani newspapers. A frame refers to a system 
of perception that organizes the experience of readers and guides them to practice, 
individually or collectively (Clubb, 2016). The definition of framing identified by Goffman 
revolves around interpretations in our environment of the already existing schemes. 
Journalists have power over viewer thoughts by framing realities in those ways. By shaping 
the assumptions people create about the message, a frame limits or defines the meaning of 
the message. A significant aspect of reporting is known to be a media frame because it 
gives meaning to incidents and offers detailed details about the issue. Media frames allow 
journalists to pick up and arrange facets of events and problems and transform them before 
the viewer in a presentable way (Gitlin, 2003). Framing may involve the sender's 
objectives, but it is not possible to define the motives for altering a realty to a certain angle. 
In the development of social meaning, Framing is a critical process, since it helps shape 
the meanings that people see in the world. According to Entman, framing describes media 
framing in two phases; selection and giving meaning (Entman, 1993; Scheufele, 1999) is a 
method of selecting various aspects of a fact and making it more prominent for audiences 
to recognize issues or circumstances, bear moral evaluations, interpret the cause of the 
problem and encourage suggestions for care. These phases are conducted at the level of 
frame formation and are carried out by journalists in media framing, which takes place in 
editorials and opinions within the framework of this study. News should not be seen as a 
reflection of fact when this is related to the above point regarding the power of the media. 
Rather, in the perception of facts, they can be seen as incomplete, subjective, and prejudice. 
Media researchers have explored the principle of Framing. Frame analysis has explored a 
variety of different topics, including political, social, biological, environmental, wars and 
conflicts, and study in economic fields (Mallouli & Sweeney, 2019; Nerlich & Koteyko, 
2009; Schuck & Vreese, 2008; Schwalbe et al., 2008). This research uses a qualitative 
approach to analyze editorials and opinions published in Covid-19 by Pakistani 
newspapers. Framing categories were not developed in advance as the focus of this study 
to find out a typology of frames emerged from the data. 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 

 This study adopted a qualitative content analysis approach to find a typology of frames. 
The roots of qualitative content analysis traced to the literary theory, the social sciences 
and critical scholarship, refers to the coding and interpretation of data into latest account 
(Krippendorff, 2004). Content analysis method was used in this study (Hsieh & Shannon, 
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2005) to generate frames regarding Covid-19. The approach used in this study also offers 
operational definitions of each frame. This study, along with description of new frames 
about Covid-19, also presents the frequency of the frames emerged from data (Hsieh & 
Shannon, 2005). Although, this study presents frequencies of news frames in the Op-Ed 
articles, however, it follows the qualitative research approach by the generation of the new 
frames (Morgan, 1993). The texts of the Op-Ed articles are recasted into frames. The new 
frames are generated from the collected data by careful and detailed examination by the 
core researcher and three volunteers. This approach distinguishes the current study from 
the quantitative content analysis. 
 

 Articles from Op-Ed pages of three leading English language daily newspapers; The 
Nation, The News, and Express Tribune, are collected online from their official websites. 
Articles based on keywords ‘Corona virus, Covid-19, Pandemic, and Lockdown’ are 
collected. A total of 491 Op-Ed pieces are selected for analysis. Table 1 shows the 
frequency of articles published by each newspaper selected for this study.  
 

 Qualitative content analysis was applied in this study. Op-Ed pieces (N=491)  
published on Covid-19 by three mainstream Pakistani media organizations (The Nation, 
The News, Express Tribune). The very first case, in Pakistan, of Covid-19 was reported in 
February 2020. Pakistani media have already been covering the pandemic, however,  
from end of the February 2020, media gave a great deal of coverage to the issue. The  
Op-Ed pieces were collected by using keywords; Coronavirus, Covid-19, Pandemic, 
Lockdown, Ventilator, Smart Lockdown, Quarantine, Isolation, Epidemic, Social 
Distancing, Mask, Outbreak and Herd Immunity. Although, this study is based on qualitative 
analysis but also provide frequency of Op-Ed pieces published in the selected newspapers. 
The selection of newspaper was done based on the most circulation. The collected Op-Ed 
pieces were analyzed by using two-stage coding method; a) open coding, b) axial coding  
to generate themes. In the first stage, content was coded openly, and then axial coding 
procedure was done.  

 

VALIDITY 
 

 Descriptive validity technique was used in this study in order to avoid biasness. Three 
volunteer researchers and the main researcher collected and interpreted the data. Several 
sessions were held to discuss and to avoid any kind of misinterpretation in the data. All the 
researchers were involved in open coding and in axial coding procedure. 
 

