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Abstract 

Issue addressed 

This study analysed diabetes coverage in 12 Australian metropolitan/national newspapers 

over a period of five years (2013-2017). It aimed to describe quantitative tendencies in 

diabetes coverage (amount of articles per newspaper and over time) and to identify potential 

discrepancies between diabetes coverage and societal prevalence of diabetes. The study 

addressed the following research questions, with a focus on language use: 

• How frequent are mentions of different types of diabetes? 

• How are people with diabetes referred to? 

• How frequent and how distributed are mentions of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples and matters? 

Methods 

Data were collected in electronic format, manually classified, and processed using a 

specialised software program, with a focus on quantitative analysis. 

Results 

577 articles were classified as news and 117 were classified as ‘non-news’. The Australian 

Financial Review published the fewest items, followed by the NT News, while the West 

Australian and the Advertiser published the most. References to “type 2” appear slightly 

more frequent and more distributed than to “type 1” diabetes. The labelling of people with the 

noun diabetic/s occurs in about a quarter of the dataset. References to Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples or matters appear to be extremely rare in the analysed dataset. 

Conclusions 

Diabetes coverage does not fully align with incidence of diabetes among Australians, and 

problematic language practices such as the labelling of people as ‘diabetics’ continue to 

occur. 

So what? 

Given the agenda-setting function of the news media, new strategies may be needed to 

change how Australian metropolitan and national newspapers cover diabetes, especially in 

relation to incorporating Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander voices and perspectives.  



Diabetes coverage in Australian newspapers (2013-2017): A computer-based linguistic 

analysis 

 

Introduction 

 

Diabetes is a major health problem in Australia and worldwide. It is the fastest growing 

chronic condition in Australia; approximately 1.7 million Australians have diabetes, and a 

further 2 million are estimated at high risk of developing type 2 diabetes.1 It has an estimated 

yearly cost of $14.6 billion, and in 2017 diabetes was the seventh leading cause of death.1,2 

These trends are reflected globally; in 2017 there were 424.9 million people with diabetes, 

with a total healthcare expenditure of USD 727 billion.3 These figures are expected to rise 

significantly by 2045.3 

 Against this backdrop, it is important to consider the role of news media in shaping 

public perception of health issues, as well as considering its impact on policy, funding, and 

research. The media influences what is considered important and worth reporting (‘agenda 

setting’),4 but also how an issue is reported (‘framing’).5 In the context of health news, media 

can influence who is seen as responsible for an issue, both in cause and solution.6 It can 

position individuals as responsible for causing and therefore resolving their health issues,7,8 

or it can place emphasis on structural determinants, thereby increasing public support for 

societal-level changes.9 Further, coverage can affect policy makers and the policy process,10 

with potential impacts for funding and research. 

 Diabetes reporting in print news has received some research attention, including in the 

United States,10,11,12,13 Canada,14 New Zealand,6 and The Netherlands.15 However, this has 

received little attention in Australia; to our knowledge, there is only one study on diabetes in 

the Australian news media (though note Tong et al.’s16 work on the reporting of chronic 

kidney disease in Australian print and television news media, which offers some commentary 

on diabetes). Bailey & McCrossin17 examined diabetes reporting before and after the 

publication of Diabetes Australia’s guidelines on appropriate language for discussing diabetes 

(‘A new language for diabetes’).18 Comparing newspaper articles from 2010 and 2014, they 

found that there was a significant decrease in the use of ‘language to avoid’ (e.g. diabetic, 

disease) and an increase in the use of ‘preferred language’ (e.g. person with diabetes, 

condition), both in article headlines and in the main body. However, articles which were 

responsible for the increase in ‘preferred language’ often still included ‘language to avoid’. 



While this study specifically analysed Australian diabetes reporting, other Australian research 

cites the importance of media (e.g. as it affects diabetes stigma).19,20 

 Most research on diabetes coverage in the news tends to employ classic methods such 

as content analysis or framing analysis (e.g. Gounder & Ameer6). A more recent approach to 

health communication has made use of computer-based linguistic analysis, which employs 

specialised software to analyse the data.21,22 Our study method aligns with this new and 

innovative approach to media analysis. Our research questions thus focus specifically on the 

use of language: 

• How frequent are mentions of different types of diabetes? 

