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MEDIA FRAMING ON COVID-19 BOOSTER SHOTS NEWS  REPORTING IN MALAYSIA: A CONTENT ANALYSIS OF THE STAR 



ONLINE  


Lim Lai Hoon 


ABSTRACT 


As of May 2022, the death toll of the Covid-19 pandemic in Malaysia reached more than 35,000. 


To  battle  the  pandemic,  since  February  2021,  Malaysia  accelerated  its  vaccination  program 
 nationwide and has become one of the countries with the highest vaccination rate. However, the 
 new Omicron variant set the alarm to the country again for a new wave is approaching. People in 
 the country who have completed two doses of the Covid-19 vaccine were urged for the booster 
 shot. As most people get to know public health and policy information  from mediated sources, 
 news media play a crucial role in communicating the importance and the urgency of booster shots. 


This study examined the salient news themes and the media framing on booster shot news reporting 
 in the highest circulated newspaper in Malaysia, The Star Online. The news about booster shots 
 were  content  analysed  from  1  August  to  31  December  2021  where  the  extensive  stories  were 
 covered within these 5 months. This study aimed to advance knowledge on Covid-19 booster shot 
 news coverage from a framing perspective. Based on the principle that media have a momentous 
 effect, frames enable audiences to discover a particular point of view in a given situation that was 
 set more noticeably. It takes an inductive approach to the analysis. The findings revealed vaccine 
 information is the dominant news theme where the framing generally carried an urging tone. It 
 concluded media framing of the Covid-19 booster shot transformed the infodemic into informing, 
 assuring, and urging modes in confronting the new wave of a health crisis. 


Keywords: Media framing, Covid-19 booster shots, news reporting, content analysis, online news 


INTRODUCTION


Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19), which took the world by surprise, has killed more than 
6.24 million people worldwide since it was first identified in Wuhan, China in December 2019 
(World Health Organisation, 2022). It emerged as one of the utmost community health threats in 
human history which has proven that the global health system is still vulnerable (Gever & Ezeah, 
2020). Unlike other pandemics such as Ebola and H1N1, the media has largely highlighted Covid-
19 as an exceptional menace that amplifies momentous concern for global public health hazards 
(Zhou, et al, 2020; Apuke & Bahiyah, 2020). Malaysia, just like many other countries around the 
globe, is not spared from the scourge of the pandemic. As of May 2022, the death toll of the Covid-
19  pandemic  in  Malaysia  exceeded  35,000.  At  its  peak,  the  pandemic  cases  in  the  country 
surpassed  32,000  dailies.  In  the  effort  to  curb  the  spread  of  the  pandemic,  the  Malaysian 
government  accelerated  its  vaccination  programme  nationwide  and  has  become  one  of  the 
countries  with  the  highest  vaccination  rate  (Malaysia  Ministry  of  Health,  2022).  Malaysia  was 
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relieved  observing  the  gradually-dropped  cases  and  the  death  toll  from  October  2021  onwards 
 when the vaccination rate reached 90 percent of its adult population.  


However, with the emergence of the new Omicron variant, the country faced a new wave 
 of  threats.  The  Malaysian  government  strongly  encouraged  people  in  the  country  who  have 
 completed two doses of the Covid-19 vaccine for the booster shot uptake. Many were in doubt 
 about the necessity of the booster shot, especially within such a short period. As most people get 
 to know public health and policy information from mediated sources, news media become one of 
 the most veritable channels of information on the Covid-19 pandemic, as well as the ‘window’ in 
 communicating  the  urgency  and  importance  of  booster  shots  to  the  audiences  (Nulman,  2022; 


Kiptinness & Okoye, 2021; Aderogba, 2021).  


The audience’s reaction and behaviour is usually a reflection of the media representation 
 of the event. News media coverage of booster shots sets the agenda of public debate and determines 
 the  reaction  of  the  public.  It  impacts  how  the  people  comprehend  and  possibly  respond  to  the 
 mediated messages, eventually affecting the booster shot vaccination rate in the country (Kim & 


Noriega, 2020; Andre et al, 2008; Meijer & Kormelink, 2021, Palm, Bolsen & Kingsland, 2021; 


Gever  &  Ezeah,  2020).  As  this  outbreak  is  unique  with  a  sense  of  urgency,  good  delivery  of 
 messages by the media is pertinent (Nwakpu et al, 2022). Sudharsanan, et al (2021) indicated how 
 medical risks are framed in news media gives an impact on people’s perception and behaviour. 


Negative beliefs about vaccination, including booster shots, are linked with inadequate knowledge 
 of the associated risks. Studies showed that the amount of media coverage goes in line with the 
 public’s level of vaccine knowledge and thus in the changes of vaccination behaviour (Ma et al, 
 2006; Kelly, et al, 2009; Lazic & Zezelj, 2021).  


Wan Norshira (2020) asserted it is  very important  for the news media to emphasise the 
 urgency  and  importance  of  vaccination  against  Covid-19.  Positive  coverage  of  the  urgency  of 
 vaccination can create public awareness and thus promote vaccination compliance. As compared 
 to other contagious diseases, Covid-19 vaccination, including the booster shots faced substantial 
 barriers in public acceptance, especially in the aspect of safety and efficacy (Hornsey et al., 2018). 


