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The Reality of the Swine Scare:  

Media Framing of the H1N1 Influenza 

 

 In a world already filled with danger, there is a new threat to the global population.  This 

threat ignores the boundaries between countries and continents; this threat has already forced 

United States’ President Barack Obama to declare a state of national emergency (The U.S. Office 

of the Press Secretary, 2009).  The World Health Organization, an organization within the United 

Nations, has acknowledged the danger this threat presents to the world (The Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention [CDC], 2009c).  But this danger is not terrorism or nuclear war; it is the 

new H1N1 pandemic, a type A influenza, which is more commonly referred to as swine flu. 

The H1N1 virus poses a serious threat to the global population's health, it often strikes 

without warning.  Sarah Vine (2009) observed that her symptoms ―came on very suddenly‖ and 

very violently, sending her to bed with a fever of 39.8° Celsius (approximately 103.64° 

Fahrenheit), a sore throat, and pain in the muscles of her arms and legs.  Despite the severe 

symptoms, H1N1 victims frequently write off the symptoms as causes of the seasonal influenza, 

just as the Henshaw family did when their son fell ill with what they believed was the regular flu 

(Khan & Adib, 2009).  Fortunately, when the Henshaws received word from their son's school 

that other students had tested positive for the virus, they had their own son tested, only to learn 

soon afterward that Tyler was also infected (Khan & Adib, 2009).  In spite of these threats, there 

are measures being taken to help stem the spread of the virus: quarantining those who have 

already fallen ill and those who may have already been exposed to the virus (Khan & Adib, 

2009); offering the controversial H1N1 flu vaccine (CDC, 2009b); and treating the symptoms of 

the ill with the anti-influenza medication Tamiflu (Vine, 2009).  
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The CDC reported that between April 15, 2009 and July 24, 2009 the United States saw 

43,771 confirmed cases (2009a). Throughout this time frame the media played a major role in 

how the word of the flu got out and how people would soon react. With growing access and 

greater prominence of the media, the impact it has on its viewers has also increased, which is 

seen in the case of the H1N1 influenza (Barnes, Hanson, Novilla, Meacham, McIntyre, & 

Erickson, 2008). Previous communication research has been conducted to identify the 

importance that the media maintains in society. Specifically the agenda setting theory examines 

the media’s influence, especially the framing of stories. Although past research has never looked 

into this particular incident, it has studied the effects that media has played in previous elections, 

campaigns, and candidates’ overall stance (Kim & McCombs, 2007).  

The purpose of this study is to look into how the media framed the issue of the H1N1 

influenza. By researching a new area, gaps from previous literature will be filled, as framing is 

examined in the front page sections of newspapers such as The New York Times, a national 

paper, and The Springfield News Leader, a regional newspaper. These two papers were chosen as 

artifacts for this study due to their difference in size and audience. Through the analysis of these 

newspapers and their use of the H1N1 topic, the framing of the media and the effects that it plays 

in society will be better understood and made known.  

H1N1 Influenza 

The H1N1 influenza, more commonly called swine flu, ―is a new flu virus of swine 

origin‖ (CDC, 2009c) that is actually capable of infecting humans.  Although there is hardly any 

evidence to support the claim, the virus is believed to spread in ways similar to the seasonal 

influenza, such as through coughs or sneezes of people ill with H1N1 or through touching an 

infected object and subsequently the mouth or nose (CDC, 2009c).  The Associated Press (2009) 
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first reported the H1N1 issue on April 21 with a story pertaining to the virus as it existed in 

Mexico at the time.  It soon began to spread from Mexico to other countries, so much to the point 

that the World Health Organization (WHO) raised the worldwide pandemic level in June 2009 

(CDC, 2009c).  According to the CDC (2009c), the declaration of the pandemic ―was a reflection 

of the spread of the new H1N1 virus, not the severity of illness caused by the virus.‖  As of July 

23, 2009, the World Health Organization decided that it was no longer necessary to count the 

number of confirmed cases because it was seen to be an inaccurate representation of the virus 

(CDC, 2009a). The number of individual cases only showed a fraction of the extent of the virus 

and was mistaken at times due to the fact that many of the symptoms are similar to that of the 

seasonal flu and common cold, including a fever, sore throat, body aches, cough, headache, 

chills, and fatigue (CDC, 2009a). 