• How are people with diabetes referred to? 

• How frequent and how distributed are mentions of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples and matters? 

As a backdrop to these questions, we will also report on the amount of articles per newspaper 

and over time. Results from both types of analysis will be interrogated in relation to what we 

know about societal prevalence of diabetes to identify potential areas of improvement. 

 

 

Methods 

 

In order to base our study on a recent, representative, and relatively broad sample, we 

analysed items that appeared in 12 Australian newspapers in the last five years preceding the 

start of the project (2013-2017):  

• National: The Australian Financial Review (r-l); The Australian (r-l) 

• NSW: The Sydney Morning Herald (and The Sun Herald) (l-l); The Daily Telegraph 

(incl. Sunday Telegraph) (r-l) 

• Victoria: The Age (and The Sunday Age) (l-l); Herald Sun (incl. Sunday Herald Sun) (r-l) 

• ACT: The Canberra Times (l-l) 

• West Australia: The West Australian (r-l) 

• NT: The Northern Territory News (incl. Sunday Territorian) (r-l) 

• Queensland: The Courier Mail (incl. Sunday Mail) (r-l) 

• Tasmania: The Mercury (r-l) 

• South Australia: The Advertiser (r-l) 

(r-l = right-leaning; l-l = left-leaning) 



Where available, newspapers were chosen from both of Australia’s main news 

organisations Fairfax (now Nine Entertainment) and NewsCorp, and Sunday editions were 

included. This study focusses on all types of diabetes (type 1, 2, gestational), to enable 

comparison of frequency of mention. The online database Factiva was thus used to retrieve 

any items that include diabet* (any word starting with diabet, i.e. diabetes, diabetic, 

diabetics, diabetic’s) in the headline or lead paragraph from 1 January 2013 to 31 December 

2017, excluding identical duplicates within newspapers.23 Certain items were excluded 

automatically through Factiva’s optional news filter (personal announcements, obituaries, 

calendars, captions, letters, weather news, food items, routine traffic reports, sports and 

recreation stories). Each item in the search results was then surveyed manually to exclude 

further items following Gounder & Ameer’s6(p6) criteria – namely, discarding short articles 

(fewer than 150 words), articles that discuss diabetes in non-humans, and articles that only 

mention diabetes in passing. Such excluded instances do contribute to the overall discourse 

around diabetes and would inform us about how words relating to diabetes are used in 

newspapers in general. However, creating a dataset similar to Gounder & Ameer’s enables 

future comparison of results between Australia and New Zealand. In total, the Factiva search 

retrieved 1862 articles, with 1168 being subsequently excluded as not meeting selection 

criteria. It is possible that articles which focus on diabetes include relevant search terms in the 

body, but not in the headline or lead paragraph. However, a pilot study of items from two 

newspapers over a one-year period indicated that this would not be the case. While we cannot 

be 100 per cent certain that the search parameters retrieved every article on diabetes, the 

selected items are clearly ‘representative of’ newspaper items about diabetes. In other words, 

the sample allows us to adequately generalise about how language is used in recent 

Australian newspaper diabetes coverage.  

Important information was logged for each included article in Excel (year, month, 

newspaper, author, credentials, headline) and each item was categorised broadly as ‘news’ or 

‘non-news’, using the following operationalisation: 

• News was defined as an item that described an event, happening or issue concerning 

other participants and where the reported event was either new, recent, or a 

new/recent development. News included hard news, soft news, research news, 

business news, tech news, health news, etc. 

• Non-news included opinion pieces, advice, arguments, analysis/expert views, 

editorials, personal recounts or 1st person narratives, interview-only items, event 



announcements, eulogies/obituaries, biographies, explainers, etc. As mentioned, 

Factiva’s news filter automatically excluded other types of items (personal 

announcements, letters, etc). 