Thus, news coverage plays a central role during health emergencies as it frames risks to readers, 
 as well as ties health professionals, policymakers, and the populace in critical ways during the time 
 of uncertainty (Mach et al, 2021; Laing, 2011; Hoffman & Justicz, 2016). News media coverage 
 can educate the public on the risk of this pandemic and the importance of booster shots through 
 frequent reporting, recommendations on appropriate health behaviour, and suggestion for policy 
 (Gever & Ezeah, 2020). 


It is crucial to know how information the Malaysian public receives about booster shots 
ultimately shape their decisions on whether to get the extra dose or not, especially when people 
were still wondering if there are any long-term side- or hidden-effect of the first two doses they 
have  taken.  Therefore,  messages  that  revealed  all  the  relevant  information  about  extra  doses 
against Covid-19 and its success in curbing the spread of the virus may increase the willingness to 
take the booster. News media, through the content, the frequency of news reporting, and the tone 
in writing, play a vital role in communicating public health and societal risks of a pandemic. It 
shaped  public  opinion  and  established  accountability  for  influencing  people’s  booster  shot 
vaccination attitude, intention and even for making an informed decision for the uptakes, for the 
many years to come (Reintjes et al, 2016; Klemm et al, 2016;). This study is important to pave the 
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way for a better understanding of how the policymaker could craft effective interventions on media 
 that promote booster uptake. 


There were numerous studies on the media reportage on the Covid-19 pandemic since its 
 outbreak, however, as the new variants emerged and the vaccination program is ongoing, it has 
 been  insufficient  scholarly  attention  on  the  media  framing  of  booster  shots  in  the  context  of 
 realistic  news  setting.  Therefore,  additional  work  is  needed  to  fill  this  lacuna  in  the  existing 
 literature  on  media  framing  of  the  necessitated  booster  shots,  especially  when  the  Covid-19 
 outbreak is on the rise due to the novel variants. A better understanding of the news frames in this 
 context, would lead to a better adjustment to the public sentiment and increase the public health 
 authority’s  capability  in  adapting  the  suitable  communication  strategies  in  curbing  the  future 
 pandemic, not limited to Covid-19.  


In this study, the broad objectives were to determine how the media in Malaysia framed 
 Covid-19  booster  shots  in  news  reporting.  The  specific  objectives  were  to  ascertain  the  media 
 coverage of the themes  and the key spokesperson in  the sampled newspapers.  Guided by these 
 objectives, this study examined the salient news themes and the media framing on booster shot 
 news reporting in the highest circulated newspaper in Malaysia, The Star Online. When it comes 
 to public health that involves life and death, it is also crucial to determine who to trust and distrust. 


Therefore,  dominant  news  sources  were  also  investigated  in  this  study.  This  study  aimed  to 
 advance knowledge on Covid-19 booster shot news coverage from a framing perspective. Based 
 on  the  principle  that  media  have  a  momentous  effect,  frames  enable  audiences  to  discover  or 
 recognise a particular point of view in a given situation that was set more noticeably. The following 
 research questions guided this study: 


RQ1: What are the salient news themes in Covid-19 booster shot stories in The Star Online? 


RQ2: What are the dominant news sources of Covid-19 booster shot stories in The Star  
 Online? 


RQ3: How did The Star Online frame the Covid-19 booster shot stories? 


REVIEW OF LITERATURE 


While the world unexpectedly found itself amid of COVID-19 pandemic that it did not prepare 
for, the haste of vaccine progress, manufacture, and mass rollout has been accelerated, leading to 
the concerns if this is going to be an ongoing program for the years to come. As the transmission 
of new variants continues around the world, the critical need for booster shots increased concerns 
about  their necessity,  safety,  and  efficacy (Dubé  &  MacDonald, 2020;  Lurie, Saville, Hatchett, 
Halton, 2020). News media become a sensible and credible source for vaccination. News media 
communicate  health-related  information,  such  as  booster  shots  vaccination,  more  effective  and 
faster in reaching the public as compared to physical meetings with the health practitioners (Wan 
Norshira, et al, 2020). Scholars argued that, to a large extent, the mass media are likely to influence 
health-related attitudes and perceptions on vaccination. Positive coverage of the importance and 
urgency of vaccination could help in creating awareness of the pandemic risk, as well as to promote 
vaccination  compliance  (DeVreese,  2005;  Yanovitzky,  2002;  Chong  &  Druckman,  2007;  Wan 
Norshira,  et  al,  2020).  Vaccination  behaviour  changes  accorded  with  the  amount  of  media 
coverage and the public’s general knowledge of the vaccine (Ma et al, 2006; Kelly et al. 2009; 
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McQuail (2010) emphasized how content is presented implies that the media engages in 
 framing  practices.  Framing  effects  are  significant  in  the  aspect  of  information  processing. 


Perceptions about vaccines were dominantly dependent on the ways media relay the information 
 to the audiences (Nan et al, 2018). When framing is involved, media introduces value judgment 
 and bias. Through framing, the media could affect how the general public and policymakers think 
 about  an  event,  including  health  and  vaccine-related  information,  and  thus  trigger  behaviour 
 change (Dannetun et al., 2005; Evans et al., 2001; Guillaume & Bath, 2004; Chong & Druckman, 
 2007; Yanovitzky, 2002). The media angles of presentation induce an attitudinal response and lead 
 to  behavioural  changes.  Insufficient  knowledge  on  associated  risks  of  vaccination,  negative 
 beliefs,  and  miscommunication  may  prevent  the  execution  of  pro-booster  shots  vaccination 
 policies.  


