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Abstract

Background Effective public health communication during emergencies is critical for influencing behaviour and
maintaining trust. Newspapers remain a key channel for disseminating institutional guidance, yet the extent to which
their coverage aligns with international recommendations (e.g.,, World Health Organisation, WHO and Pan American
Health Organisation, PAHO guidance) is not well established. Italy, the first European country to experience major
COVID-19 outbreaks, provides a useful case for assessing the extent to which mainstream newspaper coverage
aligned with WHO and PAHO recommendations for COVID-19 reporting.

Methods A quali-quantitative, corpus-assisted discourse analysis was conducted on 5,621 articles (over 2.7 million
words) published in seven major Italian newspapers and included in the national press review of the Italian National
Institute of Health. Lexical and discursive patterns were examined using SketchEngine, combining quantitative
keyword, collocation, and concordance analyses with qualitative close reading. Findings were compared against
reporting recommendations issued by the WHO and the PAHO.

Results Italian newspapers largely reflected key elements of WHO/PAHO guidance, emphasizing preventive
measures, vaccine-related content, and reliance on expert and institutional sources (e.g,, scientists, researchers, and
public health professionals). However, recurrent use of non-people-first labels for affected individuals and occasional
instances of “false balance”in vaccine coverage were also identified.

Conclusions Mixed corpus-based and qualitative approaches can support systematic assessment of newspaper
reporting against WHO and PAHO recommendations for COVID-19 coverage. While many aspects of guideline-
consistent reporting were observed, gaps remain in the use of non-stigmatising, people-first language and in
evidence-weighted framing of scientific disagreement. Strengthening collaboration between journalists and public
health institutions may support clear, ethical, and trustworthy communication in future emergencies.
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Background

The role of the traditional newspaper press in shaping
public opinion and fostering informed citizenship has
been a subject of considerable academic interest. For
example, it has been shown that fake or misleading infor-
mation could significantly distort public understand-
ing and influence decision-making processes [1, 2]; and
recently it has been confirmed that misleading informa-
tion may be more pervasive than previously thought, and
therefore harder to counteract, especially in mainstream
print news reporting [2]. Indeed, despite the rise of digi-
tal media, recent research has underscored the continued
relevance of traditional journalism in the news landscape:
although there was a surge in online news use during the
2020 COVID-19 pandemic in the USA, the UK, France,
and Germany, traditional news outlets (including estab-
lished newspapers that publish both in print and online)
accounted for most of this increase, as people kept turn-
ing to reliable mainstream news sources even in times of
crises [3]; and in Italy, traditional media were found to
be the most frequently used communication channels to
inform the public about COVID-19 vaccines [4].

The importance of newspaper reporting, particularly
during public health crises, was promptly understood
by leading public health organisations worldwide, such
as the World Health Organisation (WHO) and the Pan
American Health Organisation (PAHO), which published
guidelines and advice for journalists at the very onset of
the COVID-19 pandemic [5, 6]. These guidelines covered
the content and style of newspaper articles dealing with
the pandemic, with precise recommendations as to the
lexical words to be preferred when describing pandemic
trends and preventive measures. They also described the
attitudes towards controversies and rumours that jour-
nalists should adopt, as well as the relationships they
should establish with sources, encouraging them to rely
mostly on national, state, local and governmental author-
ities. Finally, both the WHO and the PAHO acknowl-
edged that health authorities were increasingly required
to deal with journalists as part of their daily job tasks.

Despite the publication of these internationally rec-
ognised guidelines, the extent to which mainstream
newspaper coverage in different countries actually com-
plies with WHO and PAHO recommendations remains
understudied. Recent research employing corpus-based
discourse analysis has demonstrated the value of system-
atically examining media coverage of public health emer-
gencies. Studies have analysed COVID-19 newspaper
discourse across diverse national contexts [7-9], includ-
ing China, the United Kingdom, Brazil, and the United
States, using corpus-assisted approaches that combine
quantitative analysis of linguistic patterns with qualitative
close reading to reveal how lexical choices, framing strat-
egies, and source selection shape public understanding
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of scientific uncertainty, institutional authority, and pre-
ventive measures, and to identify both overt and subtle
discursive features that may influence public health out-
comes [10, 11].

In the Italian context, a few studies have examined
newspaper coverage of COVID-19, focusing on narra-
tive framing, institutional discourse, and the representa-
tion of scientific expertise [12—14]. However, systematic
evaluation of Italian newspaper compliance with specific
international public health communication guidelines
such as those issued by WHO and PAHO remains an
underexplored area. Understanding this gap is important
because public health institutions also depend on media
to disseminate authoritative information, and research
on organisational health literacy emphasises that effec-
tive health communication requires institutional capacity
to engage productively with media professionals through
evidence-based assessment of their communication prac-
tices [15].

