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Key Findings
‣ News is about more than disseminating information. It is about
persuading and influencing people of a particular narrative or
framework for understanding public policy.
‣ The 2016 Presidential election cycle dominated the mainstream
media's coverage of health issues with the biggest story of the year
being Hillary Clinton's health scare in September 2016.
‣ The Washington Post and New York Times dominated digital
media's coverage of health issues and reported on health through a
political lens.
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Efforts to establish universal health care in the United States go as far back as 1912.
And while The Affordable Care Act (ACA) does not establish universal health care, it
does represent the most sweeping expansion of coverage since the 1965 passage of
Medicaid and Medicare.
The ACA has been the law for seven years yet it remains deeply unpopular among
many people; a July 2017 survey by the Kaiser Family Foundation found that 50% of
adults have a favorable impression of the law and 44% have a negative impression.
This data hides the deeply partisan response to the ACA. While nearly 80% of
democrats approved of the bill, only 16% of Republicans have a favorable
impression of the bill. Capitalizing on this displeasure, promises to repeal and
replace the law were central to the 2016 election. By May 2017, the House had
voted--unsuccessfully--to repeal the ACA more than 50 times; and, as recently as
September 2017 with the introduction of the Graham-Cassidy bill, the Senate was
still attempting--also unsuccessfully--to partially repeal the 2010 bill.
If facts are facts, then why is the story of the ACA--its costs; its bene`its; the scope of
coverage--so divisive? As we have seen, health care reform has been a partisan issue
and people’s opinions about the ACA and its success have been heavily shaped by
the media narrative surrounding the bill’s passage, roll-out, implementation, and
impact. Whether knowingly or not, people frequently seek information from media
outlets that reinforces their existing opinions and beliefs.
However, news media is about more than disseminating information; it is a business
and a money-making enterprise. And consumers are looking for more than just
information; they are often looking for stories that af`irm their opinions. As
advocates, how can we make sense of this inherent tension and identify with greater
clarity how news outlets cover issues so that we can become more effective
advocates?
Enter Media Cloud. Media Cloud is an open-source, web-based platform for
studying media ecosystems. Their analytical tools help users better understand the
opportunities and obstacles for reframing the prevailing media narrative around the
issues of the day and the subtext driving it. The tool’s analytics evaluate the media
stories, including the narrative framework and the speci`ic word choices, that may
in`luence how people think and that shape their intellectual and emotional response
to news stories.
To gain a better sense of the overall conversation related to “health,” we searched for
this term in articles written by mainstream media outlets over the course of the
2016 calendar year. Our query produced interesting `indings in terms of frequency,
prevalence, and context, which Media Cloud tools depict visually in multiple ways.
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Pulse
The `irst tool, Pulse, produces a basic line graph (see Figure 1) that plots the number
of sentences that contain the word health that are published in news articles each
day over a speci`ic time frame.

Figure 1

As you can see in the above graph, over the course of 2016, there were two peaks in
health coverage; the `irst, and more gently sloping “peak,” occurred in February
2016 and can be attributed to a joint World Health Organization (WHO) and Pan
American Health Organization (PAHO) Emergency Committee report identifying a
causal relationship between Zika infection during pregnancy and microcephaly. The
second, and more de`ined spike of September, 2016, focused on Hillary Clinton’s
health; speci`ically, her pneumonia, her health history, and how it might impact her
ability to be elected and to serve as president.
To con`irm the relationship between the peaks in coverage and speci`ic events we
can dig deeper into the way mainstream media talked about “health” on a speci`ic
day. The most signi`icant spike in coverage happened on September 11th and 12th
following an incident where Hillary Clinton appeared to stagger and faint while
leaving an event. In `igure 2, we see that September 10th, 2016, is one of four
troughs for the month, with only 619 sentences that day containing the word
“health.”
Retroactively, we can identify the 11th and 12th as key dates where a new
narrative about Hillary Clinton’s health entered the public conversation
Key Finding
raising questions about her `itness to serve. Monitoring this story
News is about more than
through Media Cloud could have alerted the campaign to how this story
disseminating information. It is
was taking root sooner and helped identify the language capable of
about persuading and influencing
reshaping the narrative and neutralizing the negative impact of the
people of a particular narrative or
story. The same is true for advocates who want to have a better, realframework for understanding
time understanding of how impactful their narratives are and whether
public policy.
they are in`luencing the story as reported by the mainstream media.
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Figure 2

