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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY
This report presents the findings of a comprehensive study of the volume, patterns and nature of
Australian journalists’ reporting of the COVID-19 global health crisis during 2020.
Researchers from the University of Canberra’s News and Media Research Centre and media
monitoring company Streem identified 2,549,143 distinct news items about COVID-19 across
online, television, radio and print media between January and November 2020. Items were coded
into four themes, 14 categories and 37 distinct topics.
We analysed how news media reporting contributed to the construction of the COVID-19 crisis in
the context of the societal forces and factors that shape news and the processes and practices of
journalistic decision-making. We note the logistical, financial and emotional pressures on the news
media industry tasked with reporting on this unprecedented event and the subsequent volume of
news it generated. The COVID-19 pandemic dominated Australian news in 2020. Its scope, severity
and ubiquity gave news audiences an unquenchable thirst
for news, while intense and relentless news
media reporting formed the backdrop
to the public’s everyday experience
of the pandemic.
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• Informational news content was the dominant theme identified in COVID-19 news, with
960,000 of our overall sample of 2.55 million news items being informational in nature. In
such coverage, journalists performed a ‘loyal facilitator’ role by relaying information from
governments and health authorities to the public.
• Australia’s COVID-19 crisis was reported as both a health issue and an economic issue. In
terms of sheer prominence health issues tended to rise and fall with the peaks of the total
number of COVID-19 cases in Australia, while economic issues like jobs and employment
were evergreen topics of high reporting throughout the year.
• The news topics ‘tracking the spread’, ‘employment figures’, and ‘case numbers’ received the
most coverage. That said, there was an impressive degree of diversity in the 37 news topics
identified in the study, with ‘mask wearing’, ‘mental health’ and ‘working from home’ receiving
consistently high levels of coverage.
Our analysis finds that political leaders, health experts and
journalists co-constructed news about the pandemic for
Australian news audiences. In the early stages of the pandemic
health messages were prioritised, with news coverage
reflecting a consensus between political leaders, media editors
and health experts that arguably contributed to the Australian
public’s trust in health advice and the success of its response.
In this phase, journalists tended to perform a civic role and
act as loyal facilitators, relaying and amplifying official
information and messaging. News conferences also offered
a direct way for political and health authorities to provide
information to the public.
The focus and volume of COVID-19 reporting changed
over the course of 2020. News coverage peaked in March
2020 with 288,362 stories produced about COVID-19, but
by November the total volume of items was 181,991. The
initial focus on informational news reporting public health
messages was replaced by mid-year by politically driven
topics, reflecting a return to a watchdog role for journalists.
Alongside more consistent informational news topics, eventdriven stories such as the Ruby Princess incident (April) and
hoarding (March) generated news focus at particular times.
International news was a key topic in COVID-19 coverage.
This reporting reflected outbreaks of the virus in those
countries. Reporting of China as the source of the pandemic
dominated news coverage until March. From March the
United States became the most prominent overseas country
in Australian coronavirus coverage, while Italy and the United
Kingdom also received prominent coverage in the Australian
media.

During the early phases of coverage , Australia’s COVID-19
response was framed in news coverage as a national crisis
requiring a united response. News coverage broadly
reinforced public health messages that encouraged individual
responsibility to stop the spread of the virus. While much
of this reporting served to relay and reinforce government
messaging, the media nevertheless also performed a
watchdog role in the case of particular concerning events.
News coverage was shaped by Australia’s federal system
of government. Although the Prime Minister was the most
reported individual overall, as Victoria became the epicentre
of the crisis, its Premier Daniel Andrews received more
coverage than PM Morrison for four months of 2020 (JulyOctober). Not all of this coverage was positive, however,
and as 2020 progressed we saw a shift away from stories that
reflected a political unity and broad consensus of purpose,
and a return to ‘politics as usual’. Following the rise of the
‘second wave’ of infections in Victoria, our findings indicate
a much stronger emphasis on conflict and blame in media
coverage. We saw an increased tendency for coverage to
look both outside of Australia and at politicians within who
might provide targets of blame. Importantly, too, during this
phase we also significant examples of investigative reporting
addressing areas such as devastating outbreaks in aged care
facilities and the lockdown of tower blocks in Melbourne.
Overall, from August onwards, our findings indicate a return
to traditional news cycles dominated by political issues as the
most prominent matters of concern, alongside reporting of
measures being taken to ensure an economic recovery and
the creation of a vaccine (foreshadowing the emergence of
vaccination as one of the major stories of 2021).

Covering COVID-19: How Australian media reported the coronavirus pandemic in 2020
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INTRODUCTION
In December 2019, the first case of a highly infectious novel coronavirus was identified in Wuhan,
China. By January 2020, the Wuhan coronavirus outbreak was creating international headlines and
provoked warnings from the WHO regarding the potential threat of an international outbreak, but
few anticipated the scale of disruption that was to follow or the rapidity of its impacts. By midMarch the Prime Minister, Scott Morrison, had announced that Australia’s borders were closed to
international visitors and non-essential travel, and by the end of March more than a third of the
world’s population was experiencing some form of lockdown.
Direct experience was an important dimension of how Australians knew the COVID-19 pandemic,
depending on the social disruption, suffering and losses triggered by the virus and authorities’
responses to it. However, news coverage was another key dimension of the community’s
experience. We can reflect on how our memories of the COVID-19 crisis revolve around major
media stories: the Ruby Princess scandal; empty shelves and fights breaking out in supermarkets;
outbreaks in aged care facilities; the breaches of hotel quarantine that led to a second lockdown in
Victoria; the diagnoses of Tom Hanks, Boris Johnson and Donald Trump, and further outbreaks in
South Australia and Sydney’s northern beaches.
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As these stories formed the mass-mediated backdrop to everyday experience, Australians also
shared their perspectives, experiences and fears about COVID-19, and accessed and shared
information and misinformation from various individuals, officials, media and more dubious sources
on social media platforms.
In this report we focus on Australian media as one dimension of this ecosystem of how Australians
came to know and experience COVID-19 in 2020. To this end, we conducted a content analysis
of news coverage across a broad range of print, online and broadcast media outlets, based on
data provided by Streem media monitoring (see Appendix One). In doing so, we sought to gain a
picture of the resources that news outlets provided for Australians to engage with, understand and
respond to the situation facing them.
In addressing this question, we understand news coverage as something that does not simply
reflect reality, but which actively contributes to how Australians see, understand, and discuss
events that affect their lives. News equipped Australians with knowledge and interpretations that
contribute to ongoing debates and conversations about how to understand the realities that face
them. It informed decisions about how best to respond to that situation, as well as how they judged
and reflected on the adequacy of the responses of others, including those of governments and
authorities. News representations, in this respect, did not passively reflect a reality external to the
coverage they presented. Rather, they contributed to the conditions in which Australia’s experience
of the COVID-19 pandemic, shaped by the responses of both authorities and everyday citizens,
played out.
As well as playing this vital role in contributing to how Australia experienced and responded to
the COVID-19 pandemic, news coverage of COVID-19 can also be seen as a product of the
decisions shaping how journalists and news organisations chose to cover the crisis, and the various
individual, social, professional, commercial and political factors that contribute to influencing those
decisions. In the report that follows, we begin by drawing on work that has sought to understand
those influences, and how they contribute to the different roles played by journalists as they seek to
variously inform, engage, provoke and entertain news audiences. Informed by this work, we consider
how these factors all contribute to processes of constructing COVID-19 as a public ‘problem’ or
challenge in particular ways – and reciprocally, how COVID-19 presented a ground through which
a range of other problems were identified. We also consider the inverse of the question of how
news processes may have shaped coverage of COVID-19 and raise the question of whether the
remarkable circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic may have also influenced those processes
in potentially unpredictable ways.
Following this, we outline how we went about analysing Australian news media coverage of the
crisis, through the identification of particular categories of stories, themes and topics that appeared
prominently in coverage.
In the presentation of our findings, we focus more deeply on how prominently each theme was
covered, and on the story and issue topics that Australian news reporting of COVID-19 focused
on. In doing so, we reflect on how changing circumstances, both outside and within the media, may
have served to shape that coverage, what this might reveal about the performance of Australia’s
news media today, and on the role it has played during the pandemic so far. In the context of
ongoing declines in news business revenue and staffing, our findings raise important questions for
the capacity of our news media to provide this level of informational news service in the future.

