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The respiratory syndrome SARS-CoV-2
has affected over 100 countries during
the last weeks. On March 11, 2020,
the World Health Organization de-
clared the COVID-19 outbreak a pan-
demic and since 31 December 2019,
201,315 deaths have been reported.
The media has played a key role in
providing information and making
people aware of the situation during
this emergency situation. This re-
search seeks to examine the corona-
virus media coverage on the Spanish
public TV (TVET). In order to achieve
this goal, a content analysis based on
the five stages of grief, an audience
survey, and focus group interviews
were conducted. The results have

shown that coverage has undergone
different phases. Accordingly, each of
these stages has been perceived by
the audience. Although both the au-
dience and the experts appreciate the
work of Spanish public television, the
majority opinion is negative. In this re-
gard, they state that it has not been
impartial and there has been an ex-
cess of information. For researchers,
these results provide important guide-
lines to increase the number of liter-
ature reviews by considering not only
the news but also the audience and
experts’ perceptions.

Keywords: COVID-19, coverage, audi-
ence, perceptions, content analysis.

red the outbreak of SARS-CoV-2 (commonly known as COVID-19 or co-

ronavirus) a pandemic. This virus, which began in Wuhan in December
2019, expanded to touch nearly every place around the globe. In Spain, the first
contagion was reported on 31 January and the first death on 13 February. By the
end of April 2020 in Spain, the epidemic had resulted in more than twenty-one
thousand deaths and more than 200,000 infected.

O n 11 March 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) officially decla-
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However, in the face of a pandemic and the consequent fear and uncertainty
generated, it is necessary to sensitize the population and provide simple, truthful
and timely information, based on available scientific evidence on how to pre-
pare, organize in front of it (Avila et al., 2009; Castro, Arcos, and Rodriguez, 2009;
Ruiz, 2020). Media are an important source of health information for a majority
of the people (Covello and Peters, 2002; Francescutti, 2010) and it is, therefore,
possible that health information is consumed under conditions of high elabora-
tion, because it is likely that people who are reading or watching a news piece are
doing so out of interest.

A number of studies have shown that media is a powerful instrument that has
been used to effect social change. The most common strategy for studying news
coverage is to analyse how it has been structured, the perspective, and the formal
and technical aspects. This is an interesting point because the media have the
power to choose what content can be broadcasted and from what perspective. In
this sense, the media influences the perceptions of the public. Content analysis
is revealed as an indispensable tool in this respect (Matthes, 2012). This research
documents several key contributions made to the fields of media coverage (Ber-
ry, Wharf-Higgins, and Naylor, 2007; Camacho, 2009; Washer, 2004). In media
studies, there is much more literature on written press than on television, radio,
or the Internet (Revuelta, 2006). However, different authors have studied the
television media system (Campos-Freire, 2009; Diaz-Nosty, 2009, 2017; Meilan,
2010; Puentes, Campos, and Fernandez, 2018). According to Reig (2010), the
television media system in Spain is characterized by a progressively increasing
concentration, which is no longer a novelty but a market dynamic. Television
has a penetration of 85.4% in Spain, almost ten percentage points more than
the Internet, according to the Marco General de los Medios en Espafia (2020),
published by the Asociacion para la Investigacion de Medios de Comunicacion
(AIMC) based on data from Estudio General de Medios (EGM). Daily consump-
tion is 219.9 minutes with maximums around 2:00 p.m. and 10:00 p.m. Aside
from the Mediaset and Atresmedia duopoly (Garcia, 2013), regarding TVE, the
accumulated audience has been detrimental since 2004, reaching 21.7% in 2019.
For a time now, the public media, especially television and regional radios, have
been plunged into serious sustainability problems (Sotelo, 2014). To which must
be added the crisis of the concept of public television (Roel and Lafuente, 2005)
that has led to the redefinition of the concept and the restructuring of RTVE.
The magnitude of coronavirus creates a news value for the international press as
nearly 80 countries reported cases of COVID-19 and worldwide 2,982,647 known
infected persons and 206,342 deaths were listed by The WHO (2020). This pa-
per aims to analyze how the Spanish public broadcaster reported on the public
health crisis generated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, we examined
how the audience has perceived the information and what are the experts’ opin-
ions about the informative treatment. This paper is divided into three parts: First,
it presents a literature review examines studies published about coverage and
health information. Then, it describes the methodology of the study, and it anal-
yses news coverage, audiences’ perception, and the focus group data. Finally, the
paper presents the main findings in conclusions. The key contributions of this
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paper are divided into three categories. First, it contributes to the growing litera-
ture on COVID-19, the second one is related to the perceptions of the public and
experts and the last one is based on the recommendations about the coverage of
future crisis.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Research on media coverage has a long tradition in academic literature. For dec-
ades, one of the most popular ideas in media literature is the idea that informa-
tion should be relevant and accurate for its purpose, and complete and reliable
for the issue (Artandi, 1973), especially on public health issues. However, Chom-
sky and Ramonet (2013) affirm that the unbiased information is a myth that
corresponds to the collective imagination. As cited by O’Neill and Harcup (2009):