In  a  recent  experiment  conducted  on  framing  effects  of  vaccine  hesitancy  among  Saudi 
 women, it found that the media use of language has a significant impact on people’s reactions and 
 may increase the public’s hesitance to get the vaccine (Ahmed & Reem, 2021). It hypothesized 
 that  the  willingness  of  the  general  public  in  getting  Covid-19  vaccination  depends  on  how  the 
 framing  is  presented  in  mass  media.  Boucher  et  al  (2021)  found  attitudes  toward  vaccines  are 
 significantly determined by the information obtained from social media with specific themes on 
 safety,  efficacy,  freedom,  and  trust  in  the  institution.  This  went  in  line  with  another  study  that 
 evaluated vaccine hesitancy through content  analysis of tweets  in  Canada. The study identified 
 major  themes  in  tweets  including  safety,  knowledge  deficit,  suspicion  of  economic  or  political 
 motivation,  lack  of  liability  from  pharmaceutical  companies,  and  opinions  of  authority  figures 
 (Griffith, Marani & Monkman, 2021; Boucher, et al, 2021). A Malaysian study that examined the 
 coverage of Covid-19 vaccination in the Malay newspapers revealed that vaccination is typically 
 seen  as  reported  news  rather  than  an  issue  to  be  emphasized  and  highlighted.  Therefore,  more 
 media coverage is crucial to increase awareness of the effect of vaccination on public health. (Wan 
 Norshira, Shafizan, Nkira & Mohd Helmi, 2020). Mass media played a crucial role in enlightening 
 the populace. Chaiuk & Dunaievska (2020) revealed that fear emanated from the British press did 
 help in communicating the risk of the pandemic at curbing the spread of the disease.  


In a study that investigated the negativity in online news coverage of vaccination rates in 
Serbia, Lazić, A., & Zezelj (2021) pointed framing vaccination rates negatively, through simple 
attribute  frames  and  imprecise  descriptions,  could  discourage  vaccination  among  the  public.  If 
vaccination is encouraged, the news stories should be framed positively or not to frame them at 
all.  In  a  study  of  Nigeria's  media  framing  of  coronavirus  pandemic  and  audience  response, 
Nwakpu,  Ezema  &  Ogbodo  (2020)  found  continuous  reportage  of  Covid-19  and  frequent 
embracing of fatality frame in the reports were effective in creating awareness about preventive 
and safety measures as public fear was accentuated. In the study of news media coverage of Covid-
19 public health and policy information, Mach et al. (2021) found disease risks or the efficacy of 
protective measures  would  not  be successfully communicated if the pandemic-related  coverage 
was  of  low  scientific  quality,  thus  constraining  the  feasibility  of  directing  government  action 
among policymakers, as well as to inform individuals making a health decision. It concluded that 
media representations of complex epidemiological science influence public perceptions of health 
emergencies and associated policy discourse. 



(5)118 


In the context of the Covid-19 pandemic, Hamleers (2021) confirmed the effect of positive 
 and  negative  frames  on  promoted  support  for  risk-aversion  interventions  or  risk  aversive 
 alternatives. However, Sanders et al. (2021) revealed opposite findings in the study where there 
 was no significant difference in people’s reasoning for complying with public health guidelines 
 upon  exposure  to  ‘loss’  and  ‘gain’  frames  in  the  media  reporting.  Studies  found  that  vaccine 
 hesitancy in  Africa can  be critically linked to  the media's  influence on potential side effects.  It 
 indicated that media is influential in public understanding of public health risks and emergencies 
 during  the  pandemic  outbreak,  impact,  transmission,  and  remedies.  Trust  increased  when  the 
 media clearly explained the benefits and potential side effects of vaccination (Hou, et al, 2021; 


Mtewa, et al, 2021; Sheku, et al, 2021). Abhyankar et al. (2008) indicated that gain-loss frames 
 are consequential to persuasion. It looked at the relative persuasiveness of frames that examined 
 the ‘gains’ of compliance as opposed to ‘loss’ for not taking any action and non-compliance. A 
 loss-framed  message  increased  intention  for  vaccination,  as  well  as  the  belief  about  vaccine 
 efficacy.  Optimists  are  more  receptive  to  ‘loss’  frames  when  they  experience  a  high  level  of 
 uncertainty whereas gain frames are more appealing under the condition of low uncertainty. 


Masele (2021) in Ethiopia found there is a high correlation between media exposure and 
 vaccination rate where people who accessed mainstream conventional media as the main sources 
 of information for the Coronavirus disease are more receptive to vaccination. How medical risks 
 are framed and presented can influence the perception and behaviour of the populace, and thus 
 will impact the public’s willingness to be vaccinated. The future effort to increase the vaccination 
 rate is also closely linked with people’s media exposure to Covid-19 information (Sudharsanan, et 
 al,  2021).  Scientific  misinformation  on  media  seems  to  be  a  challenge  to  vaccine  uptake  in 
 combatting the pandemic (Rutjens et al, 2021).   