As various headlines and reports began to appear throughout the media, the H1N1 virus 

also began to spread by reputation.  The CDC (2009a) reported in early May that traveling to 

Mexico was a common theme among those infected with H1N1 influenza.  As Swinford and 

Allen-Mills (2009) reported, the WHO was concerned about the possibility that the new strain of 

influenza might develop a resistance to Tamiflu, the drug most used to combat worldwide flu 

pandemics.  There are also worries of the flu strain's high level of contagiousness because of the 

potential of infecting a large number of people who would then be more likely to die from the 

illness (Swinford & Allen-Mills, 2009).  With such stories making headlines, it was not 

uncommon to infer an overall sense of inevitable panic.     

Agenda Setting Theory 

Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw, the founders of the agenda setting theory, 

identified it as ―the mass media’s ability to transfer the salience of issues on their news agenda to 
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the public agenda‖ (as cited in Hester & Gibson, 2007, p. 301). For decades, this theory has been 

applied to various aspects of daily lives and issues with the hopes of showing the capabilities of 

the media.  

 The agenda setting theory started off with the focus of how the media directs attention to 

issues based on the prominence it provides. As research continued, it was determined that this 

was not inclusive for all of the aspects in which the media may set the agenda. This resulted in 

the creation of the various aspects of agenda setting. Weaver (2007) identified four main aspects 

of the agenda setting theory: first level agenda setting, second level agenda setting, framing, and 

priming. Each concept represents a part of the theory in a slightly different manner. 

The first-level of agenda setting is based off of the original creation of the theory which 

focuses on the prominence of issues presented. Looking into what issues are being reported, 

first level agenda setting creates a base from which one’s perceived importance is determined. 

This focus points out that ―the more coverage an issue receives, the further up the agenda it 

supposedly moves‖ (Jasperson, Watts, Faber, & Fan, 1998, p. 205). First-level agenda setting 

excludes coverage within an issue and centers its research on the importance set by the media.  

Fahmy and Johnson (2007) have found that individuals gauge their concerns based on 

the issues predominance in the media, which is seen using first-level agenda setting. The more 

important the news says something is, the higher the concern will be for the public. Barnes et al. 

(2008) applied the agenda setting theory to the national coverage of Hurricane Katrina and the 

public’s response. What these researchers found was that the media focused their stories on the 

government and their response while constantly overlooking the communities and their low 

levels of preparedness for this oncoming storm (Barnes, et al., 2008). In their study they 

mention how the media ―does not reflect reality but, rather, filters and shapes it‖ (Barnes, et al., 



The Swine Scare     6 

 

2008, p. 605). With this evidence, it is seen how the agenda setting theory works 

subconsciously. 

Second level agenda setting focuses on the salience of the attributes of the issues. At this 

level, there is more room for personal interpretation (Weaver, 2007). The second level agenda 

setting deals with one’s associations and attitudes and how that moves on to impact their 

opinion (Griffin, 2009). At this level, research is conducted to see how the media selects and 

passes on attributes to the audience (Jasperson et al., 1998). Kim and McCombs (2007) studied 

how the news’ descriptions of political candidates would impact the public’s opinion of these 

candidates, finding that the media’s positive or negative tone toward certain candidates was 

relayed onto the audience so those candidates were perceived in a similar fashion. 

Framing is when one is ―to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them 

more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem‖ 

(Weaver, 2007, p. 144). Tankard mentions how framing is all about the media’s ―selection, 

emphasis, elaboration, and exclusion‖ (as cited in Griffin, 2009, p. 364). These four 

characteristics have the ability to completely change a story or how one is perceived through the 

addition or subtraction of information; however, it is up to the media as to what reaches the 

public. This aspect of agenda setting recognizes how the media will ―alter the public’s 

understanding of the issue and the importance they assign to it‖ (Jasperson et al., 1998, p. 206). 