Unlike communication by individuals, which can vary
widely in accuracy and impact, institutional commu-
nication is typically characterised by a structured and
authoritative dissemination of information, aiming to
ensure the consistent delivery of evidence-based guid-
ance, foster public trust, and influence health behav-
iours on a broad scale. Government health agencies and
international organisations have the capacity to mobilise
resources, reach diverse populations, and provide reliable
information; by establishing clear, coherent, and credible
communication, these institutions help to mitigate misin-
formation and disinformation, reduce public uncertainty,
and enhance the effectiveness of public health interven-
tions [16, 17]. However, it should be noted that the com-
munication of such messages does not always occur via
official channels. Indeed, it is frequently through inter-
actions with the press that public health institutions can
reach the widest possible audience. Consequently, jour-
nalists become the intermediaries who disseminate the
message entrusted to them by the institutions. It is there-
fore essential to comprehend the mechanisms that gov-
ern the processes and alterations that this message may
undergo during such a transition. Similarly, it is essential
that public health officials are (made) aware of the poten-
tial power of their own words in shaping and directing
public sentiment, establishing relations and trust, con-
scious that each uttered word matters and brings with it a
wealth of possible meanings.

Italy was the first European country hit by the COVID-
19 pandemic [18] and as such, it could be considered a
testbed for its handling by the media; the relevance of
such early reporting was underscored by the PAHO’s
advice to “find examples from media coverage in other
countries where the epidemic is more advanced and other
kinds of measures have been implemented” [5].
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The present study is situated within a larger project
analysing the press review of the Italian National Institute
of Health (Istituto Superiore di Sanita, ISS), the leading
technical-scientific body of the Italian National Health
Service, during the COVID-19 pandemic [19].

In this project, the same corpus of 5,621 articles has
already been used to examine how COVID-19 vaccines
were portrayed in the press and to explore instances of
subtle misinformation and false balance in vaccine cov-
erage. The present article builds on that work by moving
from the specific case of vaccination to a broader assess-
ment of how Italian newspaper coverage included in the
ISS press review aligns with WHO and PAHO guidelines
on COVID-19 reporting, with particular reference to
language choices, the description of affected individu-
als, the emphasis placed on preventive measures, and the
role of expert sources. Accordingly, this study addresses
the following research question: to what extent did news-
paper articles included in the ISS press review comply
with WHO and PAHO recommendations regarding
(RQ1) the naming of the disease and the description of
affected individuals, (RQ2) the avoidance of stigmatising
or hyperbolic language, (RQ3) the emphasis on preven-
tive measures, and (RQ4) the reliance on trusted expert
sources?

To this end, a corpus-assisted, quali-quantitative dis-
course analysis [20] is employed to compare lexical and
discursive patterns in the corpus with the specific “dos
and don’ts” formulated in WHO and PAHO guidelines.
Using the ISS press review as a sampling frame, the study
examines how authoritative Italian newspapers mediated
institutional public health communication during the
first two years of the pandemic and provides empirical
insights that can support reflection on future collabora-
tion between public health institutions and the media.

Materials and methods

To answer our research questions, we first compiled a
corpus of newspaper articles, then applied quantitative
corpus-linguistic analyses to identify patterns, and finally
performed qualitative analyses to interpret the mean-
ing of terms in context. Each of these steps is outlined in
more detail in the ensuing subsections.

Corpus compilation

We compiled a corpus of newspaper articles included in
the national press review of the Italian National Institute
of Health and printed between 1% January 2020 and 31*
December 2021 in a selection of seven Italian national
newspapers. This selection was balanced between cir-
culation and publisher, to include the top-circulating
daily newspapers owned by six different publishers; the
full list is available in the Appendix. The articles were
retrieved in .txt format through the database Factiva (a
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research tool owned by Dow Jones & Company provid-
ing access to newspaper archives). The data collection
phase was 1st September 2022-31st December 2022.
The texts were uploaded to the SketchEngine [21], where
they were tagged for part-of-speech and then analysed
following a corpus-assisted discourse analysis approach
[20], retrieving wordlists, keyword lists, collocations, and
concordances. The corpus has been designed to be rep-
resentative of general trends, and analyses focus on these
trends across the entire corpus. Consequently, outlet-
specific comparisons have been intentionally excluded
from the analysis.

Quantitative analysis: wordlists, keywords, and
collocations

Wordlists calculate the most frequent terms in the corpus
in their lemma form, word form, or in fixed combinations
of two or more elements (n-grams). Wordlists can be
compiled based on raw frequencies, showing how many
times an element appears in the corpus, or normalised
frequencies, necessary to compare corpora or sub-cor-
pora of different sizes and obtained by dividing the num-
ber of occurrences of an element within the corpus by the
total number of words in the corpus and then multiplying
the result by a common factor (set at 1000 in the present
study, given the corpus size). A list of exclusion of func-
tion words (determiners, pronouns, conjunctions, prepo-
sitions, and auxiliary verbs) was uploaded to the corpus
so as to eliminate them from the final wordlist, as they
are frequent elements in any language, not representa-
tive of any particular discourse. The exclusion list can be
found in the Appendix.