A potential pandemic matches perfectly with almost all criteria for news value such
as: unexpectedness (sudden outbreak) as well as consonance with expectations (a new
pandemic was long predicted), intensity increase (growing number of patients and fatal-
ities), negativity (chance of a catastrophe), relevance (actual risks involved), meaningful-
ness (fear of epidemic, personal risks), unambiguity (flu is well known), continuity (daily
updates) and unpredictability (will it be a severe epidemic?)

Media interest in certain topics does not arise in isolation but is influenced by
other sectors such as the political agenda (Sadaba and Rodriguez, 2007) In this
sense, the agenda-setting and the framing are essential (Scheufele and Iyengar,
2012). The amount of media attention devoted to particular issues determines
the degree of public concern for these issues (Behr and Iyengar, 1985). The media
has a great influence on the audience (MacKuen, Coombs, and Britan, 1981). The
media agenda determines citizens’ political priorities and it has a very important
impact on their perceptions. This is carried out thanks to the control of the de-
termination of which news has an informative interest and how much space is
devoted to its dissemination.

Furthermore, if the framing theory is effective in this case, the public’s per-
ception must be conditioned by the subjective reconstruction carried out by the
media. Recent theoretical developments have revealed that media coverage can
be considered as an effective way to curb the spread of COVID-19 (Zhou et al.,
2020). However, some media coverage of COVID-19 has negatively influenced
(Lyu et al., 2020; Zheng, Goh, and Wen, 2020).

The outbreak triggered massive media attention all over the world and during
consecutive months the new flu will continue to be a front-page topic. In a world
marked by infoxication, the value of the media falls, in Lippmann’s terms (2003:
33), on the need to provide models that explain the content of current news to
public opinion. Together with other major public or private agents, the media
also contributes to the shaping of the public agenda (McCombs and Evatt, 1995).
It brings certain issues to the forefront of current affairs and silencing or ignor-
ing others (McCombs, 2006). Politicians, topics, and events are subject to a se-
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lection and interpretation process, which is continuously negotiated, discussed,
and modified (Matthes, 2012). This generates greater concern on this issue in
the public eye (Igartua, Mufliz, and Otero, 2006) shaping the social reality of the
viewer (McCombs and Shaw, 1972). Framing news information means emphasiz-
ing the relevance of certain aspects of a topic and, therefore, involves choosing
one or several alternatives to focus on a certain social event (Vreese, 2003).

The media build an information pseudo-development (Rodriguez, 2011)
through which information is transmitted to citizens. How news is presented
plays an important role in opinion formation (Cacciatore, Scheufele, and Iyeng-
ar, 2016). How information is interpreted depends on how it is contextualized
and framed.

It is important to identify television with a meaning creator instrument (Behr
and lyengar, 1985; Iyengar and Kinder, 1987; Rodriguez, 2011). In addition, tele-
vision is the main channel through which a large proportion of the population is
informed. Broadcasting quality information on public television (Catfarel, 2005)
is not an easy task. Even more difficult if the new news programs were built on
their audience’s new habits and routines. Taking into account that television
audiences have changed and with them the way of presenting information (Ma-
teos-Pérez, 2009), the problem is greater. This has led to different formal propos-
als that contributed to bringing information closer to entertainment, something
that has also affected content. Although the variety of new genres of informa-
tion would improve the quality of the information, this has caused an audience
drain. In the Spanish case, the profile of the young viewer who is ceasing to
watch television (Lopez, Gonzalez, and Medina, 2011) responds to an individual
between 18 and 25 years old, with studies, who does not consider himself a po-
tential audience of current television programming. The appearance of new vid-
eo on demand (VOD) platforms has allowed the viewer to skip the dictates of the
grill and watch the content on demand has directly led to a leak in the audience
of the live show (Neira, 2018).