RESULTS 
 

 Pakistani newspapers published 491 op-ed pieces February 2020 and March 2020  
(see Table 1). 
 

Table 1 

Frequency of Covid-19 articles 

Newspaper  Frequency Percent 

The Nation  128  26% 

The News  238  48.50% 

Express Tribune  125  25.50% 

N 491  100% 
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 It all started in December 2019, where the world was hit by a global pathogen COVID-

19, and in no time, it became a world-wide crisis. From there onwards the role of media 

started, how to go about this issue and how to inform public about the on-going crises. For 

this purpose, three newspapers The News, The Nation and Express Tribune were taken as 

a sample of study. Total 491 Op-Ed Pieces were studied by the researcher out of which 128 

were from The Nation, 238 were from The News and 125 were of Express Tribune. The 

table above shows that The News has the highest frequency of Op-Ed pieces, which shows 

that The News gave the maximum coverage to the issue. After doing coding from Op-Ed 

Pieces two new frames were generated having further sb categories.  
 

 
 

Figure 1: Socio-Economic Frames (SEF) 

 

 The first frame that emerged out was “Socio-Economic Frame” (Figure 1) which has 

further ten subcategories stating that Covid-19 has been covered in an informative way. 

The first theme “socio economic” states that how the world is affected economically. This 

deadly virus is responsible for damaging the economy around the globe. With this change 

in economy, the world turned upside down, due to these lock down millions of people got 

jobless, businesses were shut down, stock market got down, hence everyone was hit by the 

storm. To add to that new variants and surges in cases have made it worse than before. 

Moreover, governments around the globe are pleading for billions and millions for vaccines 

and other covid medicines. The situation across the globe is getting worse day by day. 

Currently, most of the countries are trying to deal with the second or third wave of this 

deadly virus.  
 

 Due to this economic hit, society has changed in various ways ranging from individuals 

to institutions and even international collaborations. The more the societies are trying to 

maintain peace and calm with the lock down, the situation is getting worse. Even though 

with severe restrictions, it is becoming hard to control the virus, the disease continues to 

decimate families, upend governments, crush economies and thus creating a big tear 

through the social sector. 
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 With the change in economy and society various kind of human interests can be seen. 

People took this pandemic in both positive and negative ways. The positive side of the 

pandemic was that people actually reached out to those who actually needed help. Needy 

people were provided with the necessary jobs, goods, groceries and monetary 

compensations to sail through the pandemic. People actually got closer with their loved 

ones and to those who were dealing with the quarantine. Connections were made with no 

differences amongst people despite race, cast or religion and hence making quarantine a 

lot easier. Moreover, a lot of people criticized concerned organizations and called this virus 

a controversy. Some people weren’t in the favor of lockdown neither they were willing to 

follow SOPs, and some accused of taking too long to declare that virus that virus was 

spreading rigorously amongst humans. This criticism could have been easily avoided if the 

spread of the virus was timely controlled by declaring a global health emergency. This 

criticism could have been easily avoided by making people aware of the deadly pandemic 

which media did and is still doing across the world, but organizations need to make sure 

that SOPs are being followed. To avoid spreading of the virus, emphasis on face masks, 

social distancing and proper sanitization stations should laid and these facilities should be 

readily available outdoors. In that case, controversies should be avoided specially in the 

case of wearing masks, which initially considered doing more harm than good. Due to this 

people got affected in a terrible way. All the counties around the globe are in the same boat 

and hence facing the same issues regarding this virus and is facing the same challenges. In 

order to aware people and address their issues and helplines are there, telephonic 

consultation for covid patients have been deployed by the government. People are advised 

not to go out until needed and if they tend to go out, all the necessary precautions should 

be taken to avoid the spread of the virus. Following SOP’s can help in spreading of the 

virus. In that case masks only won’t be enough to stop the spread of virus, social distancing 

and sanitization is also required. Most importantly, a covid positive patient should be 

isolated and all the surfaces should be clean with disinfectants. If the transmit of the virus 

isn’t controlled timely there would be serious consequences. The consequences of this 

deadly virus are long term and may prove fatal if not taken care of. The virus has already 

led to the loss of millions of people around the globe. The economic and social impact 

which covid has caused is quite devastating. During Covid-19, every field of life is 

affected, immediate and purposeful life decisions should be made in order to control the 

virus. The world is currently dealing with humanitarian crises and emergencies particularly 

exposed to the virus. Responding to the emergencies and making sure that recovery and 

assistance reaches to those in need because it's dangerous and critical. In that case, only 

verified news regarding the virus should be broadcasted because people are scared and are 

worried, spreading false news will add more to their misery. In order to counter fake news, 

government organizations and social media industries must develop and deploy 

interventions to make sure about the accuracy of the content that is being disseminated. 