Covering COVID-19: How Australian media reported the coronavirus pandemic in 2020
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BACKGROUND:
COVID-19 AND THE
NEWS
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FACTORS SHAPING NEWS
COVERAGE

The shift in the coronavirus story from a world news story about the outbreak of a mystery virus
to a global and national event of unprecedented magnitude was rapid. Just as political and health
authorities scrambled to respond to a rapidly developing and uncertain situation, so the onset of
the pandemic presented enormous challenges for news organisations. The demand for news and
information was high, and news constituted a vital means via which publics sought information
about the crisis and its implications for their lives. As previous research has shown, consumption
of news in both online and offline contexts rose substantially in the early months of the pandemic1
as audiences sought to make sense of how their lives would change and the possible risks the virus
posed to themselves and their family and friends. As the Editor of Guardian Australia Lenore
Taylor recounted, news organisations were confronted with strong pressures to provide news that
would help their audiences make sense of a new reality:

Here, as around the world, readers responded to the pandemic with seemingly insatiable
need for information—the daily briefings; the case numbers; the hospital capacities; long
explanations about everything scientists knew about the virus, everything it did to the body,
everything epidemiologists could tell us about how it transmits. They wanted maps and
graphs and detailed explainers. They wanted instructions about how to make masks and how
to home-school and how to cope emotionally.2

As newsrooms experienced this pressure of demand for news about the virus and about keeping
themselves safe, the pandemic was also creating pressures for the economy, particularly with the
onset of lockdowns and the temporary – and in some cases permanent – closures of businesses.
This also, indirectly and to some extent directly, affected news businesses. With many businesses
shuttered, advertising spend was down, exacerbating the problem of already dwindling sources
of advertising revenue. Many news outlets themselves closed, while others were faced with the
challenge of responding to one of the biggest stories of our times with reduced resources.3 The
economic downturn and outlook also presented a major story in its own right, as people sought
to make sense of the implications of the pandemic for their economic livelihoods and prospects,
placing further pressure on news media to deliver. Moreover, news workers faced the same
pressures as the rest of us, with many having to work from home and manage the impacts of the
pandemic on their households as well as working lives.

Covering COVID-19: How Australian media reported the coronavirus pandemic in 2020
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Although COVID-19 thus exacerbated pressures on journalism and journalists, the news business
is no stranger to pressure. As studies of news production have shown, many of the strongest
explanations of the stories journalists tell stem precisely from the pressures of producing stories to
tight timelines, with limited resources, in intensively competitive environments.4 While COVID-19
may have intensified this pressure in significant ways and, we would argue, the crisis itself exerted
its own influence, many of the same factors that contribute to the shaping of news remain relevant.
That is, while the nature of the pandemic may have itself influenced processes and conditions
of making news, it is also likely that existing processes, relations, and cultures of newsmaking
reciprocally influenced how we came to see and know about the pandemic. Historically, research in
news production has focused on three areas of influence:
1. The role of news production practices and the division of news labour.
2. The role of political and economic factors that shape the news.
3. Cultural factors, including the cultures of journalism, professional perceptions of the
role and responsibilities of journalism, the role of news forms and formats, and the wider
influence of the characteristics and norms of the surrounding culture in which news is
produced, and of which journalists are themselves members.
Considering the first of these, the news we get is shaped by the ways news organisations organise
themselves to gather information that can form the basis of news stories. To this end, organising
news by topic areas serves as a logical means to rationalise news production. Having regular
categories and ‘rounds’ of news - such as politics, business and economics, health, crime and sport
- provides a means by which news organisations can devote resources to producing news that fits
these categories, usually by developing relations with relevant institutions associated with them.
Relatedly, journalists and news organisations develop relationships with sources and authorities
who are relied upon to provide information, quotes and perspectives around which stories are
constructed. This raises two issues of note for this study. On one hand, it suggests that how
COVID-19 was covered may have been influenced by how far it was seen to fit into categories
of news – as a story of health, politics, economics and so on. On the other, it raises the questions
of which figures, through such processes of categorisation, were identified as appropriate sources,
and were thus able to provide information, knowledge and perspectives that informed the sort of
stories that were produced.
This brings us to the second area of influence – the issue of how politics and economics shape
processes of newsmaking. Here, there is obviously some overlap, as authorities, figures and
spokespeople that journalists rely on typically occupy or hold some position of political, social or
institutional power. Politicians, for example, clearly form a strong focus of news, are well placed
to provide quotes and soundbites to journalists, and place considerable resources into news
management, public relations and agenda-setting initiatives. In democratic contexts, research has
suggested that the reporting of political news tends to represent and reflect the disputed and
consensus positions of political elites.5 Such findings are relevant to considering how the Australian
political environment, which began with a high degree of political consensus with the establishment
of a bipartisan ‘national cabinet’ before tensions between political leaders later emerged, may have
influenced its coverage of COVID-19. Australia’s federal system was a further political factor that
may have influenced both public responses and media coverage. It is notable that individual states
had a high degree of autonomy, in contrast to more centrally coordinated systems such as that
of the UK. This, alongside the fact Australia’s markets are similarly divided, may have served to
promote the profile of state premiers as significant news actors during the pandemic.
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News is also strongly influenced by economics as news businesses are financially motivated to produce
engaging stories that can attract readers and advertising revenue. The impact of economic factors
goes beyond advertiser-funded media, as this has wider consequences on news agendas, including those
of public service media who must also compete to demonstrate their relevance in competitive news
markets. The 21st century shift towards digital news distribution has enhanced this competitiveness, as
news outlets face intensified competition from an array of available options for accessing news. News
revenues have been hit by sites that directly link buyers and sellers of goods and the rise of technology
giants whose capacity to access and store user data has allowed them to increasingly dominate
advertising markets. A shift by users toward online news consumption, accessed through search engines
and social media platforms, has also made media providers increasingly reliant on third-party technology
companies, raising concerns that the commercial imperative of technology companies to generate
user engagement has encouraged a shift towards entertainment and outrage as increasingly prevalent
news values. Alongside these wider trends affecting the news ecology, COVID-19 itself exacerbated
economic pressures for many news outlets, through the effects of lockdowns and the broader economic
impacts of the pandemic on the business (and hence advertising) sector.6￼
Cultural influences on news production are perhaps more diffuse but are equally significant. In
deciding how to cover an event or issue in news stories, journalists routinely rely on and reproduce
what sociologist Jenny Kitzinger describes as ‘media templates’.7 These involve ways of categorising
and representing news events and issues as stories, using formats that are largely familiar and inherited.
These formats, which have themselves been influenced by the news production, political and economic
factors we have described, also serve as an influence. As journalists are socialised into ways of viewing
and telling stories they learn and routinely use templates to categorise and represent the events and
issues that constitute the raw materials of their work. The relation between these cultural tools for
rendering events and issues into stories and other factors shaping news is reciprocal. News sources,
for example, may play a prominent role in influencing how journalists categorise and tell stories, but
likewise the ways in which journalists choose to frame stories will influence which sources appear to them
as relevant and the degree of prominence and power they have in influencing news representations.
Likewise, economic influences, and the desire to engage audiences, serve to make particular events
or angles appear more ‘newsworthy’, while a given event may likewise gain attention if it appears to
‘fit’ a previously established storyline or way of categorising and representing events. In the area of
health communication, such relationships between the use of expert official and medical sources, the
imperatives of media industries, and the use of established practices and formats of presentation has
been described as ‘biomediatisation’.8

Covering COVID-19: How Australian media reported the coronavirus pandemic in 2020
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‘DECIDING WHAT’S NEWS’
DURING A PANDEMIC

While it is important to consider such influences on the production of news, it would be a mistake
to position journalists as merely passive vehicles for these larger, structural processes. Journalists
perform a vital role as active and reflective actors who are required to make decisions about how
events and issues should be covered in pressured circumstances, and are acutely aware that those
decisions matter and will be judged by others. It is important to consider how journalists think
about and understand their multiple responsibilities and roles. Influential models for doing so
include traditional conceptions of journalists’ responsibilities toward the public – to inform citizens,
to focus on issues of public interest, and to hold the powerful to account. Equally, however,
journalists’ understanding of their role may include a professional commitment to producing
engaging stories that are popular with audiences, a responsibility to ensure that news businesses
remain viable and sustainable or, perhaps, that they do not attract too much external criticism.
Journalists’ role perceptions and role performance