This is very different from the newspaper report on the Covid-19 pandemic in the early 
 stage before the advent of an effective vaccine. Apuke and Omar (2020) found in their study that 
 the most common topics covered in Nigeria's newspapers were the number of cases, death rates, 
 and Nigeria’s preparedness. Sparingly, public sensitisation and education were covered. However, 
 the coverage was mostly straight news reporting and was not in-depth. In conveying importance 
 to certain aspects of an event, news source plays a crucial role. When content analysed newspapers 
 and television on the disease issues in America from March to May 2020, Hart et al (2020) showed 
 politicians were featured more often than the scientist. At times politics may affect the truthfulness 
 in the reporting since many of the stories are quoted from government officials, such as the house 
 of representatives’ members, ministers, senators, and political spokespeople (Gever, 2019; Apuke 


& Omar, 2020). Palm et al (2021) and Mheidley & Fares (2020) demonstrated that media reporting 
 on  the  safety  and  efficacy  of  an  approved  vaccine  increases  the  willingness  of  vaccine  uptake 
 among individuals, and even shapes their decisions on taking or not to take a vaccine. Frequent 
 reporting of other Americans who take the vaccine is also an effective way to promote vaccine 
 attitude and uptakes   


Another study on enumerating online news media coverage of the Covid-19 pandemic at 
the early stage by using text mining suggested that the coverage was largely heterogeneous, with 
numerous  themes  contributing  to  the  totality  of  messaging.  The  three  most  negative  themes 
highlighted in  the Covid-19 pandemic reporting included fear, crisis,  and  death.  The latter was 
mentioned with high frequency. It was concluded that there was a substantial quantity of negative 
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news  that  contributed  to  overall  reporting  negativity  in  the  early  stage  of  pandemic  reporting 
 (Krawczyk, et. al., 2021).  


On the other hand, Aderogba (2021) found the salient themes of Covid-19 media coverage 
 while it emerged as the ravaging pandemic that shaking the world was more focused on the effect 
 on the economy. The media reporting was less concerned about the vaccine development, testing, 
 isolation, treatment, and the state of the health facility. Qian Liu et al (2020) in examining health 
 communication  through  news  media  during  the  early  stage  of  the  Covid-19  outbreak  in  China 
 pointed out that the key themes of the content are mainly emphasise on the greater society than the 
 individuals.  Media  reporting  on  clinic  and  medicine  choices  and  detection,  and  instructions  on 
 personal prevention and are lag behind. It mainly focused on the themes such as medical treatment, 
 control  procedures,  and  research.  Kiptinness  &  Okoye  (2021)  found  newspapers  in  Kenya 
 employed a variety of frames, predominantly basic and social frames where Coronavirus is either 
 depicted as a national crisis or a global threat. The reporting triggered different response strategies 
 taken by the government – sensitising the public about the virus or treating the information with 
 levity. 


Caron (2021, p.2) argued that how government engages the populace about the pandemic 
 and how people responded to the communicated messages are closely “related to political authority 
 and community spirit”. In other words, government serves as an authoritative and dominant voices 
 for  assurance  and  direction  during  the  outbreak.  While  panic  tends  to  be  the  default  response, 
 Southwell et  al  (2020)  reminded us that effective communication is  crucial for people’s better 
 understanding  in  curbing  the  spread.  Infodemic,  during  this  critical  pandemic  time,  could  also 
 confuse  and  harm  people  who  encounter  it  if  the  media  carry  an  overabundance  of  misleading 
 information. It undermined the public’s ability in making informed health risk decisions (Levy et 
 al, 2021; Wright, 2020; Kiptinness & Okoye, 2021; Culloty & Suiter, 2021). Media play a central 
 role in delivering timely information to the public in which the information could be relied on for 
 action. Media also serves as a credible public sphere to engage citizens on how to defeat the virus 
 during the pandemic (Hart et al, 2020; Manganello et al, 2020).  


Media framing patterns in media reporting did leave an impact on the audience’s mental 
 well  beings  (Zheng  et  al,  2020).  Dong  and  Zheng  (2020)  concluded  that  the  sensationalised 
 reporting on Covid-19 triggered fear and panic among audiences. This was consistent with Hart et 
 al (2020) study where the media reporting led to the polarised attitudes about this disease among 
 US  citizens.  Frame  definers  influence  how  the  audience  perceived  and  responded  to  mediated 
 messages where political institutions, elites, and actors played the roles as dominant news frames 
 definers  (Okoye,  2020;  Kiptinness,  Okoye,  2021;  Gabore,  2020).  While  scholars  (Berry  et  al., 
 2007;  Washer,  2004;  Chiang  &  Duann,  2007;  Larson  et  al.,  2005;  Camus,  2009)  claimed  that 
 covering the virus could have full of emotional language and military metaphors, Morissan, et al. 


(2020) found the militaristic language was largely absent in Malaysian and Indonesian newspapers. 


Sparingly, the metaphor appeared to describe the Covid-19 pandemic as a “dangerous disease”.  


THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 


This study drew upon framing as the theoretical framework by focusing on the media frame - the 
process  of  presenting  a  news  story.  Baran  and  Davis  (2009)  indicated  there  is  a  significant 
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relationship between media reporting and public opinion on the ranking of the issues. The framing 
 was initially developed by cognitive psychology researchers in the 1970s and then was adopted by 
 Sociologist Erving Goffman in communication studies (Aderogba, 2021; Ardèvol-Abreu, 2015). 