Moreover, this includes all types of news and treatments that effectively is reducing 

people’s belief in misinformation, yet not undermining belief in factual information. 

During the pandemic combined efforts on individual level and on organizational level are 

seen and hence creating opportunities to reduce religious and ethnic prejudice. Government 

is making sure to ensure necessary lockdowns in the areas where needed along with that 

continuously working on the polices in every sector by deploying sustainable strategies. 
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Figure 2. Psychological Frame (PF) 

 

 The second frame that emerged from the coding was “Psychological Frame” (Figure 2) 

stating how the deadly virus is affecting the minds of people worldwide. Various 

psychological problems in terms of mental health includes stress, anxiety, depression, 

frustration and uncertainty during the virus has emerged progressively. Most importantly, 

fear and anxiety are induced by the rapid spread of the virus needs to be addressed on 

priority basis. Authorities and policy makers need to adopt behavioral strategies to reduce 

the burden and help people with mental health of people dealing with consequences of the 

virus. Consequences of the deadly virus includes mental health problems, fear and terror 

amongst people, joblessness and most of all millions of people fell prey to this virus and 

lost their loved ones. The uncertainty of life caused by this virus has caused restrictions in 

all walks of life. The world was actually shut down for some time. The outbreak of this 

novel virus is not likely to go in near future and hence proactive actions are required to 

deal with this virus. Front line workers are working day and night to deal with ailing 

patients. But doctors and premedical staff can’t control this virus on their own until people 

themselves take precautionary measure to fight the virus. But with the passing days every 

other day number of patients are increasing, and the virus strand is mutating. Talking about 

medical condition every other person has different symptoms because of the mutating 

strand and is becoming a global risk to deal with this virus. Paramedical staff, doctors and 

various organizations are risking their lives to save people affected from the virus, but they 

need cooperation from general public in following SOP’s otherwise the situation may get 

worse. The fear among people because of the uncertainty of the virus is becoming hard to 

deal. Hence this deadly virus has left a negative impact on human mind. The social distance 

is another factor influencing and affecting the relationship among people and the 

perception of being empathetic towards others. The pandemic implications are far more 

than expected. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

 In the midst of Covid, journalism and media faced the challenge of collecting and 

disseminating task of providing the factual information to the audience. Media and 
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journalists collectively from a part of the ecology in which their work influences the minds 

of people and defiantly is affected by the environment it is surrounded. From the findings 

of the research, it is concluded that journalists placed themselves in a responsible yet 

vulnerable role and tried not to create panic among the audience. During these times 

journalists find themselves in a vulnerable position to provide factual information to public, 

who is already suffering a lot by all means. The frames of the study clearly state how people 

are dealing with the pandemic both mentally and physically and socially. Journalists 

playing normative roles by sharing and highlighting the consequences of the pandemic with 

the public, which is particularly very important in the mid of the crises. The generated 

frames from the findings of the study stated that world has been affected by the pandemic 

socially, including several other factors that add socio economic frame. The pandemic is 

unprecedented in its global reach and impact, every other day the virus is mutating and is 

affecting the public with a new strand, hence making it very difficult to deal with the virus. 

Therefore, policy makers are facing formidable challenge to avoid direct and indirect 

effects on the global economy, still the situation is getting worse. People are scared from, 

businesses are bring shut down, stocks are going under market globally. Government and 

policy makers are trying to act and take best decisions which are in the best of public 

interest. Although government is being criticized for not acting and taking smart decisions, 

but public should know that these decisions and policies can’t be implemented over night. 

One of the major barriers was to deal with the shortage of hand washing facilities at public 

places specially, along with that the increase in number of Covid patients hospitals ran out 

of basic stuff like masks, isolation centers but organizations came forward for help hence 

preventing the spread of the virus. Public should join hands with the government to make 

it easy by taking all the precautions and following SOPs. General public should be made 

aware of the consequences of the deadly virus if SOPs aren’t being followed, on the other 

hand following all the necessary covid protocols should be adopted and made a daily habit, 

since virus is going to coexist with humans. The phenomena “New Normal” is the key for 

survival now: wearing masks, safe distancing, sanitizing hands and following the necessary 

guidelines in order to deal with the virus. This transition in everyday matters everyone is 

experiencing, people are dealing with it emotionally and psychologically. Everyday seems 

to be uncanny and strange, coping up with the new forms of learning, trying hard to be 

together with the loved ones, finding hard to deal with quarantine issues, hence everyday 

a new mode of irritability. The need of the hour is to create and discover the new normal 

called the Covid culture, better or worse communities need to join hands for constructive 

and progressive behavioral change. 
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