Keyword lists consist of the most frequently used ele-
ments in a corpus compared to a reference corpus and
are used to understand the distinguishing features of a
text or discourse. The reference corpus used for the study
was ItTenTen20, which includes about 12 billion words
from Italian texts from the web, updated to Decem-
ber 2020, and available on SketchEngine. Keyword lists
are generated by the software based on a keyness score,
calculated through the formula: (fpm focus+N) / (fpm
ref+N), where fpmw=frequency per million words,
or normalised frequency; N was set at 100 in the pres-
ent study, so as to exclude extremely rare elements in the
corpus.

Collocations are defined as the words or lemmas which
occur more frequently than could be expected by chance
alone in a words’ immediate surroundings and help to
define its positive or negative connotations [22]. We
identified the relevant collocations using SketchEngine’s
default combination of T-score, Mutual Information (MI)
and LogDice, instrumental in the selection of meaning-
ful, but not too rare, elements. The interval was also kept
by default, three positions to the left and three positions
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to the right of the node, in order to obtain collocations
used in the word’s immediate co-text, accounting for
the mobility of the elements in the Italian sentence. The
WordSketch function on SketchEngine can be used to
group collocations according to their logical-grammatical
function. Overlapping meanings between two or more
words can also be explored using the Thesaurus func-
tion, which automatically generates a list of words that
belong to the same semantic category and have similar
collocations by calculating a similarity score based on the
percentage of shared collocates. Further information on
statistics in SketchEngine are retrievable here: https://ww
w.sketchengine.eu/wp-content/uploads/ske-statistics.pdf
(last accessed 12th January 2026).

Qualitative analysis: concordances and close reading
Concordances show each occurrence of a given linguis-
tic element within its immediate co-text and can be
expanded and annotated. Close reading of concordances
allows researchers to explore and clarify how words are
used and what meanings they acquire in context. When
combined with frequency and keyness measures, con-
cordance analysis enables a systematic linkage between
frequency and meaning of linguistic elements in a text,
and therefore enabled us to address: (RQ1) the pres-
ence and contextual use of language used to name and
describe the disease and affected individuals; (RQ1) the
presence and contextual use of hyperbolic or potentially
stigmatising language; (RQ3) the overt mention of pre-
ventive measures and their discursive framing; and (RQ4)
the presence and framing of expert sources in newspaper
coverage.

The latter aspect (RQ4) required particular attention
to instances of false balance, defined as the journalistic
practice of presenting opposing perspectives as episte-
mologically equivalent even when only one is supported
by scientific consensus. False balance is difficult to detect

eNational press review of the Italian National Institute of Health

eArticles published between 1st January 2020 and 31st December 2021

In 7 top-circulating Italian national newspapers owned by six different publishers
Corpus eArticles retrieved in .txt format

compilation *Corpus uploaded to Sketch Engine and POS tagged

*Analysis of wordlists (i.e., the most frequent words in the corpus)

*Analysis of keywords (i.e., the most frequent words in the corpus compared with a
reference corpus)

Qua [IULENZER eAnalysis of collocations (i.e., the words or lemmas which occur more frequently than

could be expected by chance alone in a words’ immediate surroundings)

analysis

*Analysis of concordances
*Close reading of concordances and stretches of text

Qualitative
analysis

Fig. 1 - Flowchart showing the workflow from corpus compilation to
quantitative and qualitative analysis
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through lexical analysis alone, as it does not hinge on
the mere presence of divergent viewpoints but rather on
the relative epistemic weight attributed to them. For this
reason, it becomes visible only when considering news-
paper articles (and, in some cases, sequences of articles)
as coherent discursive products. Accordingly, instances
of false balance were identified through qualitative close
reading, following the framework proposed by Boykoff
and Boykoff [23] and subsequently applied to medical
journalism by Clarke [24].

Figure 1 graphically illustrates the workflow from cor-
pus compilation to quantitative and qualitative analysis.

Role of the funding source
Istituto Superiore di Sanita (ISS) provided the full corpus
of newspaper articles used for the linguistic analysis.

Results

The 2020 corpus is made of 2859 articles and 1,646,927
words; the 2021 corpus is made of 2762 articles and
1,072,391 words. Tables showing composition of the sub-
corpora are available in the Appendix.