According to the recent Digital News Report 2019 (Newman et al., 2019),
Spaniards (72%) express a clear preference for TV. The wide penetration of tele-
vision has made it a reference for entertainment and, above all, for information
due to its credibility and immediacy. 50% of the population that watches televi-
sion uses it as the main source of information (Berganza, 2008; Marin, 2008). In
this respect, according to Camacho (2009), the mass media have responded to
this social interest by considerably increasing the amount of information related
to health. As can be seen in Table 1 research on media coverage of health crises is
spread globally in the major academic papers and reviews. Content analysis has
been the methodology used in all cases presented below.
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Table 1. Literature review about media coverage

Theme Author Year Media Finding
SARS Washer 2004 | Newspaper | Media’s coverage reveals the risk posed by SARS.
Health Berry et al. 2007 | Print, radio, | Health topics were more often discussed in terms of
information Tv and risk, by credible sources using strong language.
Internet
Influenza A Camacho 2009 | Newspaper Newspapers offered too alarming and sensationalist
information.
Influenza A Holland & 2010 | Newspaper | Official statements represented in the media
Blood combined to create the impression of a virus that
was spreading beyond the control of the health
authorities.
Influenza A Hilton & 2010 | Newspaper | “The news media’s role as a disseminator
Hunt of scientific information is particularly important in

areas of risk perception.”

influenza A Cevallos & 2011 v Scientists were little consulted as sources.
Massarani

Influenza A Da Silva 2011 | TV The coverage has contributed to the “pandemic of
Medeiros & panic” dissemination.
Massarani

Avian flu Shih et al. 2011 Newspaper | Government, scientists and the World Health

Organization were the most prominent sources in
avian flu coverage.

Influenza A Fogarty 2011 | TV Commentary on changes in the pandemic alert
level were seldom contextualised to assist viewers in
understanding personal relevance.

Health Francescutti 2013 | TV TV news shared a much lower number of health news
information than those devoted to sports, politics or events.
Ebola Ihekweazu 2017 | TV Relationship between location and sensationalism in

health news coverage in television nightly news.

Source: The authors.

In 2013, Francescutti (2013) identified the usual topics on Spanish TV in relation
to the health news. Among others, it could be found: health policies (15.9%),
management of the Spanish sanitary system (13.9%), health habits (12.3%), and
foreign health policy (10.5%).

The daily news broadcast is, from a historical perspective, one of the high-
est-rated programs on television (Peralta, 2012). In the Spanish case, 39% of
respondents choose TVE news to be informed. With 6.92% confidence, in
terms of share, the only public television in Spain is the third or fourth choice
among all television networks and its online version is visited by 10%. In any
case, the public television model must be rethought, as a competitive and
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open system, with the aim of ensuring a communication system for the public
(Moragas and Prado, 2001). Studies on media coverage are indispensable for
the formation of public opinion and democratic, social, and cultural needs
(Perales, 2003).

In a world where the global population is rising, the public health crises
generate a substantial need for information. In this context, citizens look to
the media to explain the facts and understand the consequences (Perse, 2001),
especially if it affects internationally. The media in Spain have tracked the
COVID-19 pandemic, just as they did it with the 2008 crisis (Gil, 2017), SARS,
influenza A or Ebola. Several papers appeared documenting the coverage of
avian influenza and SARS. They focused on the worst scenarios and offered a
very intensive and at times, emotionally charged language (Berry, Wharf-Hig-
gins, and Naylor, 2007; Washer, 2004). In relation to the language of the me-
dia, the coverage of the health crisis generally uses military metaphors (Chiang
and Duann, 2007; Larson, Nerlich, and Wallis, 2005; Martin, 2007; Williams,
2009).

Researchers from around the globe have also shown an interest in public
health issues and their media coverage (Vasterman and Ruigrok, 2013). Cur-
rent research on news coverage was focused on content analysis (Balabani¢ and
Benkovi¢, 2014; Dudo, Dahlstrom, and Brossard, 2007; Gonzalez and Portilla,
2014; Joye, 2010; Vasterman and Ruigrok, 2013). A common technique is to
content analysis because it reveals keywords, expressions, stereotyped images,
sources, and interpretive key phrases contained in the text (Entman, 1993). For
instance, some authors have driven the further development of the construc-
tion of messages (Berry, Wharf-Higgins, and Naylor, 2007; Atlani ef al., 2015).
A large number of existing studies in the broader literature have examined the
discourse of news broadcast on television, the structure (Joye, 2010), the frames
(Beaudoin, 2007), and the critical discourses (Chiang and Duann, 2007). To
examine the direct and interactive influence of certain variables with the way
of informing and public knowledge, current research is focused on surveys (Hu
and Zhang, 2014; Ho, 2012). Another instrument used to analyse news cover-
age can be the interview. As Wong and Sam (2010) affirm, the interview pro-
vides information about the sources, needs, and preferences of the audience.
Although there are many studies, the research about the coronavirus remains
limited. One of the main weaknesses of this study is its territorial nature. The
study is based on Spanish public television although its use can be adapted to
other countries. Also, the study analyzes and compares various aspects of tele-
vision news coverage and treatment; without dealing with other media or other
formats. Nevertheless, there are still some interesting and relevant problems to
be addressed. More specific research questions will be introduced and investi-
gated in this paper.