The topic(s) for each article were also noted. Any problematic issues for classification were 

flagged by the research assistant and resolved by the lead researcher. Downloaded RTF (‘rich 

text’) files were then subjected to data cleaning and data splitting, resulting in a final dataset 

consisting of 694 plain text files (~250,000 words). The dataset was processed using a 

specialised computer program called WordSmith,24 which enables identification of word 

forms and their frequency in and across texts in a dataset (through the WordList function). 

The program also includes a Concordancer (Concord) which allows manual inspection of 

each word form for qualitative analysis, for example to ascertain whether a word such as 

diabetic is used as noun or adjective. It thus becomes possible to combine quantitative and 

qualitative analysis. The quantitative analysis is the main focus of this study and focuses on 

frequency (e.g. number of articles or number of mentions of particular words or phrases), 

while the qualitative analysis focuses on language use (the types of linguistic constructions 

used to refer to people with diabetes). There are several advantages to computer-based 

linguistic analysis: it enables a focus on linguistic practice; it uncovers repeated patterns of 

language use that can remain hidden by other types of analysis; it allows the rapid analysis of 

a large amount of data; it is replicable (the dataset used in this study is available online; see 

https://sydneycorpuslab.com/corpora/).    

 

Results 

 

Of a total of 694 articles (about 250,000 words), 577 were classified as news and 117 were 

classified as ‘non-news’, showing a preponderance of news items as opposed to analysis, 

opinion, etc. Identified topics included causes, prevention, prevalence, treatment, symptoms, 

effects, secondary effects, cure, cost, fundraising, education, training, and Other (additional, 

rare topics that could not easily be classified into one of the other groups). All topics occurred 

in news and non-news items except for ‘training’ which was not present in non-news.  

Tables 1-2 and Figure 1 show the number of articles per newspaper, per year and per 

month. Table 1 shows that the Australian Financial Review published the fewest texts, 

followed by the NT News, while the West Australian and the Advertiser published the most. 

The publications of articles per year is relatively stable, with only small fluctuations, possibly 

caused by events such as the anniversary of the Australian Diabetes Council in 2013 or the 



opening of the Telethon Type 1 Diabetes Family Centre in 2015. Figure 1 shows spikes in 

July, August, and November, again most likely caused by events such as the National 

Diabetes Day (July) or World Diabetes Day (November). This correlation of frequency data 

with events (spikes/peaks, troughs) is well-known in computer-based research on newspaper 

data.25,26 

All results are also influenced by the research design as well as external factors. For 

instance, many items from the Daily Telegraph, the NT News and the Hobart Mercury were 

not included in the dataset because they were short items (<150 words). The Advertiser has a 

regular writer, Susan Bellman, who is a ‘diabetes educator, dietitian and pharmacist’, which 

might (partly) explain why The Advertiser has a large number of articles on diabetes.  

 

<Table 1 Number of articles per newspaper> 

 

<Table 2 Number of articles per year> 

 

<Figure 1 Number of articles per month> 

 

Table 3 shows the frequency and distribution of the exact phrases “type 1”, “type 2” and 

“gestational diabetes” in the dataset,27 surprisingly indicating that instances of “type 2” are 

only slightly more frequent and more distributed than “type 1”. 

 

<Table 3 Types of diabetes> 

 

<Table 4 Words starting with “diab”> 

 

Table 4 provides information for all relevant word forms starting with the string “diab”. 

Diabetes is most frequent, followed by diabetic and diabetics. Forms such as 

“diabetesresearchfoundation” do not represent typos; rather all occur in web or email 

addresses. In other contexts, the names of relevant organisations occur with different spelling 

(i.e. with spaces between words) and these would be included in the frequency count for 

diabetes (e.g. Diabetes Australia: 109 instances in 85 texts; Diabetes Research Foundation: 

34 instances in 30 texts; Diabetes Research WA: 17 instances in 13 texts; Diabetes WA: 39 

instances in 26 texts; Diabetes SA; 9 instances in 7 texts). Note that diabetic can be used as 

both adjective (e.g. diabetic Australians) and noun (e.g. a diabetic). In total, 326 instances in 



about a quarter of the dataset are noun uses (67 singular), i.e. labelling people with diabetes 

as diabetic or diabetics. For example, 

 