The complete lists of the first 200 content words and
the first 200 keywords in the 2020 and 2021 corpora can
be found in the Appendix, with raw, normalised frequen-
cies, and keyness score. Based on their core meaning, the
most prominent words in the 2020 corpus can be divided
into four main groups: infection trends (22% of words,
36.5% of keywords); the measures implemented to reduce
contagion (11.5% of words, 13% of keywords); the people
and institutions responsible for such implementation (7%
of words, 22.5% of keywords); and the words needed to
describe the new virus (6% of words, 15.5% of keywords).
Similarly, the four most prominent semantic groups
in the 2021 corpus are: infection trends (16% of words,
24.5% of keywords); the people and institutions respon-
sible for public health management (7.5% of words, 11.5%
of keywords); vaccination (5.5% of words, 13% of key-
words); and the measures implemented to reduce conta-
gion (4.5% of words, 9.5% of keywords).

As stated in the Introduction and in the Methods,
corpus-assisted, quali-quantitative discourse analy-
sis was used to gauge whether the newspaper articles
included in the corpus complied with the guidelines
and recommendations provided by WHO [6] and
PAHO [5], with a specific focus on four main aspects:
the name of the disease and the description of affected
individuals (RQ1); the use or the avoidance of stigma-
tising and hyperbolic language (RQ2); the attention
paid to preventive measures (RQ3); and the reliance on
trusted expert sources (RQ4).
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The name of the disease and the description of affected
individuals (RQ1)

WHO recommendations on disease naming suggest
talking about the new coronavirus disease (COVID-19)
instead of attaching locations or ethnicity to the disease,
by explicitly stating that “this is not a “Wuhan Virus,
‘Chinese Virus’ or ‘Asian Virus” [6]. In line with these
recommendations, the newspaper articles in the cor-
pus predominantly referred to the new coronavirus dis-
ease using the terms “COVID” and “COVID-19’, rather
than attaching geographic or ethnic labels. Quantitative
corpus analysis shows that “COVID” and “COVID-19”
are more frequent lemmas and stronger keywords than
“Wuhan” or “cinese” (“Chinese”) in both years under
study. In the 2020 corpus, “COVID” occurred 1768
times (normalised frequency 1.07; keyness score 9.3) and
“COVID-19” 1393 times (normalised frequency 0.84; key-
ness score 7.2), whereas “Wuhan” and “cinese” displayed
substantially lower keyness scores (3.4 and 2.9, respec-
tively). In the 2021 corpus, “COVID” further increased in
frequency (2792 occurrences; normalised frequency 2.60;
keyness score 14.2), while “COVID-19” remained a key-
word (keyness score 4.2), and neither “Wuhan” nor “Chi-
nese” appeared as keywords. These quantitative patterns
seem to indicate consistent adherence to recommended
disease naming practices across the two years.

With regard to references to individuals affected by the
disease, official guidelines recommend using people-first
language to talk about “people who have COVID-19” and
“people who are being treated for COVID-19” instead
of referring to people with the disease as “COVID-19
cases” or “victims” [6 p. 3]. However, the corpus seems to
show limited compliance with such guidelines: quantita-
tive analysis reveals that the lemmas “caso” (“case”) and
“vittima” (“victim”) are frequent and salient in both sub-
corpora. In 2020, “caso” occurred 6450 times (normalised
frequency 3.91), while “vittima” displayed a keyness score
of 2.7. In 2021, “caso” remained highly frequent (6,418
occurrences; normalised frequency 5.98; keyness score
4.0), and “vittima” occurred 516 times (normalised fre-
quency 0.31). These quantitative findings seem to indi-
cate that non-people-first labels were widely used in the
corpus when referring to individuals with COVID-19.

Similarly, guidelines recommending the use of expres-
sions such as “people who may have COVID-19” or
“presumptive cases” instead of talking about “COVID-
19 suspects” or “suspected cases” [6 p.3] were also not
fully reflected in the corpus under study. Indeed, quali-
tative close reading of concordances further highlighted
that “caso” was predominantly used to refer to individu-
als with COVID-19, rather than to those with suspected
infection: in 95% of occurrences in the 2020 corpus (6127
instances) and 78.5% of occurrences in the 2021 corpus
(5038 instances), “caso” was used to denote people who
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had COVID-19 rather than people who were suspected
of having the disease.