e RQ1. What has been the communicative approach to COVID-19 crisis?
e RQ2. What has been the public’s perspective on news coverage?
e RQ3. What has been the experts’ perspective on news coverage?
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METHODOLOGY

This research is divided into three different sections. A content analysis, a survey,
and two focus groups were carried out. The main aim of this study was to analyze
the TVE1 news coverage of COVID-19. The content analysis as a systematic ap-
proach was chosen due to the fact that all studies consulted used this analysis to
examine media coverage. This tool is based on the analysis and interpretation of
documented sources. Data were collected from the website Verba (Graph 1) from
2014 until April 14th, 2020. This open-source website allows us to examine the
content of the news through the subtitles from 2014 until now. The web browser
supports different Boolean operators. In order to address the aim of this study the
search queries were focuses on COVID-19, Coronavirus, and Pandemic. This appli-
cation provides the subtitles with the start-time, end-time, program id, and date.

Graph 1. Website Verba

3, ULTIMOS TITULARES:

VENEZUELA SIEMPRE PRESENTE

; EXPLORA TODOS LOS
+—# TELEDIARIOS DE TVE DESDE 2014

Busca conceptos para saber cuantas veces se han

2r

nombrado o su evolucion en el tiempo.

l Fntroduce un término ‘ Q_ | Filtrar por fecha

Source: VERBA.

The second goal was to examine how the public has perceived COVID-19. A
survey of 54 people has been carried out for this purpose. Respondents were se-
lected by the proportional quota sampling. This technique is a non-probability
sampling technique where the sample collected has the same proportion of indi-
viduals as the entire population with respect to the phenomenon being targeted.
In this sense, a distribution has been made according to age, gender, level of
income, and occupation. Once the participants were selected, the questionnaire
was sent via WhatsApp. Data collection was performed during the lockdown
period (from April 10 to April 15). The final survey was prepared using open
questions. The questionnaire was divided into three sections. The first one was in
relation to the overall perception of COVID-19 coverage. The second was about

Tripodos 2020 | 47 | VOL.2
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the role of the media and the third about improvements. Responses were coded
using NVivo Pro qualitative analysis package. In relation to the focus group in-
terviews, 13 experts were selected to complete the study. In this sense, this tool
is a useful method to investigate and discover how agents feel about an issue and
the reason why they hold certain opinions.

FINDINGS

A total of 2620 news subtitles were analyzed. The word ‘coronavirus’ was in-
troduced 2657 times. In January 2020, no mention was recorded, in Febru-
ary there were 613 mentions, in March 1411 and up to 14 April; 432.Content
analysis has revealed that the first registered mention of the coronavirus in
the TVE1 news was on 1 May 2014. The news talked about a virus that caused
respiratory failure.

In Saudi Arabia, the health alarm is growing due to the death of 107 people from the so-
called coronavirus, which causes respiratory failure with high mortality rates.

The following mentions were made during the same month as can be seen in the
following table:

Table 2. Mentions about the coronavirus (2014)

May 6 2014 More than 700 people worldwide have been infected with the Middle East
Respiratory Syndrome, known as the coronavirus. More than 200 people are

known to have died.

May 6 2014 It’s called a coronavirus because of the crown that surrounds it.
May 6 2014 The presence of the coronavirus in humans is common.
May 6 2014 Coronavirus originating in the Arabian Peninsula causes pneumonia.

Source: Authors from Verba.

It was not until 2015 that the coronavirus was again covered on the TVE1 news.
It was June 7, 2015; a 75-year-old man had died of the coronavirus.

Table 3. Mentions about the coronavirus (2015)

May 13 2015 In South Korea, thousands of officials have undergone medical checks for possible
coronavirus infections.

May 16 2015 The first victim in Europe of the coronavirus.

May 16 2015 First death in Europe in the current outbreak of MERS coronavirus or Middle East
Respiratory Syndrome.