Models that have sought to consider the relationship between how journalists understand and
perform their roles have suggested that journalists role perceptions and practices are subject to
multiple, and often contradictory, influences.9 In deciding how to cover stories, journalists may seek
to strike a balance between different ideas of ‘what it means to be a journalist‘, or they may adopt
different roles on different occasions. How they do so may also depend on their own background,
the cultural values prevalent in their workplace, or wider societal views about an event or issue.
How a crisis is constituted by journalists is thus partly influenced by how they conceptualise
and perform their roles as news producers. A strong tradition of research in journalism studies
has focused on such ‘role perceptions’. This tradition, which has largely centred on surveys with
journalists, has produced large-scale analyses of journalists’ values and their identification with
different roles associated with journalism. These have included ideas that, in different roles,
settings or at different moments, journalists should be:
•
•
•
•
•
•

objective
neutral
serve as disseminators of information
provide a level of news analysis
act as a ‘watchdog’ on various authorities, or
serve as a ‘populist mobilizer’ for particular causes.10

Studies of role perceptions have also included consideration of how journalists’ perceptions of
their roles may be influenced by the values and characteristics of the organisations, institutions
and cultural settings in which they work. Such studies have provided insights into the different
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values and understandings of journalists who work in different
roles, institutional settings and cultural contexts. In recent
years, however, a new strand of research has questioned the
adequacy of a focus on role perceptions, noting that while
ideas or ideals of ‘what it means to be a journalist’ may be a
factor in informing journalists’ actions, there is often a gap
between how journalists profess to understand their role and
what they actually do. This has led scholars to question the
assumption that a direct line can be drawn between the way
journalists understand their roles and the news content they
produce. Instead, they shift their focus from the perception to
the performance of journalists’ roles, focusing on the roles that
journalists appear to enact in practice. This is not to suggest
that journalists lack agency or that their perceptions of and
reflections on their professional roles do not matter, but that this
operates as one factor among, and in interaction with, others.
Considering this issue of role performance as a product of
the relationship between journalists’ perceptions of their
roles and the various structural factors that shape news
(discussed in the previous section) journalism studies scholar
Claudia Mellado has proposed a framework for categorizing
journalistic performance along several dimensions.11 Firstly,
consideration of the ‘journalistic voice’ focuses on how far
journalists adopt an informational approach that focuses on
“just the facts”, or a more interventionist stance, whereby
the journalist is positioned as an interpreter, advocate or
participant in relation to what they report. Secondly, journalism
is considered in terms of its stance in relation to authorities,
focusing on its role in ‘power relations’: whether on one hand
it serves to align itself with, and reproduce the perspectives,
viewpoints and policies of authorities, as a loyal-facilitator; or,
on the other, whether it adopts a more questioning, sceptical
or even denunciatory stance, associated with the performance
of a watchdog role. Thirdly, journalistic role performance is
considered in light of its ’audience approach’. In this area, three
models of journalistic performance are encountered:
(a) a civic role focuses on whether journalism is centred on
informing, educating or representing the concerns of 		
citizens, or focusing on the local impacts of the event or
phenomenon being reported for citizens;
(b) a service role focuses on the audience less as citizens
than as consumers seeking to manage their lives in a 		
market of products and services, offering consumer advice,
tips or considering the implications of events from the		
perspective of consumers making decisions about investing
in goods and services in light of changing circumstances;

(c) an infotainment role, whereby news content is produced
and presented that appeals to the news audience as
users who take some degree of enjoyment and pleasure
from the experience of engaging with personalised or
human interest aspects of news, engage with scandals and
sensationalism, or take a prurient interest in stories focused
on violence, crime, sex and shocking events.
A focus on the performance of journalism provides tools
for considering how journalists exercise agency as reflective
decision-makers, but ones who do not usually simply make
those decisions as individuals in conditions of their own
choosing. Rather, they do so as institutional actors performing
a professional role in face of particular pressures, influences
and constraints, and in the knowledge that those decisions will
be judged by others. How they perform those roles matters,
we argue, because they contribute to how citizens and
societies understand and respond to the challenges they face.
These processes of understanding form the major ‘stakes’ of
why the decisions of journalists, and the forces and factors
that shape those decisions, are important - and arguably
particularly so during moments of social crisis.
News and ‘problematisations’
Media scholars Joshua Greenberg and Sean Hier have
argued that ‘crises’ should not only be understood as given
situations, but as events that, depending on how they are
narrated and constructed in news stories, come to be variably
constructed as particular sorts of problems.12 Such problemconstructs, or what they call ‘problematisations’, are linked to:
definitions of group identity (the ‘we’ that is constructed when
something is presented as ‘our’ problem); certain forms of
required action (e.g. lockdowns, economic stimulus or support
packages); specific sorts of expertise (medical officers, health
workers, economists, police); and particular goals and values
(low mortality rates, minimal social disruption, continued
employment, ensuring trade and economic activity).
Greenberg and Hier refer to the way news stories work to
both highlight and construct crises in this way as a process of
‘collective problematisation’, where publics are enjoined to
engage with such problems. Importantly, crises are often indeed usually - constructed in different ways simultaneously
that, as Greenberg and Hier put it, ‘compete in the public
sphere to find resonance with the general population’.
How then, did the work of journalists and media organisations
work to variously construct the COVID-19 ‘crisis’ in 2020?
What were the narrative repertoires and ‘problematisations’
that vied for the Australian public’s attention over the course
of the year? It is to this question that we now turn.

Covering COVID-19: How Australian media reported the coronavirus pandemic in 2020
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METHOD
Based on data provided by media monitoring company
Streem, researchers from the News and Media Research
Centre analysed 9,327,464 media items about COVID-19 in
Australia between January and November of 2020.
Our aim was to assess both the nature and purpose of news
coverage. We examined news content for overall volume,
patterns in the coverage and sources of news. We had a particular
interest in the roles journalists performed while reporting on
COVID-19, and the way they problematised the event.
The team used a combination of digital methods including
content analysis of a large news dataset using key word usage,
and qualitative analysis of news content.
Items were accessed from television, radio, online news and
print sources, including approximately 2.5 million distinct
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media items, once syndication was removed. The sample
comprised:
• Online news (51%)
• television (24%),
• radio (13%)
• print (12%)
Together, the N&MRC and Streem team qualitatively
identified 4 overall themes of Informational, Experience,
Conflict, and Impacts, 14 category groups and 37 topics
(see Table 1). These topics and categories were established
inductively, following a series of meetings between News
and Media Research Centre researchers and Conal Hanna
from Streem, whose extensive work in analysing news
coverage informed a grounded understanding of types of
news coverage that had been covered. These inductively
established codes were then used to derive a series of search
terms, with further terms added and existing search terms
refined following the examination of sampled items. Through
this process, an overall corpus of 9,327,464 media items was
identified, which was reduced to 2,549,143 unique items
following the removal of multiple (syndicated) items. This
corpus of news items was then sorted for key sources,
countries, public and private ownership, state based
and national newspapers, as well as whether the
news organisation was metropolitan or regional
based. It should be noted that, because
our concern in this study was to provide
a broad, overall picture of national
coverage, a decision was made not to
sort coverage by news outlet.
The coding process, which
commenced in August 2020, was
established as follows: Initially,
drawing from an initial overview of
a broad range of sampled items,
a variety of topics were identified.
Based on these, the research
team discussed the process of how
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these could be thematically sorted, based on both the style and
content of the reports. This led to the definition of a series of
higher level content categories that different story topics fit into.
For example, where stories were focused on infection rates, case
numbers or tracking the spread of infections, these were
categorised as ‘health’; stories relaying news about about job
figures or business confidence were classified under ‘economy’;
stories focused on particular events, such as the Ruby Princess
scandal, the lockdown of tower blocks in , and the aged care
and hotels enquiries, were categorised as ‘event driven’ news.
Through this process, 14 categories were established, with
further topics added under these categories as they emerged.
Based on the type of content presented in different reports,
these categories were positioned as fitting into one of
four overall themes. Informational content focused on
the reporting of basic information, such as case numbers,

employment figures and the relaying of social distancing
guidelines and lockdown rules, among others. Conflict
centred on reports that focused on areas that generated
contention, dispute and disagreement: examples included
conspiracy theories, border restrictions, hoarding and antilockdown protests. Impacts focused on the effects of the
pandemic on social life, such as restrictions on international
travel, the postponement of sporting events and the
treatment of affected patients, as well as the prospect of
future developments that would produce further impacts
(e.g. vaccination, the establishment of travel bubbles). Finally,
Experience refers to the effects of the pandemic for everyday
citizens. Stories falling under this theme included discussions
of the mental health impacts of lockdowns, the experience
of working from home and home schooling, and how the
pandemic had affected Australians’ working and social lives
(for further detail regarding the coding process, see Appendix 1).