Stigmatising and hyperbolic language (RQ2)

In relation to the use of hyperbolic or alarmist language,
guidelines recommend not to repeat or share uncon-
firmed rumours, and to “avoid using hyperbolic language
designed to generate fear like ‘plague; ‘apocalypse’ etc” [6
p- 3]. The corpus shows substantial compliance with these
recommendations: quantitative analysis indicates that
overtly alarmist terms such as “piaga” (“scourge”), “peste”
(“plague”), and “apocalisse” (“apocalypse”) are rare and
do not appear among the most frequent lemmas or key-
words. In the 2020 corpus, “piaga” occurred four times
and “peste” ten times, while “apocalisse” did not occur;
in 2021, “piaga” occurred three times, “peste” twice, and
“apocalisse” did not occur. These low frequencies seem
to indicate limited reliance on overtly fear-inducing ter-
minology as identified by WHO guidelines. Neverthe-
less, quantitative and qualitative analysis of wordlists and
concordances showed that metaphors of war and uncon-
trolled spread persisted, both in 2020 and in 2021, e.g.
with heavily connotated lemmas such as “guerra” (“war”),
“battaglia” (“battle”), and “lotta” (“fight”) and “allarme”
(“alarm”) recurring in both corpora, and being strong col-
locates of lemmas referring to preventive measures such
as vaccines in the 2021 corpus.

The attention paid to preventive measures (RQ3)

Official guidelines encouraged reporters to talk positively
and emphasise the effectiveness of prevention and treat-
ment measures, instead of emphasising or dwelling on
the negative, or messages of threat [6 p. 3], and indeed,
preventive measures constitute a salient topic in both
sub-corpora. In 2021, vaccination emerged as a major
focus of coverage: 5.5% of content words and 13% of key-
words are semantically related to vaccination. Qualitative
discourse analyses also show that COVID-19 vaccines
are generally framed positively, with emphasis on effec-
tiveness and safety, although problematic instances of
false balance can be detected (see Fiammenghi et al. 2025
for a more detailed analysis of the phenomenon of false
balance in the corpus) [19]. Preventive measures more
broadly are also prominent across both years: in the 2020
corpus, 11.5% of content words and 13% of keywords are
semantically related to preventive measures (above all,
distancing, isolation, and protective masks), while in the
2021 corpus the corresponding figures are 4.5% of con-
tent words and 9.5% of keywords. The qualitative analy-
sis of the occurrence of these terms in context shows that
they are consistently framed as necessary and effective
measures to prevent contagion, and their use is not only
strongly encouraged but also explained and described.
Together, these quantitative indicators can be taken to
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show sustained attention to prevention measures in the
articles in the corpus.

The reliance on trusted and expert sources (RQ4)

PAHO recommendations insisted on the need to “quote
scientists, researchers, public health professionals, aca-
demics, and specialists [...] who can clarify public con-
cerns” [5 p. 3] and to “interview those on the front lines”
[5 p. 13]. The analysis of sources quoted or interviewed
in newspaper articles shows alignment with these rec-
ommendations: quantitatively, interviews account for a
substantial proportion of articles in both corpora, with
449 interviews in 2020 (16%) and 474 interviews in 2021
(17%). In 2020, most interviewees were medical research-
ers (36%) or public health officials (36%), followed by
politicians (19%), researchers in other fields (2.38%), and
a small number of patients (three articles); the remain-
ing 5% fell into an “other” category. In 2021, public
health officials constituted the majority of interviewees
(63.5%), followed by medical researchers (15%) and poli-
ticians (14.5%); one interview involved a patient, and the
remainder were classified as “other”.

Qualitative analysis further shows that the Italian Isti-
tuto Superiore di Sanitd, the country’s main public health
institution, is consistently portrayed as an authorita-
tive and reliable source of health information. Linguis-
tic strategies such as impersonalisation, collectivisation,
functionalisation, and anonymisation are used to con-
struct the Institute as a social actor in the discourse.
Close reading of concordances indicates that references
to the Institute most frequently occur in connection with
its regular reports monitoring contagion trends (18%
of occurrences in the 2020 corpus) and the vaccination
campaign (26% of occurrences in the 2021 corpus). Col-
locational analysis also shows that reporting verbs such
as “say’, “confirm’, and “explain” commonly co-occur with
“Istituto Superiore di Sanitd’;, with the Institute itself —
rather than individual spokespersons — used metonymi-
cally as the grammatical subject of these verbs. Table 1
presents a summary of the results.

Discussion

Studies in linguistics have long argued that the different
uses of language can have direct consequences, as words
can shape public understanding, forge relationships,
and modify people’s behaviours, starting with Austin’s
groundbreaking 1975 volume on pragmatics, tellingly
titled How to Do Things With Words [26] and continu-
ing with corpus-based work on health communication
and discourse. Public health communication studies have
found evidence that effective communication campaigns
can improve patients’ compliance with preventive and
screening health measures [27, 28]; conversely, fake news,
mis- and disinformation conveying anti-vaccination
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messages have been found to decrease public willingness
to adhere to such campaigns [29, 30]. Furthermore, inef-
fective communication potentially erodes trust in public
health institutions and authorities, which can have long-
term negative consequences for population health [31,
32].