Framing refers to the words, images, phrases, and presentation styles used in conveying messages 
 to  the  audiences  employed  for  representing  stereotyped  events  and  situations  (Lazić  &  Zezelj, 
 2021; Chong & Druckman, 2007; Goffman, 1974; Minsky, 1975). Entman (1993, p.52) referred 
 framing  as  “to  select  some  aspects  of  perceived  reality  and  make  them  more  salient  in  a 
 communication  text,  in  such  a  way  as  to  promote  a  particular  problem  definition,  causal 
 interpretation, and moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item described”. 


Fillmore (1982, p.119) emphasised that a frame is a system of categories structured following some 
 contexts’ where choices in the text may impact perception. In media perspectives, framing is a 
 process of calling attention to a selected number of thematically related attributes that might trigger 
 various public reactions (Matthes, 2009; Scheufele and Tewksbury, 2007). 


In covering news, journalists inevitably adapt and develop frames  to  construct the news 
 story in  terms  of causes,  predictions,  solutions,  and responsibilities. The frames carry a tone in 
 voice, e.g. assuring or emotionally charged words (Scheufele, 1999; Lakoff, 2004). Based on the 
 assumption  that  people  solicit  opinion  based  on  the  information  stored  in  their  memory,  the 
 presentation of an issue guide preference and public opinion. The framing theory predicts that the 
 presentation  of  an  event  will  exert  a  preference  when  the  audience  believes  that  the  context  is 
 relevant and applicable (Chong & Druckman, 2007; Druckman, 2004). The presentation guides 
 public opinion (Druckman, 2001; Lazić & Zezelj, 2021). It is a standard part of the communication 
 process  where  communicators  act  to  construct  a  specific  perspective  that  allows  individuals  to 
 discover,  recognise  information  (Kiptinness  &  Okoye,  2021;  Kuypers,  2010;  Kiptinness  & 


Kiwanuka-Tondo, 2019; Goffman, 1974).  


Druckman  (2007,  p.105)  argued  that  “a  frame  is  effective—that  is,  it  influences 
 individuals’  opinions—if  it  stimulates  a  significantly  different  distribution  of  opinions  than  an 
 alternative  frame  when  individuals  are  exposed  to  them  separately  in  one-sided  conditions”. 


Persuasion scholars (Nan et al, 2018; Huang & Liu, 2022) suggested that contingence of framing 
 affects information processing. The effects of framing, positive or negative, hold for both informed 
 and uninformed, especially on people’s capability in reasoning (Sniderman & Theriault, 2004). 


From a communication perspective, how a message is presented not only influences the public’s 
 opinion but also alters preferences. In other words, frames are not only playing a crucial role in 
 information  processing  but  also  serve  as  a  vehicle  for  persuasion  (Zaller  &  Feldman,  1992; 


Druckman, 2007; Shulman & Sweitzer, 2018). 


Conventionally there are two types of frames, namely emphasis frames and equivalency 
frames. Emphasis frames provide “an interpretation of an issue or policy by emphasizing which 
aspect of the issue is relevant for evaluating it, without…. providing any substantive information 
about the issue (Leeper & Slothuus, 2020, p.154). Gamson & Modigliani (1987, p.143) defined 
emphasis frames as “a central organising idea … that provides meaning to an unfolding strip of 
events”.  It  is  widely  used  in  a  political  context  where  it  is  used  in  examining  how  an  issue  is 
communicated and portrayed in themes (Scheufele & Iyengar, 2014). Emphasis frames look at the 
relative  persuasiveness  that  underlines  compliance  with  a  particular  behaviour.  Equivalency 
frames  imply  that  the  same  piece  of  the  message  could  be  communicated  using  a  different 
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description which is logically equivalent (Tversky & Kahneman, 1987). It “presents different, but 
 logically equivalent words or phrases” (Druckman, 2004, p. 671). For example, the efficacy of a 
 vaccine could be framed as either 60% effective or 40% ineffective.  Instead of the equivalency 
 frames, this study examined emphasis frames to look at the relative persuasiveness that underlines 
 compliance with a particular behaviour where diverse aspects of an issue may be chosen to build 
 a significant context and the framed information unconsciously influences preferences (Sniderman 


& Theriault, 2004). 


  


RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 


Content  analysis  is  a  research  method  that  prudently,  and  systematically  examines  all  the  data 
 manifest in the recorded information (Wimmer & Dominick, 2014). It is a technique for making 
 inferences by empirically and analytically identifying itemised characteristics of messages (Holsti, 
 1969;  Nwakpu,  Ezema  &  Ogbodo,  2020).  This  study  used  quantitative  and  qualitative  content 
 analysis to investigate the salient news themes, the dominant news sources and the media frames 
 in Covid-19 booster shots reporting. The Star Online was selected because of its national reach 
 and  readership.  The  news  about  booster  shots  was  content  analysed  from  1  August  2021  to  31 
 December 2021 where extensive stories were covered within these 5 months. This time frame is 
 selected to encompass a period from the first news story which discussed the possibility of having 
 booster shots in Malaysia until the country officially ran the booster vaccination programme.   


This  study employed a motif sampling  approach where  an online search on newspapers 
 archive that had keywords among others, but not limited to “booster shot”, “3rd vaccine”, “booster 
 vaccine” in its headline and news content selected. For inclusion, Covid-19 booster shots must be 
 the emphasis of the story and the article must publish in the regular news columns where letters, 
 commentaries, and editorials are not included. The news story needs to report the booster shot in 
 Malaysia. Stories on the booster shots that happened in other countries were excluded. By using 
 these  criteria,  the  search  retrieved  a  total  of  128  news  articles  under  examination.  The  unit  of 
 analysis was the news stories on Covid-19 booster shots found in the sampled newspaper news 
 column.  