TABLE 1 - CODING CATEGORIES
Overall

Coronavirus

Themes

Information
Impacts
Conflict
Experience

Categories

Topics

Health

Restaurants and bars

Future impacts on public life

Social

Economy

Immediate impacts on public life

Misinformation

Return to work

Lockdown

Public transport

US election

Lockdown hobbies

Social distancing

Event driven

Tracking the Spread

Borders and travel

Blame

5G

Employment figures

Major sports events

Social distancing guidelines

Travel bubble

Case numbers

Ruby Princess

State borders

Superspreaders

Mask wearing

Hoarding

Aged care inquiry

Tower blocks

Mental health

Home schooling

Hotels inquiry

Rulebreakers

Political

Statistics

Stranded citizens

Anti-vaxx

Medical treatment

Conspiracy

Wuhan coronavirus

Calls for resignations

Work from home

Small business viability

Anti-lockdown protesters

Flight credits

Jobseeker and Jobkeeper

Handshaking

Business confidence

Small business re-opening

Vaccine

In what follows, we outline our findings and insights that
emerged from this analysis to provide a longitudinal, narrated
outline of how COVID-19 unfolded as a news story over the
course of 2020. To this end, our findings are presented in two
sections. The first, ‘Covering COVID-19 in 2020’, focuses on
a series of key overall findings and insights that emerged from
analysis of the dataset. The second, ‘How Australian Media
Covered COVID-19 in 2020’ provides some context for these
findings by examining how reporting of the COVID-19 story
shifted over time, and qualitative analysis of some examples

of media coverage to exemplify some of the different ways
that the COVID-19 story was presented through processes
of ‘collective problematisation’. To illustrate this, additional
data was provided from a corpus of newspaper front pages
collected by the N&MRC team during 2020.
This work complements quantitative survey analysis and
qualitative focus group analysis of news consumption and
audiences experience of COVID-19 undertaken by the
N&MRC.13
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COVERING COVID-19
IN 2020: OVERALL
FINDINGS
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In the first section of this report, we discussed several factors that contribute to shaping the news,
and stressed how inherited norms, organisational structures and practices of journalism operate
alongside other political, economic and cultural influences. While this provides a useful general
framework for understanding factors shaping news, it does not provide a means for predicting
how stories will be told in all circumstances. Both events themselves, and the cultural and historical
settings in which those events become stories, serve as contingent and situationally specific factors
that contribute to shaping environments in which news is produced, circulated and consumed.
This was certainly true of COVID-19 in Australia, where several factors contributed to how
the pandemic was both experienced and covered. Among these is the basic geographical fact
that Australia is an island nation that, following the Commonwealth government’s relatively
swift decision to close its international borders in March 2020, remained well quarantined from
international settings that experienced much higher caseloads and mortality rates. On top of this,
unlike some other countries where the threat of COVID-19 was downplayed and even denied,
in Australia there was a political and public consensus that the pandemic represented a genuine
threat to the wellbeing of the population that needed to be taken seriously. While denialism and
claims of conspiracy were not entirely alien to Australia, these positions and the movements they
engendered remained largely on the fringes of national and political life. This consensus position
was bolstered by the rapid establishment of a national cabinet, comprised of the Prime Minister
and State Premiers, in March 2020. Part of the reason this occurred also reflects the particularity
of Australia’s federated governmental system, which is split between Commonwealth and State
governments, and in which the latter hold considerable power over key areas. These include the
management of state borders, an issue which would later lead to some political division that, as we
discuss below, generated substantial news coverage.
In this section of our report, we reflect on evidence that enables some insight into how journalists
and news organisations performed over the course of 2020. As previously noted, this was a
period that produced substantial and unprecedented pressures on the lives of Australians, as they
sought to navigate the management of health risks, adjustment to lockdowns, working from home,
business closures and uncertainties about their lives in the immediate and longer term. Many
of the same logistical, financial and emotional pressures also affected media organisations and
journalists. The media sector was particularly badly affected by the pandemic and this exacerbated
the effects of substantial and accelerating declines in revenues that had produced substantial job
losses and closures of news outlets. Considering how journalism performed during such a period
allows consideration of both its ongoing importance, and may also contribute to reflection on how
the challenges it faces may affect how it performs during such a significant historical moment.
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THE BIG PICTURE:
THE DOMINANCE OF
INFORMATIONAL,
CIVIC JOURNALISM

2020 produced an extremely high demand for information from media users, as they sought to
gain an understanding of the substantial upheavals that were already affecting their lives, as well
as gain a perspective on future outlooks. Australian news media responded to this demand with
a strongly informational, citizen-oriented provision of content. This followed the Civic role of
journalism. Among our overall content themes, informational content was substantially dominant,
found across 965,601 of our overall sample of approximately 2.5 million news items. Likewise, in
our analysis of story topics, three topics stood out as dominant throughout the year: ‘tracking the
spread’, ‘case numbers’ and ‘employment figures’, all of which centred chiefly on responding to
media users demand for key information about the pandemic and its impact on jobs.

FIGURE 1
OVERALL THEMES IN 2020

965,601

612,219

365,991
251,593

Information

Experience

Impacts

Conflict

*Number of items across the total sample of news stories related to COVID-19. Themes are not mutually exclusive and single stories
may count toward the total of multiple themes. Stories that could not be categorised into one of 4 major themes are not shown. [Base:
N=2,549,143]
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FIGURE 2

Health

CATEGORIES OF NEWS
IN 2020
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*Number of items across the total sample of news stories related to COVID-19. Categories are not mutually exclusive and single stories
may count towards the total of multiple categories. Stories that could not be categorised into one of 14 categories are not shown. [Base:
N=2,549,143]
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SOURCES IN THE NEWS

The focus on providing authoritative information also went
hand in hand with a reliance on authority figures as sources
of news, the most prominent of which were, not entirely
unexpectedly, politicians. Here, Australia’s split between
federal and state jurisdictions was evident in the share of
coverage, in which State premiers received coverage that
rivalled, and sometimes exceeded, that of their federal
counterparts (see Figure 4). This is not typical of Australian
political reporting, where national politics usually tends to
predominate. In the case of COVID-19, however, it reflects a
split in jurisdictional power, which meant State premiers were
positioned as key actors in determining policy responses to
the crisis in some key areas.
The most notable example was Victorian Premier Daniel
Andrews, who for four months of 2020 (July-October)
received substantially more coverage than Prime Minister
Scott Morrison. This period, unsurprisingly, coincided with

Victoria’s second lockdown following a resurgence of case
numbers in that state following the transmission of infections
from hotel quarantine into the wider community. Alongside
national and state politicians, certain international politicians
also featured heavily, with prominent leaders such as Boris
Johnson and, most notably, Donald Trump featured heavily
– particularly when each of them were hospitalised when they
contracted the virus themselves, generating large spikes of
coverage.
As we go on to discuss, not all coverage of Andrews treated
him uncritically. Despite this, his prominence reflects his status
as a key source of news as Victoria became the epicentre
of the crisis in Australia, a status that was magnified by the
informationally centred nature of most coverage during this
period. Andrews himself greatly facilitated his own profile,
as he famously fronted a marathon 120 consecutive days of
press conferences during this period. Notably, these media

FIGURE 4
MOST PROMINENT
POLITICIANS IN THE NEWS
IN 2020 (NUMBER OF
ITEMS)
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conferences were also streamed live for access via social
media platforms such as Facebook and YouTube, following
a trend towards an increased ‘disintermediation’ of political
communication.14 This exemplifies how, in the current
environment, news coverage produced by mass media outlets
is merely one – albeit persistently significant and influential
– source through which media users accessed news and
information in a complex media ecology.
Critical studies of such disintermediation practices have
argued that they are informed by a desire to circumvent
media scrutiny and dictate their own public profile by gaining
direct access to publics. Indeed, given that Andrews himself
attracted some particularly critical media coverage (discussed
further below), this ability to gain direct access to the public
may have been politically important for him. More often,
however, journalists tended to act as a relay of information
from official sources rather than a critical watchdog – though
this is not to suggest they never played this role. Indeed, in
the main they appear to have played what Mellado refers to
as a ‘loyal facilitator’ role, enabling governance by authorities
by relaying the information they provide to citizens. This is
not to say such performance was always inappropriate, or that
media were merely passive actors in the provision of official
information to the public. As we go on to discuss in detail,
how media presented information, and appealed to the public,
was also a highly significant dimension of coverage. It is also
arguable that the provision of information from authoritative,

reliable sources during a pandemic is exactly the sort of
function that should be expected of news media. Australian
media’s treatment of authorities also reflects an environment
where media, politicians and the public in Australia recognised
the authority of prominent health experts. This contrasts
markedly with some international settings where media
partisanship, combined with aggressive questioning, may have
contributed to a further loss of trust in authorities and experts
during the crisis.
While the prominence of health authorities during a
pandemic is hardly surprising, our data demonstrates a strong
‘biomediatisation’ process in play in Australia. State and
federal public health officers typically appeared alongside
political authorities at press conferences and gained a
significant amount of coverage. In the early phase of the
pandemic, Australia’s Chief Medical Officer, Brendan Murphy,
achieved very high levels of coverage, but later in the year
Victoria’s Chief Health Officer, Brett Sutton, eclipsed this
– again coinciding with Victoria’s second lockdown. Other
health officers, such as Kerry Chant (NSW) and Nicola
Spurrier (SA) also became recognisable figures in the news,
alongside academic experts who offered perspectives and
expertise. Prominent health experts included Professors Peter
Doherty, Peter Collignon and Raina McIntyre, as well as health
journalist Dr Norman Swan, whose ABC ‘Coronacast’ podcast
also attracted substantial attention.15

