
CHARLES PERKINS CENTRE 
University of Sydney 

Diabetes in the News: Project report

Diabetes is a major health problem, both in 
Australia and world-wide. About 1.7 million 
Australians have a type of diabetes, with an-
other 2 million estimated at high risk of devel-
oping type 2 diabetes. The yearly cost of di-
abetes is about $14.6 billion (Source: Diabe-
tes Australia 2018). Public policy, research 
funding, the research agenda, and community 
responses are all influenced by how diabetes 
features in the media. In 2018 we started a 
project to explore how the Australian news 
media write about diabetes. The research fo-
cussed on reporting in 12 national and metro-
politan Australian newspapers over the last 
five years preceding the project start (2013-
2017). This report summarises the results from 
the project, a collaboration between the De-
partment of Linguistics and the Charles Perkins 
Centre at the University of Sydney. 
 
Data 
 
Our data consists of articles from 12 Austral-
ian newspapers (2013-2017), as shown in Ta-
ble 1. We collected articles that included any 
word starting with diabet- in the headline or 
first paragraph, for example diabetes, dia-
betic, or diabetics. Some types of items were 
not collected (letters, food items, etc). We dis-
carded very short items, articles that discussed 
diabetes in non-humans, and articles where di-
abetes was not the main focus. But we in-
cluded both news and non-news (for example, 
opinion, analysis, profiles). In total, we col-
lected 694 articles, consisting of 577 news 
items and 117 non-news 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 Australia) 
– 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 Territory has the 

highest percentage of people living with dia-
betes in Australia (Source: Diabetes Australia 
2018; percentage of registrants on the Na-
tional 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 
 
Topics and types of diabetes 
 
Recurring important topics in the items about 
diabetes include causes and risk factors, pre-
vention (usually in relation to type 2 diabetes), 
prevalence, treatment (including manage-
ment, monitoring), symptoms, effects and con-
sequences (including other health conditions), 
cures (usually research news), cost (for the 
health system, patients, government etc), fund-
raising, education, training, and Other (addi-
tional, rare topics that could not easily be clas-
sified into one of the other groups). 
 
Frequent words in the headlines provide ad-
ditional evidence for common preoccupations 
in the media and also show the framing of di-
abetes as an ‘epidemic’: 
 

risk, health, hope, type, new, diet, cure, help, drug, 
study, disease, fat, loss, kids, life, obesity, epi-
demic, healthy, sufferers, sugar, trial, weight, insu-
lin, link, little, mums, fight, research 
(words occurring at least ten times; excluding 
search terms, numbers, and grammatical words) 

 
The frequency and distribution of the phrases 
“type 1”, “type 2” and “gestational diabetes” 
in the dataset does not reflect actual incidence 
of types of diabetes in Australia, with type 2 
diabetes representing 85% of cases (Source: 

https://youtu.be/PiTHs0_EKr4
https://youtu.be/PiTHs0_EKr4
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Diabetes Australia 2018). The relevant num-
bers from the dataset for these exact phrases 
are presented in Table 2 below. 

 
“Type 1” “Type 2” “Gestational diabetes” 
738  972  168 
284 texts 
(40.9%) 

329 texts 
(47.4%) 

51 texts (7.3%) 

Table 2: Frequency and distribution of expressions 
referring to types of diabetes 
 
Geographical focus and organisations 
 
To identify whether the media report more on 
Australian or on international research, named 
entity recognition software was used to iden-
tify the locations and national/regional 
groups mentioned in ten or more texts in the 
dataset. Unsurprisingly, there is a focus on 
Australia in the dataset, firstly in locations: 
 

Adelaide, Australia, Brisbane, Britain, Canada, 
Canberra, China, Hobart, Melbourne, New Zea-
land, NSW, Perth, Queensland, South Australia, 
Sydney, Tasmania, UK, US, Victoria, WA, West-
ern Australia 
 

and secondly in national/regional groups: 
 

Aboriginal, Australians, Australian, British, Chi-
nese, Danish, Tasmanian, Tasmanians, Torres Strait 
Islander, Victorian, West Australians 
(ordered alphabetically, those distributed across 
at least 20 texts in bold) 

 
Furthermore, Australian organisations feature 
prominently in the dataset: 
 