Past research that has involved media framing includes political campaigns and elections; it has 

been found that in order to have a ―political‖ impact of any sort, then high profile media 

coverage was required (McLaughlin & Neal, 2004). Supporting this, Boydstun (2006) reports 

that how a topic is framed has a strong correlation with how much attention that particular topic 

will receive overall. 
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Lastly, priming is the focus on just how strongly a topic is represented in the media 

(Weaver, 2007). Priming is characterized as ―making certain issues more salient and more likely 

to be accessed in forming opinions‖ (Weaver, 2007, p. 145). In sum, priming is an extension of 

agenda setting, addressing the impact of the news and their salience (Kim & McCombs, 2007). 

Jasperson et al. (1998) found that the greater amount of information the greater level of 

importance there seems to be on that particular subject and focused on how the media has 

affected the federal budget deficit by their priming techniques. 

Miller (2007) looked into the role of one’s emotions and how this may affect the sway 

that the media has on part of its audience. This analysis incorporated all of the aspects of the 

agenda setting theory; in this study Miller looked at how much dominance one allows their 

memory and current knowledge to have over what the media is telling them. She found that 

people are not likely to take the information from the news, process it with their memory, and 

arrive at a judgment but will instead take it as they hear it without any questions asked. This 

shows how dominant the media can be and how the public allows this to happen, showing the 

agenda setting theory at work.   

 With all of the various research pertaining to agenda setting, it is appropriate to apply 

this theory to the H1N1 pandemic and how the media is portraying the story. To date, agenda 

setting has been very rarely been applied to an issue such as the H1N1 influenza. The 

application of this theory will bring out the importance of the issue as well as the possible 

falsification that the media relays on to the public. Through the completion of this study, there 

will no longer be a rare area in which media framing of pandemics is excluded.  

RQ1: What types of media framing methods were used? 
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Method 

For the purpose of this study, all articles regarding the H1N1 influenza that appeared on 

the front pages of both The Springfield News-Leader and The New York Times between April 21 

and July 23, 2009, were analyzed using content analysis. A total of nineteen articles were 

analyzed, twelve from the New York Times and seven from The Springfield News-Leader. The 

dates enclosing the time period for analysis were chosen for the following reasons: April 21 

marks the first time the H1N1 virus was reported in the media (Stobbe, 2009); it was announced 

on July 23 that the World Health Organization would no longer report individual cases of the 

H1N1 virus, opting instead to ―provide regular updates about newly affected countries in order to 

track and document the pandemic‖ (Loschiavo, 2009).   

The newspapers that have been analyzed were specially chosen.  The Springfield News-

Leader is a regional newspaper serving the city of Springfield as well as the southwest region of 

Missouri. The New York Times is a nationally circulated newspaper whose daily circulation as of 

October 2009 was 928,000 and whose Sunday circulation was 1,451, 233 (Perez-Pena, 2009b).  

It was chosen for its popularity among its readers, having had the most popular American 

newspaper website in December of 2008 (Rueters, 2009), and for its award-winning history, a 

ninety-two year period dating back to 1917 in which it has won 101 Pulitzer Prizes, 5 of them for 

2009 (Perez-Pena, 2009a). 

Through this study, four major aspects of each story were studied. These aspects included 

the article’s location on the front page, the terminology used throughout the headlines and 

stories, the tone of each article, and the geographic focus of the stories. The purpose for isolating 

front page stories is based on the belief that front page stories are considered the most important 

for the audience. These areas that have been examined each play a role in the way the media 
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creates prominence for its audience. Cohen stated, ―The press may not be successful in telling its 

readers what to think, but it is stunningly successful in telling its readers what to think about‖ (as 

cited in Hester & Gibson, 2007, p. 301). Through the placement and overall structure of a story, 

the media is able to tell its readers what to think about, which will be revealed in the findings 

section of this paper.  

Findings 

The content analysis of nineteen front page articles was conducted to see how the 

newspaper media framed the H1N1 virus. The results from this analysis are described in detail 

below. 

Articles’ Location on Front Page 

 Out of the nineteen articles reviewed in this study, each article’s location on the front 

page was noted. The Springfield News Leader placed all their stories regarding H1N1 in the 

center of the page, with only one exception. This exception appeared on the right hand column 

on May 3, 2009. In addition, it was noted that from May 2, 2009, articles still appearing on the 

center of the page were then seen on the lower portion of the paper instead of the top half.  