FIGURE 5
TOP 5 HEALTH EXPERTS
IN THE NEWS IN 2020
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LIVES AND LIVELIHOODS

Australia’s COVID-19 crisis was reported as both a health issue and an economic issue. As Figure
6 shows, news items reporting on health-related statistics and employment figures remained high
throughout the year, with employment numbers staying above 40,000 articles per month for 6
months of the year, while reporting on health data (despite its overall higher numbers) dipping in
between the first and second wave. Alongside tracking the spread of the virus, these two issues
were consistently in the top three topics for ten months of the year. In total, there were 425,871
news items discussing the economic issues while 660,047 focused on health between January and
November.

FIGURE 6
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The difference between reporting on ‘social distancing guidelines’ and J‘ obSeeker/JobKeeper’
as topics is more distinct (see Figure 7). Both topics peaked in April; social distancing guidelines
with 13,602 items and JobSeeker/JobKeeper with 13,486. However, by September there was a
difference between the two topics of around 9500 news items as JobKeeper/JobSeeker became
a more significant subject of reporting. The trend for health issues is mirrored when looking at the
topic of tracking the spread of COVID-19, which peaked twice, first in March (74,151) and again
in July (57,211). These findings suggest that in terms of sheer prominence health issues tended to
rise and fall with the peaks of the total number of COVID-19 cases in Australia, whereas economic
issues like jobs and employment were evergreen topics of high reporting throughout the year.

FIGURE 7
REPORTING OF
JOBSEEKER/JOBKEEPER
AND SOCIAL
DISTANCING GUIDELINES
(NUMBER OF ITEMS)

16,000
14,000
12,000
10,000
8,000
6,000
4,000
2,000
0
Jan

Feb

Mar

Apr

May

Jobseeker and Jobkeeper

Jun

Jul

Aug

Sep

Oct

Nov

Social distancing guidelines

Covering COVID-19: How Australian media reported the coronavirus pandemic in 2020

4
26

COVID-19 AND
INTERNATIONAL NEWS

One of the key features of the COVID-19 pandemic is its global spread and impacts on
international mobility, particularly as some international settings became identified in terms of
their own challenges and potential sites of risk. This was particularly prevalent in the first half of
the year, following the period when China constituted an initial epicentre of the crisis and source
of the early outbreak. In the initial months of 2020, China attracted substantially more mentions
than any other country, with much of that coverage focused on tracking the spread and on case
numbers (see Figure 8). From April 2020, however, the USA took over as the most reportedon country and retained that status for the remainder of the year. This can be understood as
a product of four factors. Firstly, it reflects the US and US politics unrivalled prominence as a
topic of global news interest. Secondly, the US itself became, over the course of 2020, one of
the major global epicentres of the pandemic, with the highest numbers of overall cases and
deaths worldwide. Thirdly, 2020 was an election year, with the US election mentioned in 81% of
coronavirus stories in which the USA was mentioned. Fourthly, and not insignificantly, there was
the ‘Trump factor’, with the US President himself being a continuous and significant newsmaker.
Indeed, over the course of 2020, Donald Trump gained more mentions than any other figure,
including Australia’s own Prime Minister, Scott Morrison. Trump’s coverage, which was consistently
high, reached stratospheric levels in October 2020 – the final month prior to the US election
and the month in which the President himself contracted the virus – in possibly the year’s biggest
global story alongside the election itself (see Figure 4).

FIGURE 8
COUNTRIES MENTIONED
IN RELATION TO COVID-19
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International coverage followed a pattern, well established in previous media research, of focusing
on elite nations and those perceived as having strong cultural proximity to Australia – particularly
the UK, which received the second highest amount of coverage overall - although Britain’s own
high transmission and mortality rates no doubt also played a role. The UK’s particular cultural
connection with Australia is also, however, indicated by the domestic style of coverage it received.
For example, the UK received more coverage focused on areas of everyday life – the impact
of lockdown, effects on restaurants and bars, impacts on public life, medical treatment, social
distancing guidelines and home schooling – than any other country in our sample.
China’s coverage was notably different, despite its greater physical proximity to Australia and
its status as a major trading partner. While a range of stories, and more focus of everyday life,
was covered in the initial phase of coverage where China itself was the centre of the story, this
subsequently diminished. China more than other countries was a focus of stories centred around
discussions of ‘blame’ for the crisis. This was, in part, fuelled by the Australian government’s calls
for an international inquiry into the origins of the virus, which contributed to an ongoing story of
deteriorating relations between the two countries through the year, and echoes the historically
racially motivated positioning of China as a cultural and military threat.16
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HOW AUSTRALIAN
MEDIA COVERED
COVID-19 IN 2020
Having considered some aspects of the overall picture of the year, we will now turn to consider how
coverage shifted over time. 2020 was a tumultuous year, and Australia’s coverage of COVID-19
developed through phases as the national, public and media responses to the crisis shifted. The
results of our analysis show that while COVID-19 coverage was highly prevalent throughout the
year, there were significant variations in topics of interest from month to month. While certain
topics of reporting remained consistent, others came and went in sudden spikes of interest. In
the remaining sections of this report, we seek to tell this story, focusing on how media coverage
constructed the ‘problem’ of COVID-19.
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FROM ‘FOREIGN NEWS’ TO
NEWS DOMINANCE

In the early months of 2020, COVID-19 case numbers began to rapidly increase in Korea, China,
Italy and Japan. Reporting of the novel coronavirus in Australia still presented it as an international
issue. The virus had not been detected in significant numbers in Australia and it would not be
until March that the first wave would really take hold. Looking at news coverage in January and
February feels like peering into a different world. Australians were still reeling from a horrendous
(and continuing) bushfire season and journalists were occupied with translating the human cost of
the new crisis into an understandable narrative. The novel coronavirus, as it was referred to until
the WHO named it in early February, was initially a foreign news story akin to China’s previous
swine flu and SARS crises. By late February, it was clear that COVID-19 was a bigger global
story, with a spike in cases in Italy forcing the rapid imposition of travel restrictions and lockdowns.
While it was growing, however, COVID-19 was simply one story among a range of issues, such as
the shocking murder of Hannah Baxter and her children at the hands of her abusive partner, the
Australian Open, and the ‘Sports Rorts’ scandal.

The first reports of deaths related to COVID-19 in Australia
had the effect of displacing competing stories, particularly
political ones. This was dramatically, and symbolically,
illustrated by The West Australian’s front page on 2 March,
where the first Australian fatality was presented as a ‘Wake
Up Call’. In a story headed ‘Coronavirus Crisis’ The West
posed the question: ‘will the outbreak cause a recession?’. In
subsequent weeks (and notably following the discharge of
2700 passengers from the cruise ship Ruby Princess on March
19) Australia’s caseload increased from a handful to over 400
new infections per day. The Federal government moved to
close international borders, introduced a major economic
stimulus that included new unemployment benefits under the
J‘ obseeker’ scheme.By the end of March most of the nation
was in some form of lockdown.

THE WEST AUSTRALIAN,
2 MARCH 2020. ©THE WEST
AUSTRALIAN/WESTPIX
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Amid such unprecedented events, COVID-19 shifted from being a story competing for space
to being virtually the only story being covered – albeit a complex, multifaceted one. As Streem
showed in an analysis on 29 March (see Figure 9), coronavirus ‘redefined blanket coverage’,
appearing in 81 per cent of stories on some days.17 Our data, likewise, shows that reporting on
coronavirus/COVID-19 jumped so rapidly that articles mentioning it increased from 25,534 in
January to 288,362 in March (see Figure 10).