Public health communication, however, is not only
performed by public health institutions themselves (for
example, when devising awareness-raising campaigns),
but may also often happen through the mainstream
press, which covers public health topics and reports the
words uttered by public health institutions and spokes-
persons. Authoritative international public health institu-
tions have been sensitive and alert as to the importance
of effective communication since the beginning of the
COVID-19 pandemic, developing guidelines and recom-
mendations to journalists on how to ethically and effec-
tively report on the pandemic [5, 6]. Despite this effort,
authors have argued that the press coverage of the pan-
demic was at times problematic, with negative conse-
quences on public understanding and compliance with
preventive measures [31].

Recent studies examining COVID-19 news coverage
in relation to specific reporting guidelines have similarly
found a mixed picture, with partial adherence to rec-
ommendations alongside persistent problematic fram-
ings such as stigmatising labels, alarmist metaphors and
unbalanced presentation of expert views [7-9, 33].

In line with this work, the present analysis, which for
the first time applies a quali-quantitative corpus-assisted
discourse approach to the 2020 and 2021 press review of
ISS, the leading Italian public health institution, shows
that Italian newspapers largely followed WHO and
PAHO guidance on emphasising preventive measures
and using institutional sources, while diverging from rec-
ommendations on non-stigmatising terminology and the
careful handling of controversy.

The results uncovered a wealth of linguistic practices
that aligned with official recommendations and could be
considered best journalistic practices when covering pub-
lic health issues, for example, the ample space devoted to
preventive measures and vaccination and the heavy reli-
ance on official sources of information, with spokespeo-
ple from public health institutions and scientific experts
frequently quoted or interviewed to provide an informed
perspective on the latest developments of the pandemic.
Regarding the naming of the disease and the description
of affected individuals, however, the analysis showed that
journalists generally adopted the recommended techni-
cal terminology for the virus and disease but frequently
referred to “COVID-19 cases” and “victims” who “spread”
the virus and “infected” others, rather than to “people
who have COVID-19’, thereby maintaining potentially
stigmatising patterns.
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Table 1 Selection and summary of recommendations on use of language included in the WHO's and PAHO's guide on reporting
about COVID-19, and compliance in the corpus under study

Dos and don'ts from the official
guidelines on COVID-19 reporting

Compliance in the corpus under
study

Further details from the analysis

The new coronavirus disease

DO - talk about the new coronavirus
disease (COVID-19)

DON'T - attach locations or ethnicity
to the disease, this is not a “Wuhan
Virus”, “Chinese Virus” or “Asian Virus"

6p.2)

People who have COVID-19

DO - talk about “people who have
COVID-19’ “people who are being
treated for COVID-19,

DON'T - refer to people with the dis-
ease as "COVID-19 cases” or “victims”.
[6p.3]

People who may have COVID-19
DO - talk about “people who may
have COVID-19"or “people who are
presumptive for COVID-19"
DON'T - talk about “COVID-19 sus-
pects”or “suspected cases”.

[6p.3]

Hyperbolic language

DO - speak accurately about the risk
from COVID-19, based on scientific
data and latest official health advice.
DON'T - repeat or share uncon-
firmed rumours, and avoid using
hyperbolic language designed to
generate fear like “plague’, “apoca-
lypse”etc.

6p.3]

Preventive measures

DO - talk positively and emphasise
the effectiveness of prevention and
treatment measures. [...]

DON'T - emphasise or dwell on the
negative, or messages of threat.
[6p.3]

DO - emphasise the effectiveness
of adopting protective measures
to prevent acquiring the new coro-
navirus, as well as early screening,
testing and treatment.

[6p.3]

YES

COVID-19 and COVID are more
frequent lemmas and stronger
keywords in the corpus compared
to “Wuhan"and “cinese” (“Chinese”),

both in the 2020 and 2021 corpora.

NO

Both “caso” (“‘case”) and “vittima”
("victim”) are frequent lemmas and
strong keywords in the corpus. [23]

NO

The qualitative close reading of the
concordances of “caso” revealed
the noun is used to mean “people
with COVID-19"in 95% (6127) of
occurrences in 2020 and 78.5%
(5038) of occurrences in 2021.
YES/NO

Neither “piaga’, “peste” (‘plague”)
nor “apocalisse” (“apocalypse”)

are among the most frequently
used lemmas and keywords in the
corpus under study.

However, metaphors of war and
examples of heavily connoted lan-
guage persist in both corpora, with
the lemmas “guerra’, “battaglia’,
“lotta”and “allarme” being promi-
nent collocates of “vaccination”in
the 2021 corpus.

YES

The qualitative analysis of the
occurrence of terms relating to
preventive measures (e.g. isolation,
quarantine, and masks) in context
shows that they are consistently
framed as necessary and effective
to prevent contagion.

Vaccines are one main topic in the
2021 corpus.

Protective measures are one main
topic in both the 2020 and the
2021 corpus.