 In comparison, The New York Times predominately placed their articles regarding H1N1 

in columns on either the right or left sides of the paper. Of the twelve articles examined in this 

analysis, only two appeared in the center of the paper. Other stories were displayed on the sides 

and bottom of the pages, suggesting a lower level of significance on the issue.  

 These findings show that throughout the extent of the H1N1 virus reports, the dominance 

of the issue seemed to fade throughout the analysis period.  

Terminology: Swine Flu vs. H1N1  
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 Another item examined in this study was the use of the term ―swine flu‖ versus the use of 

the scientific name H1N1. This research has shown that The Springfield News Leader and The 

New York Times both used the term ―swine flu‖ much more than H1N1. In fact The Springfield 

News Leader only used H1N1 in the headline of one article. Throughout the articles, H1N1 was 

used a total of nine times in The Springfield News Leader articles as opposed to twice in the 

twelve New York Times stories.  

 The use of the popular term swine flu was used significantly more. Swine flu was used in 

six of the seven headlines of The Springfield News Leader and was used in all of the headlines 

observed for The New York Times. Looking into the content of the articles, it was determined that 

swine flu was mentioned a total of forty-three times throughout these seven News Leader 

articles.  The New York Times also used the term swine flu more frequently throughout its twelve 

articles, with a total of fifty-three mentions of swine flu; it is evident that the media favored the 

term swine flu.  

Tone & Attributes 

 For further analysis, the tone and subject matter of each article was examined, to 

determine if the chosen media mentioned H1N1 in a negative manner or if they chose to take an 

optimistic look into the situation. This is based off the article’s tone and focus, specifically 

whether or not prevention or casualties were mentioned. 

 Of the seven articles examined in The Springfield News Leader only, two focused on 

preventative measures and downplayed the severity of the issue. However, the focus of the 

remaining five was on fear-evoking topics such as causalities and extreme cases of quarantining. 

The New York Times displayed two positive articles throughout the time period examined. Those 

articles, published on April 28 and May 4, 2009 were both set to ease the fears of the public, 
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stating that the issue was ―being controlled‖. In contrast however, the ten remaining articles took 

a negative spin on the issue, speaking solely of deaths, panic, and the state of emergency being 

experienced.  

Focus of Attention 

 Throughout this study, the article’s focus on location – primarily national or international 

– was also noted. It was seen that fourteen of the articles based their stories around cases within 

the United States. The remaining five articles set their stories around cases internationally, 

predominantly in Mexico during this time frame. Three of those five were from The New York 

Times and the remaining two were from The Springfield News Leader.  

Discussion 

  The results of this study demonstrate the negative framing of the H1N1 influenza in The 

Springfield News Leader and The New York Times. Overall, these two newspapers presented the 

negativity of the H1N1 virus, but in contrast the significance of the issue was portrayed 

differently by each newspaper.  

 With regards to the article’s location on the front page The Springfield News Leader 

seemed to give more prominence and importance to the H1N1 virus compared to The New York 

Times. The Springfield News Leader repeatedly displayed the articles in the center of the front 

page, where it is more likely to catch the eyes of the readers. These stories were often presented 

as the dominant story, with the most substantial and boldest headlines. Contrary to this, however, 

The New York Times was far more likely to literally put the story off to the side, as the majority 

of their H1N1 stories were found in marginalized columns. These locations made it far less likely 

for a reader to choose that particular article to examine first. From these findings it is evident that 
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the regional Springfield News Leader appeared to make a more conscious effort to publicize the 

importance of the issue to its readers.  

 Terminology also played a part in the way that the issue was framed. The articles 

examined show that the term H1N1 was used slightly more frequently in the later articles, 

however when the virus was first being publicized, the phrase ―swine flu‖ was used more often. 

The Springfield News Leader and The New York Times used the term swine flu far more 

frequently than H1N1. By using the term swine flu the articles were far more likely to instill 

worries and misconceptions regarding the virus. The Springfield News Leader used the term 

swine flu in their headlines in six of the seven articles reviewed, compared to The New York 

Times which used the term in all twelve of its article headlines. 