FIGURE 9
‘HOW COVID-19 REDEFINED
BLANKET COVERAGE’,
STREEM, 29 MARCH 2020.
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AN EARLY CONSENSUS

The remarkable rise of COVID-19 stories reflects a period when both authorities and citizens were
scrambling to respond, and to deliver and find relevant information, in the face of a dramatic new
set of circumstances that presented substantial health and economic risks. In light of this pressing
threat, politics took a back seat in Australia. At the Federal level, there was a bipartisan approach
to the need for a substantial and rapid response, with the Labor opposition generally supportive
of measures to prevent the spread of the virus. In addition, on March 13, the government
formally announced the establishment of the National Cabinet an emergency forum consisting
of the Prime Minister and State Premiers - that superseded the previous Council of Australian
Governments (COAG). In both tone and substance, these announcements stressed the need
for coordination and cooperation in the interests of the nation. This included an emphasis on
following the advice of medical experts, and the inclusion of the Chief Medical Officer in the
Prime Minister’s press conferences.
This early consensus contributed to a media landscape in which important health messages were
prioritised over other contentious issues. An N&MRC survey of Australian news consumers
in April 2020 found that while 60% were either very concerned or extremely concerned about
COVID-19, the majority agreed that the news helped them understand the outbreak (73%) and
explained what they could do about it (76%).18 News media agendas are, as previously discussed,
strongly tied to both the political climate and sensitive to audience demand. These dynamics
contributed to two characteristics of early coverage. Firstly, a strong onus on relaying official
information is apparent, as the press acted as a ‘loyal facilitator’ to relay official information and
guidelines. Secondly, news coverage produced stories that presented following government
advice as both a process of ‘pulling together’ and as an individual responsibility of Australian
citizens.
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NEWS IN FOCUS: IN THE NATIONAL INTEREST: UNITING
THE NATION AND CITIZEN RESPONSIBILITY
Media stories don’t only play an informational role, but present information
in ways that shape how audiences understand their meaning. In doing so,
they often subtly advocate an implied ideal public response. Although
there is no guarantee members of the public will identify with such implied
or explicit media appeals, these provide shared resources for considering
appropriate, desirable or necessary individual and collective responses to
given situations. Examples of this in the early phase of Australian coverage
were stories that advocated a message of national unity, akin to wartime
coverage. Such coverage not only worked to reassure, but often involved a
moral-national exhortation to unity and stoicism in the face of a collective
challenge. The NT News, for example, used an explicitly nationalistic
register in its front cover, with the backdrop of the Australian flag
accompanied by the headline ‘We Are One…and we will get through this’.
NT NEWS, 20 MARCH 2020.
©NEWS LTD/NEWSPIX

This message of unity in adversity was elsewhere presented as a simple fact
that the audience had to come to terms with. In its presentation of the Prime
Minister’s announcement of new restrictions, the Courier-Mail presented
an image of an ‘ordinary’ couple wearing masks before the backdrop of the
Brisbane skyline, declaring ‘That’s life…but not as we know it’. Queenslanders,
like other Australians, had to come to terms with the fact that we had entered
a period of adversity and seek to manage.
While such representation emphasises a need for acceptance, other
coverage centred on citizens’ everyday practices taking on new importance,
as simple actions like hand-washing were positioned as key to stopping
the spread of the virus. The front page of The Canberra Times on 27
March said the issue of COVID-19 was ‘In your hands’. Evoking a wartime
call to arms, beating the pandemic was a matter of both individual and
national responsibility This connection
NT NEWS, 20 MARCH 2020.
made explicit by both the illustration and
©NEWS LTD/NEWSPIX
reinforced by accompanying text:
Australians, for the sake of the country you love, now is the time to protect yourself and others. Stay home. Keep
your distance. Practice good hygiene.
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canberratimes.com.au

FRIDAY MARCH 27, 2020

Price $2.20
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Australians, for the sake of the country you love,
now is the time to protect yourself and others.
n stay home n keep your distance n practise good hygiene

This front page was part of a campaign by Australian Community Media
newspapers to emphasise, through print and digital media, the news
organisation’s commitment to ‘keep readers and their families safe’ by
not just providing official advice but advocating that ‘every individual
Australian can be doing their bit to help slow the spread of COVID19’.19 As well as combining national threat imagery with the language
of individual responsibility, the front page and subsequent campaign
were solution-focused: wash your hands, keep your distance, stay home.
Importantly, the campaign presents these solutions as stemming from a
need to ‘do your part’ for the country, rather than a more self-interested
desire to avoid fines resulting from police enforcement of COVID
restrictions.

THE CANBERRA TIMES, 27 MARCH 2020.
©AUSTRALIAN COMMUNITY MEDIA

LATEST CORONAVIRUS NEWS - INSIDE
A community safety message brought to you by ACM, the publisher of this newspaper. Illustration: Josh Hall

CLEANSKIN - CT

Alongside an overwhelming focus on case numbers and tracking the spread, an analysis of
political issues shows that ‘social distancing guidelines’ far outstripped other topics during this
early phase (see Figure 11), as Australians sought to inform themselves about their own self-care
and responsibilities. Notably, in the first three months of the year, political issues that would later
become more prominent, such as discussions of blame, arguments over state borders or calls for
resignations were comparatively absent. Much coverage emphasised unity rather than conflict as
a theme – emphasising the need for solidarity and a joint effort in the face of a common enemy –
the virus itself.
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STORIES OF CONFLICT
AND CRISIS

There were exceptions to this rule. The Ruby Princess debacle, for example, was covered as a
scandal and as a conflict over which authorities were to blame for the breach. In addition, the
phenomenon of panic buying of household essentials such as pasta and toilet rolls contributed
to the spectacle of fights breaking out in supermarkets. While a comparatively smaller aspect of
overall coverage, these spectacles of social conflict delivered a form of infotainment that served
as a continuing means of engaging news audiences. They served to provide abiding – if not
necessarily representative – memories of a (usually vicarious) experience of the crisis. Such stories
not only serve as engaging narratives to attract media audiences – conflict sells – but also contrast
with the messages of unity previously discussed. By highlighting the conflictual, stories of social
conflict relied on, reproduced and relayed social expectations surrounding individual and official
actions. In some cases, such as some coverage of the spectacle of conflicts in supermarkets, such
items involved the performance of an ‘infotainment’ journalism. In the case of other conflictual
events, such as the Ruby Princess scandal and outbreaks in aged care facilities, however, political
criticism and conflict was both informed by and catalysed the performance of watchdog
journalism.

FIGURE 11
REPORTING OF POLITICAL
ISSUE TOPICS AND SOCIAL
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COVERAGE PEAKS AND
PROLIFERATES: APRIL-MAY
2020

As demand for new information about the pandemic peaked in April and May so too did the
volume of coverage it received. 637,178 unique articles about COVID-19 were published across TV,
radio, print and online news in those two months alone. The data shows there was an impressive
degree of diversity in topic areas and themes. While certain topics of reporting remained consistent,
others came and went in sudden spikes of interest (see Figure 12). This suggests that the news
media comprehensively covered COVID-19 during this period, with reporters either tasked to cover
or respond to all aspects of the story from the specific to the routine.

FIGURE 12
EVENT-DRIVEN
REPORTING (NUMBER OF
ITEMS)
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April marked the high point of reporting on many of the topics that are now synonymous with
Australia’s early experience of the pandemic such as: home schooling; Jobseeker and Jobkeeper;
working from home; social distancing; and the Ruby Princess scandal. While topics like ‘tracking the
spread’ and employment figures would be continuously covered throughout the year, reporting of
toilet paper hoarding and the Ruby Princess scandal stayed in the top 10 topics for only a month
before being replaced by other event-based issues.
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FIGURE 13
TOP 10 TOPICS IN APRIL
(NUMBER OF ITEMS)