Source: Authors from Verba.
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The January 17 was the first time that COVID-19 had coverage in the TVE1 news.
The subtitles indicated:

Health officials insist that the origin is a new coronavirus different from that of the dead-
ly Asian bird flu of 2003; it has been found in some trash at the city’s seafood market,
and once the market has been closed, no more cases could be found.

On the evening news (01/17/2020), official health sources confirmed a new case
in Thailand and another in Japan. The World Health Organization had issued a
warning about the health threat of a new coronavirus discovered in China that
had already caused the death of two people. Although they insisted that this
coronavirus would not have the same impact as that of the bird flu that killed
more than 700 people almost two decades ago.

The January 21, the fear of contagion has been increased after it was con-
firmed that this coronavirus is transmitted from human to human. This day on
the evening news the first case in the United States was confirmed.

January 22:

The WHO will decide today whether or not to declare an international emergency for
the Chinese coronavirus, which has already caused nine deaths and more than 470
cases.

Masks in Beijing to prevent the infection caused by the coronavirus. It has already killed
17 people in China.

On January 23:

The coronavirus detected in China could have reached Europe. A woman has been ad-
mitted to Bari University Hospital in Italy for possible infection of coronavirus.

In the following two days, several events took place. On the one hand, Spain an-
nounced two possible cases of infected people, Wuhan was building a hospital,
in Hubei masks were being produced non-stop and France confirmed its first two
positives. The virus had reached Europe. On January 25, the TV news announced
that Spain was prepared for the coronavirus. It’s worth mentioning that this was
the first time that news talked about the crisis. While the possible origin of this
virus and its economic repercussions were being discussed, the news in Spain
focused on a CSIC team that had already managed to create vaccines for other
coronaviruses.

On January 28, it was stated with considerable certainty that this coronavirus
came from bats. The first infection in Germany is confirmed. The coronavirus
continues to advance... leaving 170 dead and over 7,700 infected. The number of
headlines about the coronavirus increased from three (01/17/2020) to an average
of 25 (01/29/2020) to 30 (01/30/2020) news per day. On January 30th, the World
Health Organization decreed an international alert for the coronavirus.

—
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On February 1, the first coronavirus patient was registered in Spain (La
Gomera). He was a German tourist. A day later, Italy had two cases of coronavi-
rus and the first death occurred outside China. The World Health Organization
warned about too much information about COVID-19. The Mobile World Con-
gress may not take place. Experts affirmed:

You should be more afraid of the flu than the coronavirus. In Spain, everything is under
control.

As Wuhan would have opened a new hospital built in ten days, the news talked
about the amount of false news and the bat soup that may have caused the virus.
According to an expert from the University of Barcelona, the coronavirus could
live for a couple of days on a surface and become infected not only through
respiratory secretions but also through feces (02/05/2020). The Mobile World
Congress was being cancelled over coronavirus concerns while in South Korea,
6,000 couples from 64 countries were getting married (02/07/2020).

As we have seen in the preceding paragraphs, TVE news were focused on
showing calm. Scientists explained that the flu was even more dangerous, data
about new vaccines, and well prepared teams to act when necessary. However,
news in relation to other countries was increasing its harshness. From this mo-
ment on, the content analysis revealed three clearly differentiated categories and
three sub-categories. The first one was in relation to the origin of the virus, the
second about Spain, the third about the global impact of the virus. The three
sub-categories were economy, sport, and weather. In relation to the origin of the
virus, numerous subtitles appeared. Until March 1 it was stated that the pango-
li would be responsible for the transmission of the virus to humans and since
March 1 there are no mentions of its origin, although scientists around the world
are working on it. The most relevant subtitles could be found in Table 4.

Table 4. Mentions about the origin

7 February 2020 This animal, a pangolin, could be the transmitter of the coronavirus.

This animal is a pangolin, a mammal that a Chinese scientific identifies as
the possible vehicle for transmitting the coronavirus from bats to humans.

Chinese researchers believe that this animal, the pangolin, a delicacy in
China, may be the transmitter of the coronavirus.

1 March 2020 The exact origin of COVID-19 is unknown at this time, although scientists
around the world are working to find out where it came from so that a

vaccine can be developed.

Source: Authors from Verba.

In relation to the coverage of the virus in Spain, the analysis of the contents
reveals that the country would have gone through different stages. These stages
could be compared with the stages of grieving and adjustment caused by death.
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phases, the first moments, a clash with reality, and a third phase in which the
individual overlaps and tries to get back to living of ‘normal’ life. This is what
happens in this research. The denial, an initial step, is a natural defense mech-
anism. This reality could not be happening to us. At each of these stages, the
concern and the fear increase, and the energy go down. Exactly the same thing
happened with the number of news items. This can be seen in Graph 2. If we ob-
serve the Table 5 we are able to examine that at the beginning of the pandemic,
the number of news about the coronavirus at the international level was much
higher than the news dedicated to Spain.