2020

"COVID": freq. 1768, raw freq. 1.07, keyness score 9.3
“COVID-19" freq. 1393, raw freq. 0.84, keyness score 7.2
Wuhan: keyness score 3.4

Cinese: keyness score 2.9

(see also Appendix)

2021

"COVID": freq. 2792, raw freq. 2.60, keyness score 14.2
“COVID-19": keyness score 4.2

Wuhan: -

Chinese: -

(see also Appendix)

2020

“Caso”: freq. 6450, raw freq. 3.91,

"Vittima": keyness score 2.7

(see also Appendix)

2021

"Caso”: freq. 6418, raw freq. 5.98, keyness score 4.0
“Vittima": freq. 516, raw freq. 0.31

(see also Appendix)

2020

Piaga: freq. 4
Peste: freg. 10
Apocalisse: -
2021

Piaga: freq. 3
Peste: freq. 2
Apocalisse: -

5.5% of words and 13% of keywords are semantically related to the topic
of vaccination. Qualitative discourse analyses show that COVID-19 vac-
cines are generally framed positively with emphases on effectiveness and
safety, although problematic instances of false balance can be detected
[19]

11.5% of words and 13% of keywords are semantically related to the topic
of preventive measures in the 2020 corpus. 4.5% of words and 9.5% of
keywords are semantically related to the topic of preventive measures in
the 2021 corpus.
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Dos and don'ts from the official
guidelines on COVID-19 reporting

Compliance in the corpus under
study

Further details from the analysis

YES

Interviews occupy a large space
both within the 2020 corpus and
within the 2021 corpus.

Trusted and expert sources

DO - quote scientists, researchers,
public health professionals, academ-
ics, and specialists [...] who can
clarify public concerns.

(5p.3)

DO - interview those on the front
lines.

[5p.13]

DO - use trusted and reliable
sources. [...] Treat scientific spokes-
persons in a dignified way.

[5 pp. 19-21]

The Italian Istituto Superiore di
Sanita is often portrayed as an
authoritative and reliable source
of health information in the
corpus. Linguistic strategies are
consistently used to impersonalise,
collectivise, functionalise, and
anonymise the Institute as a social
actor in the discourse [25].

449 interviews are present in the 2020 corpus (16%), 474 interviews in the
2021 corpus (17%).

Most of the people interviewed in the 2020 corpus are medical research-
ers (36%) or public health officials (36%); 19% are politicians, whether
national or local; 2.38% are researchers in other fields (statistics, econom-
ics and law); 3 articles in the 2020 corpus are interviews with patients. We
assigned the remaining 5% to the category “other”, including pub and
restaurant managers.

Most of the people interviewed in the 2021 corpus are public health
officials (63.5%); 15% are medical researchers, and 14.5% are politicians.
One text is an interview with a patient, and the remainder fall into the
category “other”.

The close reading of the occurrences of the phrase “Istituto Superiore di
Sanita”in both corpora shows that the Institute is mentioned when citing
its regular reports monitoring contagions (18% of occurrences in the 2020
corpus) and the vaccination campaign (26% of occurrences in the 2021
corpus).

Other strong collocates of the phrase “Istituto Superiore di Sanita” include
reporting verbs such as “say”, “‘confirm’, and “explain” (see also Appendix);
the Institute itself, and not one of its spokespersons, is used metonymi-
cally as subject of such verbs.

In terms of avoiding stigmatising or hyperbolic lan-
guage more broadly, overtly sensational expressions were
relatively rare, yet metaphors of war and uncontrolled
spread persisted in some headlines and leads, which may
have amplified anxiety and reinforced binaries between
“infected” and “non-infected” groups. With respect to the
emphasis placed on preventive measures, Italian newspa-
pers devoted substantial space to vaccination, distancing,
masks and hygiene, often foregrounding these measures
in headlines and early paragraph positions, thus aligning
with WHO and PAHO recommendations to highlight
actionable behaviours. Finally, the analysis of reliance
on trusted expert sources revealed a strong orienta-
tion towards institutional expertise: spokespeople from
national and regional health authorities, as well as sci-
entific experts, were frequently quoted and interviewed.
However, the prominence of the written interview format
sometimes created instances of false balance, in which
divergent expert opinions were presented without suf-
ficient contextualisation of the underlying strength of
evidence. Three main areas should be considered when
devising institutional communication interventions: (1)
the use of specific terms and labels; (2) the reporting and
interplay of quotations by researchers, scientists and pub-
lic health officers; and (3) the broader messages emerging
about institutions and their spokespersons.

These different areas would require different levels of
attention and investment: while the accurate use of spe-
cific terms could be supported, also thanks to ICT-based
tools, more sustained efforts are needed for the last two
areas, ideally fostering medium- to long-term alliances

between public health officials and journalists. In this
regard, adopting an organisational health literacy per-
spective could prove especially valuable, not only in cri-
sis situations but also in times of stability, by promoting
communication practices that are clear, inclusive, and
responsive to the generally low levels of health literacy in
the population [15].