63,354

Tracking the Spread
51,261

Employment figures

45,285

Case numbers
33,728

Medical treatment

28,364

Mental health
21,240

Mask wearing
Ruby Princess

15,583

Work from home

14,870

Social distancing guidelines

13,602

Jobseeker and Jobkeeper

13,489

Front pages from 6th April tell a story of a competitive news media system
stretching to cover every angle. The Financial Review reports on the
ongoing political debate over JobKeeper; The Australian and The Canberra
Times reveal more details of the outbreak onboard the Ruby Princess;
The Advertiser warns of low stock at supermarkets due to supply issues
and panic buying; The Age keeps parents with students updated on when
schools are expected to reopen; The Courier Mail issue an exclusive on how
frontline health workers might have to be billeted in hotels to isolate from their
families; The Herald Sun warns that Victorian year 12 students may have
to repeat a year because of COVID-19; and The Sydney Morning Herald
reports on confusion over what outdoor activities could result in a fine due
to lockdown restrictions. This snapshot provides some insight into the daily
firehose of information about ongoing risks relating to COVID-19 that
audiences of news were exposed to at the height of the first wave of infections.
Emerging from many of these stories are familiar patterns of problem framing:
representation of COVID-19 as a foreign threat emerging from cruise ships
that requires continued border vigilance; framing of assumedly irrational
publics hoarding toilet paper, and a focus
THE ADVERTISER, APRIL 6 2020.
on vulnerable and affected groups such as
©NEWS LTD/NEWSPIX
families with young children and frontline
healthcare workers.
Looking at examples of reporting on both health and economic issues, there is a difference in the
way the two categories are represented and framed as problems. In an example from the front page
of The Age in May,20 the paper highlighted predictions of over $130 billion federal budget deficits in
both 2020 and 2021, unemployment reaching 10% and the Reserve Bank being unable to stimulate
the economy due to already record low interest rates. The headline describes the predictions as
‘grim’. The Courier Mail lead its front page from the 18th of May with the headline ‘CRISIS POINT’.
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AUSTRALIA FLATTENS THE
CURVE

As shocking as the COVID-19 pandemic in Australia was, one of the most remarkable aspects of
the Australian experience was how quickly the first wave of the virus was brought under control.
From a peak at the end of March, Australia managed to bring daily new cases of COVID-19
down to double digits by the end of April. There were, nevertheless, some notable exceptions
that became major news issues. Australia’s aged care system, regulated and administered by
the federal government, was a key news story. An outbreak that commenced on April 11, when
a staff member at Sydney’s Newmarch House aged residential care facility, run by Anglicare,
developed over subsequent weeks to become one of Australia’s major clusters, resulting overall
in 71 infections and 17 deaths directly attributed to COVID-19.21 This was the first among several
outbreaks in aged care facilities in 2020, in what would become a major unfolding story. Beginning
with Newmarch House, the issue of outbreaks in residential aged care informed significant
examples of watchdog and investigative journalism that amplified the concerns and anguish
of families, whose anger was directed at both the management of institutions and the role of
government in managing the sector.22

ABC FOUR CORNERS, ‘NO WAY IN, NO WAY OUT’, 23 JUNE 2020 (SCREENSHOT) ©AUSTRALIAN BROADCASTING CORPORATION
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Notwithstanding significant outbreaks in aged care facilities, by early
May it was clear that, following early lockdowns, Australia had largely
‘flattened the curve’ in community transmission of COVID-19. This
raised new questions about what ‘COVID-normal’ should look like,
while the virus still spread uncontrolled in many countries around the
world. News reporting of the virus shifted significantly in the months that
followed. After an initial period of early consensus, in which the press
was relatively muted on state based and political rivalries, May through
July saw an increase in reporting on topics such as accountability and
blame (generally), and whether to keep state bordersopen or closed.
This changing climate was reflected in the front page of the Sydney
Morning Herald on 6 May. Alongside a large image of Prime Minister
Scott Morrison, the headline reported ‘PM pushes states to ease up’,
while a second story focused on an ‘’Infection breach’ at Newmarch’.
This encapsulated an emerging tension around the question of how
far and how fast restrictions, including border controls and restrictions
of patrons in bars, clubs and restaurants, should be eased. While the
Commonwealth government may have wanted to ‘push’ the easing of
restrictions, it was State Premiers who
THE SYDNEY MORNING HERALD,
had the power to decide how far and
6 MAY 2020. ©NINE MEDIA
how fast restrictions should ease – an
issue that became an enduring point
of tension through the year.
In June, the top 10 topics of reporting showed a shift in trends. Tracking the spread of the virus dropped significantly and
coverage of employment figures became the most reported issue with 41,971 items. JobKeeper and JobSeeker became more
prominent than reporting on medical treatment, and blame became a top ten issue with 6340 items (see Figure 14).
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FIGURE 14
TOP 10 TOPICS IN JUNE
(NUMBER OF ITEMS)
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Work from home

7,583

Medical treatment

7,319

Blame

6,340

Social distancing guidelines

5,951

For many news outlets June 2020 marked the apparent return
to ‘COVID-normal’. No one could know that less than a few
weeks after The Advertiser declared that South Australians
could go back to the pubs, their neighbours in Victoria would
be hit with their worst outbreak to date. The slow shift in news
media coverage in May and June, from consensus-driven to
increasingly partisan, appears to have impacted the way in
which the second wave of the virus was covered. The second
wave also disproportionately affected the state of Victoria,
so the degree of partisanship was further complicated by
historic, state-based rivalries (particularly between Victoria
and New South Wales). The shutting of the border between
New South Wales and Victoria in early July marked a
major turning point as coverage of state borders and blame
peaked in July and August. The second wave would not be
reported on in the same way as the first, and there would be
intervening topics that prompted Australian journalists to look
both outside of Australia and at politicians within who might
provide targets of blame.

THE ADVERTISER, 24 JUNE.
©NEWS LTD/NEWSPIX
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RETURNING TO
POLITICS AS USUAL

When a second outbreak of COVID-19 struck Victoria in July
of 2020 news that defeat had been snatched from the jaws
of victory amplified feelings of frustration. In a far cry from
March’s declarations of solidarity such as the NT News’ ‘WE
ARE ONE’ and The Herald Sun’s ‘FORTRESS AUSTRALIA’,
major mastheads began to break ranks as politicians made a
string of decisions to introduce a harder lockdown. COVID-19
was no longer a foreign threat. Reporting of China in relation
to the virus declined in July (see Figure 8), with journalists
instead framing the issue as a domestic problem. Inter-state
and political rivalries flared and political balkanisation started to
creep back in. As if to emphasise this new mode of reporting,
when NSW Premier Gladys Berejiklian moved to close the
border between New South Wales and Victoria on July 7,
The Herald Sun declared that Victoria had been ‘EXILED’,
while The Age coldly remarked that for Victoria there was
‘NO WAY OUT’. Simultaneously, examples of watchdog
journalism included reporting on the
HERALD SUN, 7 JULY 2020.
lockdown of Melbourne’s quarantined
©NEWS LTD/NEWSPIX
tower blocks that amplified criticism of
23
government.

THE GUARDIAN, 11 JULY 2020
(SCREENSHOT) ©THE GUARDIAN
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Our data suggests the political narrative of COVID-19 increasingly shifted to a discussion of
who might be to blame for the failure to keep the virus under check. Findings show that articles
covering issues relating to state borders surged to 7,718 items in July, with reporting on blame
reaching its peak in August with 9,809 items. Social distancing guidelines as a topic for reporting
continued to fall to less than 4,000 items in August but taking its place was reporting of masks and
vaccines, with 10,857 items published in August about potential COVID-19 vaccines. Reporting
on named rulebreakers was largely centred on July with 1,276 news items being published about
high-profile cases of quarantine breach or failure to follow COVID-19 restrictions amid Victoria’s
second wave. This coverage could be read as performing both an infortainment and civic role, in
that it largely presented adherence to rules as both a legal requirement and public norm.

FIGURE 15
REPORTING ON BLAME,
STATE BORDERS, SOCIAL
DISTANCING GUIDELINES
AND VACCINE (NUMBER
OF ITEMS)

14,000
12,000
10,000
8,000
6,000
4,000
2,000
0
Jan

Feb
Blame

Mar

Apr

May

State borders

Jun

Jul

Aug

Social distancing guidelines

Sep

Oct

Nov

Vaccine

The political dimensions played out in several significant topics of reporting. In August, the
conduct of the Aged Care Enquiry, following the major outbreak that had taken hold across
dozens of facilities in Victoria, saw that issue generate 3,608 news items. Coverage of the ongoing
inquiry into hotel quarantine peaked in September with 2,555 items published on the issue while
protests against Victoria’s restrictive stage 3 and 4 lockdown rules received the most coverage in
the same month with 2522 news items.
More broadly, the shift was from focusing on COVID-19 as a national threat to focusing on statebased politics, state-based responses to the virus and state-based health restrictions. As figure 16
shows, in national coverage of politicians the first half of the year was dominated by reporting that
mentioned Scott Morrison. However, coverage mentioning Victorian Premier Daniel Andrews
jumped from 5,738 items to 18,843 in one month and stayed at high levels until October. As this is
national data, it is particularly remarkable that Andrews was reported on far more prominently than
Australia’s Prime Minister in relation to COVID-19 for four months of the year.
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FIGURE 16
REPORTING OF STATE AND
FEDERAL POLITICIANS
(NUMBER OF ITEMS)
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The shift from COVID-19 as a national issue to a Victorian one was also reflected in news
coverage of health officers as sources of news. Among health officers, federal Chief Medical
Officer Brendan Murphy was the most prominently reported health official in the first wave of
the pandemic. However, between June and July reporting of Victoria’s Chief Health Officer
Brett Sutton surged to a peak of 5,084 articles published in July. Overall, in keeping with the
prominence of the Victorian second wave, Sutton received many times more coverage than any
other state medical officer in 2020.