Graph 2. Comparison between national and international news
during the different steps

30

20
15 \‘
5 o=

0
1 2 3 4 5
e=g==Spanish News 3 7 21 27 13
===international 10 12 6 3 4

Source: The authors.

Table 5. Coronavirus coverage

Date Minutes News Item Coronavirus news subtitles %
per news program

01/17/2020 46 27 3 11.11

02/07/2020 45 24 7 29.17

02/27/2020 46 25 21 84

03/15/2020 46 27 27 100

04/11/2020 47 24 13 54.17

Source: The authors.
Initial Stage (Spain)

e In Spain, the only confirmed case of coronavirus
remains hospitalized without symptoms. 2020-02-07T21
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e Spain adds its second case of coronavirus and from

Health insists on launching a message of calm. 2020-02-09T15
e The patient hospitalized for coronavirus in La
Gomera has tested negative for the first time. 2020-02-13T21

e The German citizen hospitalized on La Gomera with
coronavirus was negative in the last test and was

discharged this morning. 2020-02-14T15
e Here in Spain, there are no cases of coronavirus. 2020-02-22T15
e In Spain, there is no coronavirus, the disease is not

being transmitted and there are no cases at present. 2020-02-23T15

The second stage is for this study the stage of concern. Once people start to live
in the new reality, concern might start to set in. As of 25 February, a change in
the coverage of the virus was observed. The number of news items increased and
concern gradually became part of the message. The coverage also focused on
finding out who are responsible for the Spanish cases of coronavirus.

Stage of Concern
e A tourist in Adeje tested positive for coronavirus. 2020-02-25T15

e Healthcare has published several technical docu-
ments for the care and treatment of patients with

coronavirus. 2020-02-25T21
e (Catalonia has confirmed the fifth case of coronavirus

in Spain. 2020-02-25T21
e Spain registers the first case of coronavirus in the

peninsula. 2020-02-25T21
e There are two new patients with coronavirus. They

had not travelled to any risk area. 2020-02-27T15

e If you suspect you may have the coronavirus, re-
member to call 112 and not go directly to your local

health center. 2020-02-28T15
e There are already 33 cases of coronavirus in Spain. 2020-02-28T15
e Cases of coronavirus continue to increase in Spain. 2020-02-29T15
e We recall that there are already almost 120 con-

firmed cases of coronavirus in our country. 2020-03-02T15

The next stage was depression. This stage was characterized by negative news,
problems due to the lockdown, unemployment, and increases in the number of
deaths. At this stage, news saturation was observed and the number of fake-news
increased. The coverage started at that time a new phase, the depression stage.
Most of the news included words like ‘death’, ‘victims’, ‘virus’, ‘unstoppable’,
‘continue to rise’. The public perceived this change. In fact, they claimed that
there was a major change in coverage. They increased the number of news items
and all of them were negative.



COVID-19 MEDIA COVERAGE ON SPANISH PUBLIC TV

Depression Stage

e The first death by the coronavirus in Spain is confirmed. 2020-03-03T21
e The fear of the coronavirus is out there. 2020-03-05T15
e Spain has more than 2,000 cases of coronavirus and

48 people have died. 2020-03-11T15
e The coronavirus vaccine will take at least a year. 2020-03-15T15
e Spain is already in a state of alarm over the coronavi-

rus crisis. 2020-03-15T15

e Spain has almost 1,500 new cases of coronavirus

in one day, the number of infected people exceeds

9,100, and 309 people have died. 2020-03-16T15
e The crisis of the coronavirus, with the sports com-

petitions stopped and in many cases without possi-

bilities of income, is forcing many teams to look for

solutions to the economic losses. 2020-03-20T21
e More than a tenth of the world's coronavirus infec-

tions are in Spain. 2020-03-25T21
e They estimate that half a million companies could

close down because of the coronavirus crisis. 2020-03-26T21
e The Ice Palace has been turned into a morgue. 2020-04-04T21

The next stage called acceptance was characterized by the news that implied a
change of course. From April 8 onwards, we could observe that news with a lot
of sentimental baggage was being shown. The news was centred on real families,
how to face the lockdown, Internet initiatives, concerts, art, etc. The number of
news focus on negative aspects began to decrease and although there was talk
of unemployment, economic aid was mentioned. This stage could also be called
de-escalation. Just as the pandemic was being controlled, the media was devoting
more space and time to familiar content.