Apple, Austin Hospital, Australian Diabetes Soci-
ety, Australian Medical Association, Baker IDI 
Heart and Diabetes Institute, CSIRO, Deakin Uni-
versity, Diabetes Australia, Diabetes WA, Diabe-
tes Research WA, Federal Government, govern-
ment, JDRF [Juvenile Diabetes Research Founda-
tion], Juvenile Diabetes Research Foundation, 
Monash University, National Health and Medical 
Research Council, PMH [Princess Margaret Hospi-
tal], Princess Margaret Hospital, Royal Adelaide 
Hospital, state government, Telethon Type 1 Dia-
betes Family Centre, University of Adelaide, Uni-
versity of Melbourne, University of Sydney, St 
Vincent  
(ordered alphabetically, those distributed across 
at least 20 texts in bold) 
 

Australian research organisations, universities, 
hospitals, and government organisations 
therefore play a big role in shaping diabetes 
coverage. 

References to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people(s) or issues 
 
Surprisingly, only 36 of the 694 articles contain 
words referring to Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander identity (for instance, Aboriginal, In-
digenous, Torres Strait Islander), even though 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
are almost four times more likely to have dia-
betes or pre-diabetes than other Australians 
(Source: Diabetes Australia 2018). This corre-
sponds to only 5% of the collected items from 
national and metropolitan newspapers. In total, 
55 instances of Indigenous occur in the dataset, 
50 instances of Aboriginal (including 14 in-
stances of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Is-
lander), and one instance of the dispreferred 
noun Aborigines. Where Aboriginal or Indige-
nous are used in the dataset to refer to (groups 
of) people, such mentions occur in the context 
of negativity, often in relation to risk. 
 
Dispreferred labels 
 
A Diabetes Australia position statement rec-
ommends avoiding labelling someone as ‘dia-
betic’, as it “positions diabetes as the defining 
factor of their life”. In our dataset, people are 
labelled with the noun diabetic 326 times in 
about a quarter of the texts (examples 1-3), 
while the adjective diabetic is used 48 times to 
modify references to people (example 4). 

 
1) [Name], a type 1 diabetic, collapsed… 
2) A diabetic himself, Mr [Surname]… 
3) Diabetics can lose consciousness… 
4) Diabetic kids missing out 

 
Alternative expressions such as people with di-
abetes are preferred and these do also occur 
in our dataset. 
 
Blame/responsibility: Weight and 
lifestyle 
 
For analysis of blame/responsibility, we fo-
cused on potential references to weight and 
lifestyle (dieting, exercising, sleep, etc). This 
was motivated by their association with ‘indi-
vidualised frames’, where individuals rather 
than structural factors are seen as causing di-
abetes. 
 
While the word diabesity – which links diabe-
tes directly to obesity – only occurs seven 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0234486
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0234486
https://static.diabetesaustralia.com.au/s/fileassets/diabetes-australia/f4346fcb-511d-4500-9cd1-8a13068d5260.pdf
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times in four different articles, the word obe-
sity is found 90 times within five words to the 
left or right of the words diabetes or pre-dia-
betes (in 60 different articles). The word 
obese is found 28 times within five words 
(across 23 different articles). The word over-
weight is found 36 times within five words (in 
22 different articles). 
 
Further research showed that several words 
that could point to instances where diabetes 
is linked to a person’s weight or lifestyle are 
both very frequent (among the 200 most fre-
quent words) and also strongly associated 
with the word diabetes, occurring in its imme-
diate surrounding text: 

• diet (f 469; n 187; 27%) 
• weight (f 430; n 182; 26%) 
• obesity (f 256; n 129; 19%) 
• exercise (f 252; n 154; 22%) 
• fat (f 208; n 88; 13%) 
• lifestyle (f 187; n 126; 18%) 
• eating (f 183; n 121; 17 %) 
• overweight (f 183; n 103; 15%) 
(f = frequency, n = number of texts; % = dis-
tribution across dataset) 

 
We analysed all instances where these words 
occur within five words to the left or right of 
diabetes. In 66 of 230 relevant lines (29%), 
the word co-occurrence linked diabetes and 
lifestyle or weight in the same sentence, while 
in a further 151 instances (66%) this link was 
made elsewhere in the same article. 
 

Sources: who gets to write 
 
We were also interested in who authored the 
‘non-news’ items in the dataset. Where possi-
ble, authors and their credentials were iden-
tified for these items. The vast majority of 
sources were medical experts (61% of cod-
ings), followed by health advocacy groups 
(22%), government officials (7%), ‘lay’ peo-
ple (4%), and research organisations (2%). 
 