The study has several limitations. Although the corpus
built for the study is of good size and stems from a rea-
soned selection of widely circulated and editorially het-
erogeneous newspapers, we did not include newspapers
characterised by extreme positions. This is in accordance
with previous studies on media representations of pub-
lic health crises that have focused on mainstream out-
lets rather than highly partisan titles [7-9]. However, the
corpus did not include all the articles published by Ital-
ian newspapers during the pandemic and was dependent
on the source and search string chosen for compilation;
therefore, the results should be interpreted with caution,
even within the Italian context. In addition, the corpus
was compiled from the ISS national press review, which
represents a curated selection of newspaper articles; since
the full criteria guiding inclusion in this press review are
not publicly detailed, the dataset should be interpreted as
a structured sample rather than an exhaustive representa-
tion of Italian newspaper coverage. Furthermore, some of
the results of the quantitative analysis could vary slightly
by modifying the parameters chosen (in particular, differ-
ent collocations could be obtained by selecting a differ-
ent range of positions to the right and/or left of the node,
or by modifying the statistical tests used), although we
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minimised the risk of obtaining biased results by adopt-
ing standard tests and intervals. Finally, keyword analysis
relied on itTenTen20 as a reference corpus, which reflects
broad Italian web language rather than a curated news-
paper register; this choice may affect keyness values and
should be considered when interpreting keywords as
indicators of journalistic salience. Moreover, the analysis
focused on how institutional messages were represented
in newspaper texts, not on the original drafting and inter-
nal circulation of institutional communication, so the
findings should not be interpreted as a direct evaluation
of institutional communication practices themselves.

Despite these limitations, we believe that such an
analysis can contribute to a better understanding of
how institutional public health messages are mediated
in newspaper coverage during public health crises, and
of the importance of instructing and educating public
health officials on how to deal with the newspaper press.
The COVID-19 pandemic was an unprecedented public
health emergency, and Italy was the first Western coun-
try to be dramatically hit by it. Most public health institu-
tions and journalists alike were not adequately prepared
to face the communication challenges posed by the emer-
gency, which were compounded by the complex infor-
mation environment we are currently living in [32, 33].
However, important lessons were learned during the pan-
demic years, which could be further implemented in case
a new public health emergency of a similar scale arises.
These lessons also apply to non-crisis contexts: effective
communication and collaboration between public health
officers and the media are essential even in times of sta-
bility. Media can shape public expectations and percep-
tions of healthcare. Social listening during crises may also
help institutions monitor public sentiment and emerging
concerns, enabling more timely and targeted communi-
cation [32, 34, 35].

At the same time, we believe that public health insti-
tutions should systematically adopt multidisciplinary
tools to analyse their communication campaigns in the
mainstream newspapers ex-post. We believe that fur-
ther research should be promoted to set up specific indi-
cators and their intervals as well as to understand the
meaning of the emerging quantitative values. This would
be extremely beneficial to foster public health messages
even in non-crisis times.

Conclusions

The corpus-assisted discourse analysis of the press review
of the leading Italian public health institution, presented
in the paper, has illustrated the best and the worst prac-
tices implemented by authoritative Italian newspapers
covering the first two years of the COVID-19 pandemic,
against the backdrop of WHO’s and PAHO’s recommen-
dations to journalists. Quantitatively, the corpus showed
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high salience of preventive measures and vaccination,
and frequent reliance on institutional and expert sources,
indicating substantial compliance with recommendations
to emphasise actionable behaviours and trusted authori-
ties. Qualitative analysis, however, revealed recurrent
use of disease labels and metaphors that risk reinforcing
stigma, and interview formats that occasionally produced
false balance between evidence-supported and marginal
positions, highlighting areas of partial or non-compliance
that may affect public understanding.

Such an analysis has practical implications, as it high-
lights the need for joint training of public health profes-
sionals and newspaper writers, where knowledge can be
exchanged on how to effectively communicate public
health messages. This training should provide journalists
with the tools to assess medico-scientific information,
while public health officials could gain insights into the
inner workings of media coverage, become more alert as
to the power of their own words, and more able to craft
their original message so that it can be more effectively
translated into an effective mainstream message.

Finally, the study calls for continued interdisciplinary
exploration of institutional communication and journal-
istic practices, to devise optimal communication strate-
gies which could help public health authorities interact
with the press in the event of new public health emer-
gencies. In this perspective, it would be important to
examine whether, in Italy and internationally, any sys-
tematic actions are being taken to incorporate lessons
from COVID-19, such as clearer terminology, calibrated
sourcing practices and joint training initiatives, into pre-
paredness plans for possible future pandemics.
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