Acceptance Stage

e Every day, health workers are receiving the applause

for their efforts in the fight against the coronavirus. 2020-04-11T21
*  Gestures of solidarity that try to make the Holy

Week of the coronavirus more comfortable. 2020-04-09T15
e Coronavirus lockdown: Living with my parents in a

small apartment. 2020-04-08T15

In relation to the survey, a total of 54 respondents participated. The socio-de-
mographic characteristics of the sample are shown in Table 6. As it has been
explained along with the methodology, the distribution among groups is rep-
resentative. 48.15% were men and 51.8% women. Regarding the level of educa-
tion, 39.2% of subjects had university or postgraduate qualifications. Students
were the largest group in terms of occupation (44.83%). In relation to individual
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116 incomes, the highest rate was given by the group between 25,001 to 40,000 euros
- per year. All the participants declared to watch the TVE1 news.
.
> Table 6. Socio-demographic characteristics
N Universe Sample
: 47,100,396 54 respondents
N
% Men 23,089,389 44.4% men (24) 12.5% Retired
3 20.83% Students
E‘ 12.5% Unemployment
12.5% Self-employed
41.6% employed
Women 24,011,006 46.3% women 12% retired
(25) 24% Students
16% Unemployment
12% Self-employment
36% Employed
Foreign 5,023,279 9.3% (5.58% A woman and a man unemployed
Population women and 2 women and one men employed
3.72% men)

Source: Universe INE.

It was important for this research to know the publics’ perceptions about the news
coverage of the coronavirus. On the one hand, while all participants claimed that
they had an excess of information, on the other hand, the majority of respond-
ents replied that they had not perceived transparency since the beginning of this
crisis. According to the frequency of the responses to the question: how do you
describe your overall perception of the TVE1 news coverage of the coronavirus?
A word cloud is presented in Figure 7:

Figure 7. Word cloud: Audience’s perceptions
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There were no differences in terms of gender although as the income level in-
creased, the participant’s language was harder and with more forceful expres-
sions. In this regard, some quotations are presented below:

Respondent 4 (Man/ 37 years old/ Degree/Unemployed):

There was a lot of international information however until March, I was not sure if it
was serious or not for Spain.

Respondent 20 (Women/ 42 years old/Degree/ Self-employed):

The content has been very changeable. The evening news and the morning news offered
the same content. I would like to emphasize that I think that as time has passed the
content has changed and I can now watch it with my children.

Respondent 54 (Man/ 69 years old/ Primary school/ Retired):
I don’t know if I have to wear a mask or not, but I'm sure it’ll rain tomorrow.

Participants affirmed that they did not perceive the reality of the situation until
the beginning of March (initial stage). In fact, three of the respondents indicated
that had travelled in the last week of February. The answers to these questions
were included in three categories. The first was related to the lack of transparency.
Participants stated that there were many changes in relation to the coronavirus
coverage. Most indicated that despite numerous reports, they did not know the
origin of the virus. Respondents said that if they had known about the importance
of the virus, they would have taken action and behaved differently. However, re-
spondents felt that after daily news of deaths and infections, they perceived an im-
provement in communication (they have perceived different stages). The second
category included statements about sensationalism. In this regard, respondents
felt that the content was not suitable for all audiences. Participants explained that
due to the lockdown, the minors were at home and they also watched TV. There-
fore, they believed that the content should have focused on more child-friendly
content. The third category was related to political discourse. As explained above,
TVE1 is a public media dependent on the Spanish state. Although no questions
with political content were asked, most of the respondents stated that the changes
in the versions about the importance of the disease were caused by political issues.
Several respondents added an explanation for these changes:

Tourism is one of the main economic engines in Spain so if there had been lockdown or
border closure since January, the crisis would have had more impact.

However, other respondents believed that this would have saved many lives. As
for the role of the news, all respondents agreed. The media should report as trans-
parent as possible. This work must offer an example by guaranteeing the citizens’
right to accurate information on general contents. As for the last question about
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what could be done to improve TVE1 news, respondents offered a number of
options. These are presented in Graph 3.

Graph 3. Improvements for the future (Audience)

Content suitable for families

More solutions

No scientific language

Contrast information

More interviews

No repeated content

Source: The authors.

In relation to the focus group interviews, experts of recognised prestige partic-
ipated divided into two groups. They authorized their participation in the in-
terview before the research was carried out. The exhibition included two com-
munication experts, six journalists (2 press, 2 radio, and 2 photographers), two
medical specialists, two university professors, and a project manager. A word
cloud (Figure 8) is used in to explain the results.