According to Matthes (2009) and Semetko & Valkenburg (2000), normally there are two 
 approaches to  analysing news frames, namely inductive and deductive. The inductive approach 
 starts with loosely defined pre-suppositions of frames to unravel all possible frames. The deductive 
 approach predefines and has tougher pre-suppositions of frames which enable the researcher to 
 verify the rate of these frames in the news. This study takes an inductive approach in the analysis 
 where the news was  analysed with an open mind to detect the possible ways an issue could be 
 framed. As for the coding category, this study employed an emergent coding method where all the 
 categories  will  only  be  established  after  the  researcher  carefully  examined  the  data  collected 
 (Wimmer & Dominic, 2014; Wan Norshira, et al, 2020; Kiptinness & Okoye, 2021).  


To  achieve  the  research  objectives,  this  study  used  descriptive  statistics  involving  the 
frequency and percentage of stories covered on COVID-19 booster shots that appeared within the 
stipulated time examined. Besides, the researcher also looked into the news themes and the key 
spokesperson  covered  in  the  sampled  media.  The  data  were  analysed  by  employing  both 
quantitative and qualitative approaches where the frequency and percentage were taken in for the 
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calculation. From the news themes, this study would be able to scrutinise the tone and the style 
 media frames the stories which eventually affect public opinion about the necessity and the safety 
 of  having  booster  shots.  On  the  other  hand,  in  the  context  of  public  health  communication, 
 especially in the roll-out of the 3rd dose, identifying the key spokesperson is essential because news 
 sources play a vital role in shaping public perceptions and determining the receptive to the message.  


RESEARCH FINDINGS 


A total of 128 news contents and headlines were analysed. Table 1 was used to determine the news 
 themes found in the sampled newspaper that reported the booster shots in Malaysia. Results from 
 this table revealed 22 themes in the coverage of booster shots stories. The most dominant theme 
 adopted by the sampled newspaper was the vaccine information which carried 19.53% (N=25). 


The information consists of the booster shot plan, the roll-out of the programme, and the prioritised 
 recipients for the booster shots in the country which are generally framed in a neutral tone. The 
 second dominant theme was the urge for the vaccination (15.63%, N=20) where people are asked 
 to  book an appointment for booster shots  the soonest.  It  also  includes  the necessity  for booster 
 shot;  booster  for  Sinovac  vaccine  recipients  first  as  efficacy  wanes  soonest;  Omicron  probably 
 more transmissible than Delta, so take boosters, the government urged the private health provider 
 to take part in the programme; frontliners and elderly are urged to take boosters the soonest; people 
 were asked to continue to wear face masks and avoid crowded areas as infectivity rate rise; no 
 benefits without booster; and assemblymen to get the booster. 


The third dominant theme covered the stories of booster shot progress or success story which 
 carried 7.81% (N=10) of the total samples. The themes covered the stories that described how the 
 cases  could  be  decreased  by  having  more  people  take  up  the  booster.  It  also  covered  how  the 
 programme has been going smoothly as more people are taking up in the programmes, such as 
 firefighters, policemen; percentage of Malaysian adults who have got their booster jabs; hospital 
 admissions and ICU cases fall in some states as vaccinations rise; over 300,000 individuals to get 
 the third dose of Covid-19 vaccine in Terengganu. The fourth and the fifth news theme are the 
 vaccine brands (6.25%, N=8) and the debate on the booster shots necessity (5.47%, N=7) where 
 the  reporting  covered  if  booster  shots  are  necessary  and  the  various  brand’s  availability.  The 
 reporting  also  covered  the  recipients’  preferred  brand  of  booster  vaccines.  The  theme  of  the 
 assurance given on the booster shots’ efficacy and safety was also adopted (4.69%, N=6). 


The  rest  of  the  themes  covered  included  updates  on  booster  shots  uptake  (3.91%,  N=5), 
 assurance on the mix-and-match efficacy/safety (3.91%, N=5), clarification on the doubt against 
 booster shots (3.91%, N=5), public’s response to the booster shots ((3.91%, N=5), jab gap (3.13%, 
 N=4), urgency of getting the booster shots (3.13%, N=4), booster shots for teens/children (3.13%, 
 N=4), hesitance on getting  booster shots (2.34%, N=3), warning to  anti-vaxxers (2.34%, N=3), 
 authority’s  advice  for  getting  booster  shots  (2.34%,  N=3),  public  figure’s  booster  shot  uptake 
 (2.34%, N=3), side effect/death after taking booster shots(1.56%, N=2), Covid-19 variants (1.56%, 
 N=2), compliment to health ministry (1.56%, N=2), deregulation after booster shots (0.78%, N=1) 
 and budget for booster shots (0.78%, N=1).  