FIGURE 17
REPORTING OF STATE AND
FEDERAL CHIEF HEALTH
OFFICERS (NUMBER OF
ITEMS)
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In many ways Daniel Andrews acted as a lightning rod
for political reporting on COVID-19 in the latter half of
2020. Lines of questioning began to emerge as to why
there had been a significant resurgence of the virus in
Melbourne while other cities had managed to keep cases
in check. On July 17, The Daily Telegraph wasn’t shy in
declaring that the return of COVID-19 in Victoria was a
‘DAN-MADE DISASTER’, accusing the premier directly
of failing to manage hotel quarantine and attempting
to avoid responsibility for the second wave. On August
25, The Herald Sun called the premier’s decision to
extend Victoria’s state of emergency a ‘grab for absolute
power’, while one of its top columnists declared that ‘NO
JOKE, DICTATOR DAN NOW A DANGER TO
DEMOCRACY’. A wider review of reporting suggests
that such direct accusations were a relatively uncommon,
though highly visible, line of coverage compared to the
bulk of reporting that focused on health and economic
issues.
THE DAILY TELEGRAPH, 17 JULY 2020.
©NEWS LTD/NEWSPIX

The early consensus marked by reporting of COVID-19 predominantly as a health issue requiring national unity and individual
responsibility nevertheless saw a marked decline. Instead, August through October saw a return to traditional news cycles
dominated by political issues as the most prominent matters of concern alongside reporting of measures being taken to ensure
an economic recovery and the creation of a vaccine. This was particularly the case for states that had escaped a significant
second outbreak of the virus. What began as a display of national unity that undoubtedly played a role in convincing the
Australian public to accept the need for social distancing guidelines, ended with a press looking inward, across state lines, seeking
answers for who was to blame for the second wave and its economic impacts.
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POSTSCRIPT
This report has provided an empirical overview and commentary on Australian coverage of
COVID-19 produced from January-November 2020, during what we initially considered might
be the most intense phase of the crisis. At time of writing, concluding this report in May 2021,
this assumption has proven to be sadly mistaken. Infections and deaths have continued to soar in
recent months, citizens remain stranded overseas, and international borders remain closed for the
foreseeable future. The pandemic is now devastating some of the world’s poorest countries, The
COVID-19 pandemic, and the challenging, transformative and terrible impacts it has produced,
thus continues to play out across both media and our daily lives. In retrospect, then, this report
provides a snapshot of how the pandemic was covered in its initial months, and how Australian
media interpreted and performed its role as the crisis unfolded.
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APPENDIX 1: THEMES, CATEGORIES AND TOPICS
APPLIED IN CONTENT CODING
Relevant news items were identified and coded using a combination of relevant search terms that were combined by using
Boolean operators. The table below illustrates how search terms were deployed to produce a sample of items for topics,
and how these were further sorted into categories and themes, as outlined in the methodology. It should be noted that this
table is presented for illustration purposes and provides a sample, rather than a comprehensive list, of search terms used.
Major Theme

Category

Topic

Sample keywords used to sort

All
Conflict

Coronavirus; covid19; COVID; ‘the pandemic’; OR ‘the virus’; AND
Event driven

Misinformation

Political

Social

Experience

Lockdown

Aged care inquiry

‘Aged care inquiry’; ‘inquiry into aged care’; ‘aged care royal commission’;
‘deaths in aged care’; etc.

Hotels inquiry

‘Hotel quarantine inquiry’; ‘inquiry into hotel quarantine’; etc.

Ruby Princess

‘Ruby Princess’

Tower blocks

‘Public housing lockdown’; ‘tower lockdown’ AND Melbourne; Flemington;

5G

5G; ‘Bill Gates’; microchip; etc.

Anti-vaccination

‘Vaccine injury’; ‘anti vaxx’; antivaxx; ‘anti vaccination’; etc.

Conspiracy

Conspiracy; conspiracies; etc.

Wuhan coronavirus

Wuhan AND lab; laboratory; ‘man made’; manmade; etc.

Blame

Blame; blamed; blaming; ‘their fault’; ‘the fault’; ‘his fault’; ‘her fault’; etc.

Borders and travel

‘Australian border’; ‘Australia’s borders’; ‘international travel’; etc.

Calls for resignations

‘Should resign’; ‘must resign’; ‘should quit’; ‘called for his/her resignation’; etc.

State borders

‘State border’; ‘Queensland border’; ‘Victorian border’; ‘West Australian border’;
etc.

Anti-lockdown
protestors

‘Anti lockdown protest’; ‘anti lockdown protests’; ‘anti lockdown activists’; etc.

Hoarding

‘Panic buying’; ‘empty shelves’; ‘emptied shelves’; hoarding; ‘buying limits’; etc.

Rulebreakers

‘Border bandits’; ‘Bunnings Karen’; ‘Eve black’; ‘Asher Faye Vander Sanden’; etc.

Superspreaders

Superspreader; superspreaders; superspreading; etc.

Home schooling

‘Home school’; ‘remote learning’; ‘learning from home’; ‘learning at home’;
‘home schooling’.

Lockdown hobbies

Lockdown AND hobbies

Mental health

‘Mental health’; anxiety; depression; ‘mental illness’; suicide; etc

Work from home

‘Work from home’; ‘working from home’; ‘remote work’; ‘home office’; etc.

Public transport

Public transport

‘Public transport’; trains; busses; etc.

Restaurants and
bars

Restaurants and bars

Restaurants; bars; pubs; cafes; eateries; etc.

Return to work

Return to work

‘Return to work’; ‘return to the office’; ‘return to offices’; etc.

Social
distancing

Handshaking

Handshake; ‘hand shaking’; ‘elbow bump’; ‘bump elbows’; ‘shake hands’; etc.

Mask wearing

Mask; masks; NOT ‘masks symptoms; mask symptoms’;
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Major Theme

Category

Topic

Sample keywords used to sort

Impacts

Future impacts on
public life (social/
economic)

Business outlook

‘Business growth’; ‘economic growth’; payroll; ‘interest rates’; recession; etc.
AND forecast; projected; outlook; etc.

Flight credits

‘Flight credits’; ‘flight credit’; ‘travel refund’; ‘refunds for travellers’; etc.

Future
employment
challenges

Unemployment; employment; underemployment; AND forecast; future;
outlook; projected; etc.

Travel bubble

‘Travel bubble’

Vaccine

Vaccine; AND trail; trials; development; testing; manufacturers; patent; etc.

Major sport events

‘AFL season’; ‘NRL season’; ‘AFL grand final’ ‘NRL grand final’; ‘Cricket
schedule’; ‘Super rugby season’; etc.

Medical treatment

Ventilator; ‘intensive care’; ‘ICU beds’; PPE; ‘field hospital’; ‘COVID-19 clinic’;
etc.

Stranded citizens

‘Stranded overseas’; ‘trying to return home’; ‘stuck overseas’; ‘trying to return to
Australia’; ‘in limbo overseas’; etc.

Business
confidence

‘Business confidence’

Employment
figures

Jobs; employment; unemployment; jobless; unemployed; employed; etc.

Jobseeker and
Jobkeeper

Jobkeeper; Jobseeker; J‘ ob keeper payment’; ‘job seeker payment’; etc.

Small business
re-opening

‘Small business’; ‘small businesses’; AND reopening; reopen; ‘restrictions lifted’;
opening; etc.

Small business
viability

‘Small business; ‘small businesses’; AND failing; fail; dying; hurting; struggling;
etc.

Case numbers

‘Case numbers’; ‘new infections’; ‘people infected’; ‘new cases’; ‘death toll’; etc.

Social distancing
guidelines

‘Social distancing guidelines’; ‘social distancing rules;’ ‘social distancing
recommendations’; etc.

Statistics

‘Infection rate’; ‘mortality rate’; etc.

Immediate
impacts on
public life (social/
economic)

Informational

Economy

Health

Tracking the spread ‘Contact tracing’; cluster; hotspot; outbreak; locally acquired; etc.
International news

Johnson diagnosis

‘Boris Johnson’; AND ‘tested positive’; hospitalised; etc.

Trump Diagnosis

‘Donald Trump’; AND ‘tested positive’; hospitalised; etc.

US Election

‘US election’; Trump AND Biden AND election; etc.