(1) Sara Beale, a type 1 diabetic, collapsed after she gave herself too much insulin so she 

could have a slice of her daughter’s birthday cake (<text_id=“H14N018”>) 

(2) A diabetic himself, Mr Balmana uses his status in the community to encourage others 

to keep their appointments and make good lifestyle choices. (<text_id=“T15N006”>) 

(3) Diabetics can lose consciousness without knowing their blood sugar levels have 

dropped and deaths can occur overnight. (<text_id=“H14N011”>) 

 

In addition, of the adjectival uses of diabetic, 48 instances are followed by references to 

people (adolescents, Australians, boy, child, children, daughter, employees, kids, patient, 

patients, peers, people, pupils, students, sufferers, teens, wife, women). Through this 

particular linguistic construction (attributive adjective pre-modifying head nouns with human 

referents) the people referenced by the noun are assigned the quality or sub-class of being 

‘diabetic’. Another 15 instances are also directly related to humans, most often through 

predication (e.g. BE/BECOME diabetic), with the remaining instances modifying non-human 

nouns (e.g. diabetic retinopathy). 

Other expressions of referring to people with diabetes in the dataset include the 

following: 

– X with … diabetes (e.g. people, adults, Australians, boy, children, kids, everyone, 

patients) 

– BE diagnosed with … diabetes 

– LIVE with … diabetes 

– DEVELOP … diabetes 

– HAVE … diabetes 

– SUFFER from…; diabetes sufferer 

 

Significantly, references to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples (e.g. through 

expressions such as Indigenous Australians; Aboriginal communities) or matters (e.g. through 

expressions such as Indigenous diets; Aboriginal Diabetes Study) appear to be relatively rare 

in the dataset, as indicated by the frequency and distribution of word forms in the WordList 

(see Table 5). 



 

<Table 5 Potential references to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians or matters> 

 

A search for “Aboriginal or Aborigines or Indigenous or Torres Strait Islander” identifies 135 

entries across 36 files, but this also includes one instance of non-Aboriginal and 14 instances 

of non-Indigenous. This low frequency (f) and distribution (d) can be compared to those of 

the word forms people (f = 1,238; 23rd most frequent; d = 441 texts; 30th most distributed), 

Australia (f = 448; 76th most frequent; d = 267 texts; 65th most distributed), Australian (f = 

323; 106th most frequent; d = 226 texts; 84th most distributed), and Australians (f = 395; 83rd 

most frequent; d = 223 texts; 89th most distributed). These results demonstrate that the 

Australian context is significant to a considerable number of texts (cf. Australia, Australian, 

Australians) and that people are also widely mentioned in this dataset (cf. people, 

Australians).  

 

Discussion 

In relation to this study’s aim to identify potential discrepancies between diabetes coverage 

and societal prevalence of diabetes, four of the results stand out as particularly worthy of 

discussion: While it is not surprising that the specialist newspaper the Australian Financial 

Review published the fewest items, the low occurrence of articles (that are longer than 150 

words) in the NT News is problematic. If we consider the number of registrants on the 

National Diabetes Services Scheme, the Northern Territory and South Australia have the 

highest percentages in Australia,28 but the NT News published only 21 texts compared to the 

Advertiser’s 110.29 In contrast, the West Australian published the most articles in the time 

period under consideration, despite having the lowest percentage of registrants in Australia.  

In addition, it is well-known that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are 

more likely to have diabetes than non-Indigenous Australians.30,31,32,33 This, however, does 

not seem to be reflected well in news items about diabetes in national and metropolitan 

newspapers. References to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people or matters appear to 

be sorely lacking in such news coverage about diabetes – whether such references are present 

in local, regional, or social media is a matter for future research.  