Sources: who gets to speak 
 
Additionally, we categorised the sources that 
are cited in the news (in the complete da-
taset). To do so we coded the sources of the 
four most frequent reporting expressions 
said, says, according to and say (pronouns ex-
cluded). Results are presented in Table 3 as 
total frequency of codings, percentage of all 
codings (in brackets), and number of texts. 
 
Table 3 shows that the most common cited 
sources in items about diabetes are research 
findings and announcements; medical and 
health experts; health advocacy groups; ‘lay’ 
people; and politicians, government officials 
and government initiatives. These account for 
around 88% of all sources. Other sources, for 
example, businesses/companies, professional 
experts, and celebrities are much rarer. 
 
 

 
 

Source category Total F (%) of 
codings 

No of texts 

research findings and announcements 502 (26.31) 250 
medical and health experts 442 (23.17) 199 
health advocacy groups 299 (15.67) 156 
lay people 279 (14.62) 153 
politicians, government officials and government initiatives 152 (7.97) 89 
businesses/companies 86 (4.51) 39 
research organisations 69 (3.62) 40 
professional experts 41 (2.15) 26 
celebrities 17 (0.89) 13 
media outlet or story 9 (0.47) 9 
guidelines and information sheets 8 (0.42) 8 
other 4 (0.21) 3 
Total 1908 (100%) N/A 

Table 3 Frequency, percentage, and number of texts for each source category (in order of frequency)
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Research findings and announcements are 
typically to do with a new type of treatment 
for diabetes, including both biomedical dis-
coveries (for example, a more stable version 
of a hormone that helps release insulin) and 
technological developments (for example, 
wearable technology that can test blood 
sugar levels).  
 
Medical and health experts provide biomed-
ical information, describe causes and effects 
of diabetes, emphasise the personal/medical 
and economic cost of diabetes, and advo-
cate for lifestyle changes (at an individual 
level) and increased funding and research 
attention (at a societal/governmental level) 
to prevent and treat diabetes.  
 
Health advocacy groups (most frequently Di-
abetes Australia and its associated state 
branches like Diabetes WA) comment on the 
severity of the disease, for instance in terms 
of rising incidence and economic cost, and 
call for increased advocacy, funding, and re-
search.  
 
Lay people are frequently used to give a 
‘human perspective’ to diabetes, often com-
menting on how difficult it is to live with the 
disease, especially Type 1 diabetes. These 
sources also frequently describe something 
remarkable that a person with diabetes has 
done, such as participating in a major sport-
ing event, or raising a large sum of money 
for diabetes.  
 
Politicians, government officials, and govern-
ment initiatives often announce changes to 
government funding or programs (for exam-
ple, a new diabetes screening program), as 
well as announcing or commenting on govern-
ment health policy, such as changes to the 
Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme or Medicare. 
Sources in this category also often speak 
about the severity of the disease, including 
incidence, and current and future economic 
impact.  
 
Business/companies are usually, though not 
exclusively, health companies (for example, 
pSivida, HBF, Medibank), and often announce 
a new drug or technology for treating dia-
betes. 
 

Research organisations, like health advocacy 
groups, frequently comment on the severity 
of the disease and call for increased advo-
cacy, funding, and research. 
 
Professional experts (non-health) include an 
architect talking about the design of a new 
diabetes treatment and research centre, and 
a lawyer commenting on a trial for parents 
charged with neglect for failing to care for 
their daughter with Type 1 diabetes. 
 
Celebrities include people with diabetes (for 
example, radio host Alan Jones). As people 
commenting on what it is like to live with dia-
betes, they are in a sense mentioned in a 
similar capacity to lay people, but with 
added ‘celebrity factor’. 
 
Guidelines and information sheets are typi-
cally used to introduce an expert opinion on 
some other piece of news, either as evidence 
in support of or in opposition to some other 
development.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
These results present an overview of recent 
news coverage about diabetes in Australia 
(2013-2017), based on computer-assisted 
analysis of almost 700 articles. This project 
needs to be complemented with additional re-
search: Although the dataset consisted 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. Dif-
ferences between ‘news’ and ‘non-news’ items 
should be explored, as should differences be-
tween individual newspapers. Systematic 
analysis and comparison of different framings 
of diabetes is also necessary. 
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