1. From your point of view, how has been the coverage of the coronavirus pro-
vided by the Spanish public TV (TVE1)?

Figure 8. Word cloud: Experts’ perceptions
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Sensationalism was the word most mentioned by experts followed by pawns.
The comments were characterized by a feeling of protest and an evaluation of
the coverage offered by the public television channel. In figure 8, it can be seen
that the agents perceived too much information and much ideological content.
Some quotations are presented:
Respondent 2 (woman/doctor):

A lot of benevolence towards the government and its policies. The news made the virus
less important than it is.

Respondent 6 (woman/project manager):
The image given by the media has not been positive. The TV news looks like a govern-
ment pawn. They limit themselves to transferring the information that the government
wants to transfer to the citizens.

Respondent 11 (man/ journalist):

The media are highly motivated by ideological concerns. The Tvel news, with a greater
burden towards what other countries do, scare and minimize the Spanish information.

2. Looking to the future and based on the experience lived from your pro-
fessional perspective, what challenges or objectives should be taken into
account to improve the informative treatment of a disease such as the COV-
ID-19?

Figure 9. Word cloud: Improvements for the future

nneyaidiayul

fourth powerg

transparency
06’0[
o /:9[

.Qno shows
impartiality
Q. unity

%

Ny
Q,
2
>

Source: The authors.

The interviewees stressed the possible improvements that the public channel
should have taken into account (Figure 9). In this sense, the word most men-
tioned was transparency. In the opinion of most experts, the news coverage was
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politically biased. They perceived neither unity nor impartiality. In fact, some in-
dicated that the news initially focused on international content when it should
have offered more informative content. In this sense, the participants under-
stood that the coverage of these types of topics should have been structured dif-
ferently. Family content, sport at home, culture, and cooking should have been
the contents present in the news. However, a high percentage stated that there
was a high level of political content, especially at the beginning of the lockdown.
Respondent 6 (man/ press journalist):

The means must be protected. They should not be limited to official sources but should
always take them into account, and they should be especially careful to detect fake news.
Transparency.

Respondent 13 (woman/university professor):
Protection, empathy, and more creativity so that the agenda is not so homogeneous.
Respondent (man/ photographer):

Be rigorous and corroborate information before broadcasting it.

DISCUSSION

In this research, the main aim was to examine the news coverage of the coro-
navirus crisis. The second aim of this study was to investigate the perceptions
about the coverage and if it would correspond to the focus that TVE1 news
provided about this issue. The investigation has shown that the TVE1 news
coverage has gone through various stages until reaching the present. When
a crisis breaks out, the news multiplies, but as time goes by, that news takes
a back seat. In the first phase, the media offer us little information; this in-
creases as does our concern until suddenly we have to deal with the problem.
The first mention in the subtitles was on 17 January 2020, and this referred
to the origin of the virus. Initially, the news dedicated to this pandemic at a
national level (Spain) was scarce compared to the international news. Both the
public and experts have stated that they were not aware of the importance of
the virus until March. This is related to the theory postulated by Kasperson et
al. (2000). The theory affirms that when there is no direct personal experience
of risk, the information can reach individuals through either the news media
or personal networks, and hence public response is influenced by the volume,
dramatization, and symbolic connotations of the information. There is, there-
fore, a relationship between public television’s coverage and approach to the
virus and public perceptions. The public has perceived exactly what the TVE1
has wanted them to perceive. The initial intention of the public broadcaster
was unknown, but if we pay attention to the public service, the information,
according to our respondents, should have been totally transparent and impar-
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tial. In this sense, although they recognize that the news broadcast focused on
international news, they understand that this was due to a way of protecting
the country and its tourism. A high percentage of experts indicate that in that
first moment, public television tried to separate Spain from what was happen-
ing in other countries. This is what we have called the initial stage followed by
a stage of concern. At this stage, the first positive cases began and with them,
the first deaths were confirmed. The experts, for their part, valued the work of
the media in this pandemic, although they acknowledged that they expected
less political content. This was also a complaint from respondents. Everyone
would have liked more familiar and child-friendly content. Experts perceived
too much information. The findings of this investigation could complement
future studies. It contributes in several ways to understanding media coverage
and provides a basis for other content analysis. One source of weakness in this
research which could have affected the findings was the sample size and the
territorial limitation. Despite this, future researchers can make comparisons
among countries and increase the sample. More information about the media
coverage would help us to establish a greater degree of accuracy on this matter.
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