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Diabetes is a major health problem, both in 
Australia and world-wide. About 1.7 million 
Australians have a type of diabetes, with 
another 2 million estimated at high risk of 
developing type 2 diabetes. The yearly cost 
of diabetes is about $14.6 billion (Source: 
Diabetes Australia 2018). Public policy, re-
search funding, the research agenda and 
community responses are all influenced by 
how diabetes features in the media. In 2018 
the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at the 
University of Sydney, through its inaugural 
Multidisciplinary Arts and Social Sciences In-
augural Fellowship (MASSIF) funded a pro-
ject to explore how the Australian news me-
dia write about diabetes. The research fo-
cussed on reporting in 12 national and met-
ropolitan Australian newspapers over the last 
five years (2013-2017). This executive sum-
mary describes initial results from the project, 
a collaboration between the Department of 
Linguistics and the Charles Perkins Centre. 
 
 

Data 
 

Our data consists of articles from 

• The Australian Financial Review  

• The Australian 

• The Sydney Morning Herald (incl. The Sun-
Herald) 

• The Daily Telegraph (incl. The Sunday Tele-
graph) 

• The Age (incl. The Sunday Age) 

• Herald Sun (incl. Sunday Herald Sun) 

• The Canberra Times 

• The West Australian 

• NT News (incl. Sunday Territorian) 

• The Courier Mail (incl. The Sunday Mail) 

• The Mercury 

• The Advertiser 
 

We collected articles that included any word 
starting with diabet- in the headline or first 
paragraph, for example diabetes, diabetic, 
or diabetics. Some types of items were not 
collected (letters, food items, etc). We dis-

carded very short items, articles that dis-
cussed diabetes in non-humans, and articles 
where diabetes was not the main focus. But 
we included both news and non-news (for 
example, opinion, analysis, profiles). In total, 
we collected 694 articles: 577 news items 
and 117 other items. Altogether we collected 
about a quarter of a million words. 
 
 

Key findings 
 
 

Quantity of items 
 

The most items were published in The West 
Australian and The Advertiser (South Austral-
ia) – as shown in Table 1. The fewest items 
were published in The Australian Financial 
Review and in the NT News. This is partially 
because many items from the NT News were 
too short to be included in our dataset. But 
this small quantity is problematic because, 
alongside South Australia, the Northern Terri-
tory has the highest percentage of people 
living with diabetes in Australia (Source: Dia-
betes Australia 2018; percentage of regis-
trants on the National Diabetes Services 
Scheme). 
 

Newspaper Items 

The Australian Financial Review  9 

NT News 21 

The Age 28 

The Australian 41 

The Canberra Times 42 

The Sydney Morning Herald 47 

The Daily Telegraph 54 

The Mercury 56 

The Courier Mail 84 

Herald Sun 87 

The Advertiser 110 

The West Australian 115 

Table 1: Quantity of items 
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Themes 
 

Recurring important themes in the items about 
diabetes include causes and risk factors, pre-
vention (usually in relation to type 2 diabe-
tes), prevalence, treatment (including man-
agement, monitoring), symptoms, effects and 
consequences (including other health condi-
tions), cures (usually research news), cost (for 
the health system, patients, government etc), 
fundraising, education and training. 
 

Word frequency 
 

• The frequency and distribution of the 
phrases “type 1”, “type 2” and “gesta-
tional diabetes” in the dataset (Table 2) 
does not reflect actual incidence of types 
of diabetes in Australia, with type 2 dia-
betes representing 85% of cases (Source: 
Diabetes Australia 2018). 

 

• In more than a quarter of all items (180 
texts) people with diabetes were labelled 
with the noun diabetic(s). For instance: 
 
[Name], a type 1 diabetic, collapsed… 
 
A diabetic himself, Mr [Surname]… 
 
Diabetics can lose consciousness… 

 
 
There are 320 instances of this use in the 
dataset. Diabetes researchers criticise 
such noun uses because it reduces people 
to their disease. Alternative expressions 
such as people with diabetes are therefore 
preferred (and do occur in our dataset). 

 

• Surprisingly, only 36 of the 694 articles 
mentioned either of the words Aboriginal, 
Aborigines, Indigenous or Torres Strait Is-
lander. This corresponds to only 5% of the 
collected items from national and metro-
politan newspapers. In reality, Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people are al-
most four times more likely to have diabe-
tes or pre-diabetes than other Australians 
(Source: Diabetes Australia 2018). In fact, 
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people, diabetes is the second leading 
cause of death – compared to seventh for 
all Australians (Source: Australian Bureau 
of Statistics 2017).  
 
If we want to change the Indigenous 
health gap in Australia, we also need to 
change the conversation.  

 
 

 

 

 
“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 2: Frequency and distribution of expressions referring to types of diabetes 
 

Conclusion 
 

These results present a first view of news coverage about diabetes in Australia (2013-2017), un-
covering potential areas in need of improvement. The study needs to be complemented with addi-
tional 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. Differences between ‘news’ and ‘non-news’ items should be 
explored, as should differences between individual newspapers. 
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