The dominant themes adopted in the headlines are consistent with the central themes of the 
news  content,  namely  booster  information  (20.31%,  N=26),  urging  for  booster  /  stricter  SOP 
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compliance  (17.19%,  N=22),  booster  shot  progress/success  (7.81%,  N=10),  booster  brands 
 (5.47%, N=7) and debate on the booster shots necessity (5.47%, N=7). These are followed by the 
 coverage on assurance of the booster shot’s efficacy and the public’s response to booster shots 
 (4.69%, N=6), as well as the updates for booster shots uptake (3.91%, N=5). The themes that were 
 covered  at  3.13%  (N=3)  included  the  stories  on  the  assurance  of  the  mix-and-match 
 efficacy/safety,  clarification on the doubt against booster shots, jab gap, the urgency of getting 
 booster shots, booster shots for teens/children, hesitance on getting booster shots, warning to anti-
 vaxxers and authorities’ advises in getting booster shot, as well as death/side effect. Small numbers 
 of  stories,  1.56%  (N=2)  and  0.78%  (N=1)  respectively,  were  covered  on  Covid-19  variants, 
 compliment to the health ministry, deregulation after booster shots,  public figure’s booster shot 
 uptake, and budget for the booster shots 


Table 1: News Themes in The Sar Online for the coverage of Covid-19 booster shots 


News Theme  The Star Online 


Headline  News Content 


N  %  N  % 


Booster information / plan / program  26  20.31  25  19.53  


Urging for booster shot / stricter SOP compliance  22  17.19  20  15.63  


Booster shot progress / success  10  7.81  10  7.81  


Booster brands  7  5.47  8  6.25  


Debate on the booster shots' necessity  7  5.47  7  5.47  


Assurance of the booster shots efficacy  6  4.69  6  4.69  


Assurance of the mix-and-match efficacy / safety  4  3.13  5  3.91  


Clarification on the doubt against booster shots  4  3.13  5  3.91  


Updates for booster shots uptake  5  3.91  5  3.91  


Public’s response to booster shots  6  4.69  5  3.91  


Jab gap  4  3.13  4  3.13  


Urgency of getting booster shots  4  3.13  4  3.13  


Booster shots for teens / children   3  2.34  4  3.13  


Hesitance on getting booster shots  3  2.34  3  2.34  


Warning to anti-vaxxers  3  2.34  3  2.34  


Authorities advise getting booster shots  3  2.34  3  2.34  


Public figure’s booster shot uptake  1  0.78  3  2.34  


Covid-19 variants  2  1.56  2  1.56  


Death / Side effect   3  2.34  2  1.56  


Compliment to health ministry  2  1.56  2  1.56  


Budget for booster shots  1  0.78  1  0.78  


Deregulation after booster shots  2  1.56  1  0.78  


TOTAL  128  100  128  100 


Table 2 showed the key spokesperson in The Star Online for the coverage of Covid-19 booster 
 shots. The results from the table indicated that there were 16 news sources identified in this study. 


The Health Minister of Malaysia was portrayed as the significant news source (27.34%, N=35), 
followed by public health experts (14.06%, N=18), local government (10.16%, N=13), medical 
institutions  (8.59%,  N=11),  health  authority  (8.59%,  N=11)  and  Director  General  of  Health  of 
Malaysia (7.81%, N=10). Other spokespersons included journalists (5.47%, N=7), public (4.67%, 
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N=6), political  figure (2.34%, N=3), Prime Minister of Malaysia (1.56%, N=2), police (0.78%, 
 N=1),  non-governmental  organisations  (NGOs)  (2.34%,  N=3),  Speaker  of  the  House  of 
 representatives (1.56%, N=2), health advisor (0.78%, N=1) and other authorities (3.91%, N=5). 


Generally, the top six news sources are medical-related figures as well as the local authorities who 
 are in power to implement the health policies and communicate the information on public health 
 risks and crisis. A handful of straight reporting were found with public opinion widely cited. In 
 the context of Covid-19 pandemic coverage where health is the dominant issue, the Prime Minister 
 of  the  country  was  only  quoted  in  a  small  percentage,  just  as  other  authorities,  such  as 
 policemen/enforcers,  political  figures,  Speakers  of  House  Representatives,  NGOs,  and  health 
 advisors. Prime Minister did not seem to carry significant weight in this  pandemic reporting as 
 compared to other non-health-related topics.  


Table 2: Key Spokesperson in The Star Online for the coverage of Covid-19 booster shots  


DISCUSSION 


This study scrutinised the media coverage of Covid-19 booster shot stories with attention to salient 
 news themes, dominant sources, as well as the way media frame the stories. Generally, from the 
 total  of  22  themes,  this  study  acknowledged  six  media  frames  –  informative,  assuring,  urging, 
 warning, rewarding, and hesitating. Out of the six media frames, there are three in positive mode 
 (assuring, urging, and rewarding), two in negative mode (warning, hesitating), and one in neutral 
 mode (informative).  Informative themes which are  in  neutral  tone appeared to  be the dominant 
 frame. The assuring, urging and rewarding frames which adopted a positive mode are the second 
 dominant.  The  stories  are  adopting,  in  a  small  percentage  of  coverage,  the  warning  and  the 
 hesitating themes which are primarily in negative mode. Overall, most of the themes are neutral 
 and positive in the tone and mode.  