 Furthermore, both newspapers continued the use of this term throughout the stories. The 

Springfield News Leader mentioned ―swine flu‖ a total of forty-three times in seven articles and 

only referred to the virus as H1N1 nine times. The New York Times used the term ―swine flu‖ for 

a total of fifty-three times throughout their stories, while referencing H1N1 only twice. Through 

the repeated citing of the phrase swine flu readers are more prone to accept the perceptions 

constantly presented to them. This very well may be the intentions of the media. As McCombs 

and Shaw noted, ―the media may not only tell us what to think about, they also may tell us how 

and what to think about it‖ (as cited in Griffin, 2009, p. 366).  

 The overall tone and optimism of the articles were also very important in determining 

how the newspapers framed the H1N1 pandemic. By printing front-page articles that collectively 

emphasized the pandemic’s severity, The Springfield News Leader and The New York Times may 

have actually invoked panic in their readers. When the majority of H1N1 stories discussed the 

growing number of cases and the growing number of deaths, it is far more likely that the issue 
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alarmed its intended audience. Of all the articles examined, only four (two from The News 

Leader and two from The Times) attempted to put readers at ease by discussing what 

preventative measures were being taken and by assuring the audience that the H1N1 pandemic 

was under control.  

 In addition to these elements it was also important to look into the location that these 

articles focused on to see whether or not proximity was established. Through focusing on stories 

that relate closely to the audience, importance is created, making not only the story and issue 

matter but also resulting in the selling of newspapers. In focusing mainly on U.S. cases or deaths 

from H1N1, both The News Leader and The Times seemed to attempt to draw in an audience by 

implying that H1N1 could happen to them or someone they know sooner than expected. The 

features of the majority of the stories were related to cases within the nation and the severity that 

had occurred, therefore relating the stories to the intended audience.  

 The elements of media framing include the media’s ―selection, emphasis, elaboration, 

and exclusion‖ in a story (Griffin, 2009, p. 364). These elements, used to frame H1N1 as well as 

other issues seen in past research, play a significant role in the agenda setting theory. The results 

of this study follow the pattern from results in the past, showing that the media does have the 

ability to shape the public opinion, depending on how issues are presented. With this analysis, it 

was noted how the information regarding H1N1 was presented and how this directly related to 

the negative, fearful connotation that occurred toward the subject. Bennett stated that the ―media 

pays the greatest attention to issues that are most easily dramatized through emphasis of crisis‖ 

(as cited in Shih, Wijaya, & Brossard, 2008, p. 5). With this support from previous scholars, it 

holds true that crisis was created based on the media’s grasping attention to the subject. 
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 There are two major limitations to this study: the specific locations of the articles 

examined, as well as the time frame scrutinized. The specific locations of the articles examined 

were limited to the front page of the newspapers. It was noted however, that as time progressed 

the issue began to appear more on inside pages of the paper rather than headlining the daily 

newspaper. It seemed as though the articles within the paper had a larger percentage of the page 

dedicated to the issue. In addition, the time frame that was studied limited the epidemic’s overall 

development. A wider time frame would have provided an opportunity to compare the way that 

the topic was framed in the beginning and the end, rather than looking into a three month span. 

This broader view would have provided various views that the media may have been wishing to 

portray. 

 One major implication was found, that being the unprecedented application of the agenda 

setting theory to an epidemic. This is vital to communication research because it allows others to 

see the various ways in which the media may be impacting public opinion. This may, in fact, 

occur because the media so frequently influences its audience’s thoughts about an issue, and the 

audience may actually never intend to question or criticize the media’s message. Through this 

study, it may be seen that the media’s framing methods should be noted as stories are presented.  

 In addition to the topics covered in this analysis, there are also numerous areas with great 

potential for future research. These areas include the comparison of this study’s results with 

opinion polls over the same issues; the examining of the visual framing of the H1N1 pandemic; 

the role that the internet has played in the issue’s presentation, as well as an in depth 

concentration of the application of the communication standpoint theory. Through similar 

research, it might be possible to avoid negatively framing an already-negative issue as was seen 

in the 2009 pandemic of the H1N1 influenza.  
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