Another concern is the fact that instances of “type 2” are only slightly more frequent 

and more distributed than “type 1” – this does not correlate with the fact that type 1 diabetes 

represents only 10% of all diabetes, whereas type 2 diabetes represents 85% of all diabetes 

(Diabetes Australia1).  



Finally, while the labelling of people as diabetic/s only occurs in about a quarter of 

the data, that such referring expressions occur in published articles is arguably problematic, 

given Diabetes Australia’s position statement on language.18 The argument is that such 

labelling is bad practice, as it reduces people to their disease – alternative expressions such as 

person/people with diabetes are therefore preferred (Diabetes Australia;18 Kath Williams, 

personal communication, 6/4/2018). Notably, people with … diabetes does occur frequently 

in the data, but it has not completely replaced the use of diabetic/diabetics in Australian 

newspapers. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Using computer-based linguistic analysis, this article presented a first view of news coverage 

about diabetes in Australia (2013-2017), uncovering potential areas in need of improvement. 

Given the agenda-setting function of the news media, new strategies may be needed to 

change how Australian metropolitan and national newspapers cover diabetes, especially in 

relation to references to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples or matters. In this 

respect, it is crucially important to incorporate the voices and perspectives of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people, rather than only mentioning them or referring to them. 

This study needs to be complemented with additional research. Although the data 

made use of a representative sample of Australian national and metropolitan newspapers, 

local, regional or online media were not included, nor was radio and audio-visual broadcast 

media. Analysing such types of media would provide a more comprehensive view of news 

coverage about diabetes, although the collection and analysis of data would be time-

consuming. Research into how such media are consumed and responded to, including by key 

stakeholders, would also be important. The dataset itself should be subjected to further 

analyses, both quantitative and qualitative in nature. Thus, future research should assess 

issues such as causation, responsibility, and stigma in relation to diabetes reporting, for 

example through qualitative analysis of frames (episodic/thematic; individualized/societal).34 

Qualitative research is also necessary to identify uses of the terms Aboriginal, Aborigines, 

Indigenous or Torres Strait Islander in the texts where they occur. Differences between the 

‘news’ and ‘non-news’ subsets should be explored, as well as differences between individual 

newspapers. How ‘diabetes’ is constructed as newsworthy (as worth of being news) can also 

be analysed using a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods.35,36 
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Figures and Tables 

 

Figure 1 Number of articles per month 

 

Newspaper Texts 

Australian Financial Review 9 

NT News 21 

Age (incl. Sunday Age) 28 

Australian 41 

Canberra Times 42 

SMH (incl. Sun Herald) 47 

Daily Telegraph 54 

Hobart Mercury 56 

Courier Mail 84 

Herald Sun 87 

Advertiser 110 

West Australian 115 

Table 1 Number of articles per newspaper 



 

 

Year Texts 

2013 151 

2014 119 

2015 152 

2016 140 

2017 132 

Table 2 Number of articles per year 

 

“Type 1” “Type 2” “Gestational diabetes” 

738 instances 972 instances 168 instances 

284 texts (40.9%) 329 texts (47.4%) 51 texts (7.3%) 

Table 3 Types of diabetes 

 

Word Frequency Texts 

DIABESITY 7 0.58 

DIABETES 4,836 678 

DIABETESAUSTRALIA 1 0.14 

DIABETESCOUNSELLING 1 0.14 

DIABETESQLD 1 0.14 

DIABETESRESEARCH 1 0.14 

DIABETESRESEARCHFOUNDATION 1 0.14 

DIABETESRESEARCHWA 6 0.86 

DIABETESSA 3 0.43 

DIABETESVIC 1 0.14 

DIABETESWA 10 0.86 

DIABETIC 295 169 

DIABETICS 262 148 

DIABETIC’S  2 0.29 

DIABETOLOGIA 16 2.31 

DIABEX 5 0.29 

Table 4 Words starting with “diab” 



 

 

Word form Frequency (f) Number of texts (distribution, d) 

Aboriginal 51 21 

Aborigines 1 1 

Indigenous 69 23 

Torres Strait Islander 14 11 

Table 5 Potential references to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians or matters 

 

 

 

 