Key spokesperson  The Star Online 


N  % 


Health minister  35  27.34 


Public health expert   18  14.06 


Local government  13  10.16 


Medical institution  11  8.59 


Health authority  11  8.59 


Director-General of Health  10  7.81 


Journalist  7  5.47 


General public  6  4.69 


Political figure  3  2.34 


Prime Minister  2  1.56 


Policeman / Enforcer  1  0.78 


Non-governmental organisation  3  2.34 


Speaker of the House of Representatives  2  1.56 


Health advisor  1  0.78 


Other authorities  5  3.91 


TOTAL  128  100 



(12)125 


The most dominant theme is the general information about booster shots which carries a 
 neutral tone. It is followed by the other two themes which adopted an urging and assuring tone, 
 namely  strong  urge  for  booster  uptake  and  stricter  SOP  compliance,  as  well  as  on  the  positive 
 progress/success  of  the  booster  shot  program.  Debate  on  the  booster  necessity  and  the  vaccine 
 brands were ranked the 4th and the 5th salient news themes. They were straight reporting in a neutral 
 tone.  


On the other hand, assurance of the booster shot efficacy and positive response from the 
 booster recipients  are highlighted. Public figures and children who took  the booster shots  were 
 given substantial coverage. Clarification on the misinformation on booster shots, jab gap, as well 
 as the emphasis on the urgency on getting the booster shots are covered too, which generally are 
 in neutral mode. However, a small number of news themes adopted rewarding, warning, hesitating, 
 and  terrified  tones.  These  included  the  themes  of  “deregulation  after  booster  shots”,  “budget 
 allocation for booster shots”, “warning to anti-vaxxers”, “hesitance on getting booster shots”, and 


“death/side effect of booster shots”.  


The  finding  indicated  the  key  spokesperson  that  has  been  widely  cited  as  the  credible 
 source by the media are mainly public health-related authorities, such as the Health Minister, the 
 health  expert,  the  health  authority,  and  the  Director-General  of  Health.  This  is  consistent  with 
 Druckman’s  (2001,  p.1045)  argument  that  “only  sources  that  are  perceived  to  be  credible  can 
 engage in successful framing”. The remarks and statements made by those people are framed in 
 assuring, informing, and urging modes where the tone used were generally neutral and educating 
 without a harsh push on the boosters. The booster shot information, such as the booster plan, the 
 program rollout, and the jab gap are given out to enlighten the readers on the in-and-out of the 
 booster shots. Local governments who were widely involved in the implementation of the health-
 related policy and communication were also highlighted as the dominant and credible sources. 


The reporting focused on the positive side of getting a vaccine booster and the success of 
 the booster shot program to lift confidence among the hesitant groups. Those who have their jab 
 done,  especially  the  public  figures,  are  covered  in  a  positive  light  where  their  responses  are 
 encouraging. The coverage also highlighted the benefits for those who have had their booster jabs 
 where they could enjoy more privileges under the deregulated policy. Assurance is given on the 
 booster's safety and efficacy, especially on the mix-and-match brands, as well as the clarification 
 on the doubt against the booster. On the other side, to a small extent, the reporting also covered 
 death and side effect, the hesitance of getting booster shots, and the warning to the anti-vaxxers. 


The coverage opens up two-side of the booster, both positive and negative. However, this study 
 found the negative perspective is very much underscored if compared to the assurance frame. 


CONCLUSION 


The media could not cure the virus but it could cure its spread (Adelakun & Adnan, 2016).  Based 
on the findings, this study concluded media framing of the Covid-19 booster shot transformed the 
infodemic into informing, assuring,  and urging modes in  confronting the new wave of a health 
crisis.  Explicitly,  media  have  a  high  potential  in  influencing  health-related  behaviours  and 
perceptions where the country’s highest health authority such as the Health Minister was depicted 
as the credible figure in  delivering the information  on the necessity,  efficacy, and safety  of the 
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This  study  marked  differences  from  some  of  the  current  studies  that  tend  to  blame  the 
 media for producing unnecessary fear among the public by widely reporting on the fatality and 
 side effects of booster shots. Instead of creating panic and hesitance, this study revealed that the 
 media  in  Malaysia  adopted  the  approach  of  enlightening,  educating,  and  assuring  to  help  the 
 Malaysians duly informed of the benefits of getting the booster shots in curbing the spread of the 
 pandemic. 


Although the news coverage this study examined surrounding the media framing on the 
 Covid-19  booster  shots,  mainly  the  3rd  dose, the implications  are  transferable  to  other  vaccine-
 preventable outbreaks in the future where the assuring modes of reporting help promote vaccine 
 uptake in  the years to  go. The media  can sustain this tempo in  covering the health crisis  in  the 
 future to mobilise people in vaccination to curb the spread of the virus  


There  are  a  few  limitations  to  this  study.  First,  Although  the  study  is  beneficial  in  the 
 context  it  was  set,  the  dependence  on  content  analysis  limits  our  understanding  of  audience 
 perception, reaction, and response to the framing of Covid-19. Secondly, the focus on emphasis 
 frames  in  this  study  may  limit  the  ability  to  look  beyond  and  extend  the  content  analysis  to 
 equivalency frame that would purview of framing effect.  


   The  researcher  suggested  that  future  research  focus  on  assessing  people’s  responses  to 
 framed messages they exposed in their daily lives. This would have broadened our understanding 
 of the audience’s reaction to framed information. Further, it is a fruitful avenue for future research 
 to apprehend the effects of equivalency frames that are uncovered in this study. Also, some studies 
 indicated that women are more susceptible to the framing effect as compared to men. It is worth 
 evaluating gender as a significant factor in the framing effect of Covid-19.  
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