On September 12th, the day after Hillary Clinton appears to fall after an event
commemorating 9/11, sentences in mainstream media outlets that reference
“health” increase more than 500% (from 619 to 3123), a high for the month (see
Figure 3).
Figure 3

Among the top words associated with health-related sentences from the 11th and
12th are depicted below in Figure 4.
Figure 4

Compared to words associated with sentences from the 9th and 10th (Figure 5,
below), words that possibly refer to Clinton’s fall and illness (such as pneumonia,
diagnosis, episode, scare, speculation, coughing, stamina, overheating, fainting,
collapsed, and stumbling) are now among the top 30 words associated with
sentences using the word “health.” While not surprising, it does con`irm the impact
Secretary Clinton’s illness had on media coverage following her fall.
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Figure 5

It is also worth noting that the story was driven--at least in part--by the Washington
Post, which kept a focus on the candidate’s health for several days after the initial
incident. Between September 11-13, the Post, which is among the most cited and
most central mainstream source when it comes to health, published 21 articles that
`it the search term “Hillary and Clinton and health” with titles including:
‣ “Hillary Clinton’s Health Just Became A Real Issue in the Presidential
Campaign,” September 11, 2016
‣ “Hillary Clinton Has Not Been Quick To Share Health Information,” September
11, 2016
‣ “Why Clinton’s Health Incident Isn’t Going Away,” September 12, 2016
‣ “Conservative Media--and NPR--Entertain the Possibility of a Hillary Clinton
Replacement,” September 12, 2016
‣ “How is Hillary Clinton Still Alive,” September 12, 2016
Comparatively, between September 11-13th, the New York Times published a total
of 7 articles that `it the same query. Some of their articles were titled:
‣ “Focus Turns to Hillary Clinton’s Health After Disclosure of Pneumonia
Diagnosis,” September 12, 2016.
‣ “Donald Trump Sends Hillary Clinton a ‘Get Well’ Message for Her Pneumonia,”
September 12, 2016.
‣ “Editorial: Full Disclosure on Candidates’ Health,” September 2016.
These examples demonstrate how a particular source can dominate the framing of a
topic during a spike in coverage, exerting enough in`luence to change the narrative
in a short period of time.
Frequency and Language Use Results
Language is not neutral; words are `illed with imagery and emotion and word choice
affects the way a message is received and understood by an audience. Much of
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today’s mainstream media does more than report facts; it attempts to persuade
people and in`luence their beliefs and behaviors. To more fully understand media
coverage about health, we need to be able to contextualize these articles by looking
at a richer, more complex, and more complete data source; one capable of shedding
light on the differing word choices media sources use and how that in`luences the
broader narrative.
Using the initial query of “health” as the cornerstone for further analysis, we were
able to produce word clouds (see Figure 6) that depict the terms most frequently
used in combination with the word “health” in the month of January, 2016 (`irst
graph below), and over all of 2016 (second graph). Of the top `ive terms in each
timespan, only the word “study” appears on both lists.
Figure 6

Not surprising for a presidential election year, the majority of the top words
used in conjunction with health--both in January, 2016 and over the course
Key Finding
of the year--are policy and politics related (e.g., Trump, Obama, Clinton,
democrat, republican, congress, Hillary, Donald, etc.). Figure 6 also
The 2016 Presidential election
con`irms our premise that the stories that drove the two peaks in health
cycle dominated the mainstream
reporting in 2016 were Zika and Hillary Clinton’s health. For example,
media's coverage of health issues
Hillary moved from being among the top 30 words in January, 2016 to
with the biggest story of the year
the
top 15 words in 2016, while Clinton moved from the top 10 to the
being Hillary Clinton's health
top 5. Words that could be related to zika (infection, mosquito, vaccine,
scare in September 2016.
infection, science, and Florida) showed less `luctuation over the course of
the year.
Source Networks
Graphics such as those shown above put into perspective how stories are shaped by
reporters and the speci`ic language they use. Media Cloud’s suite of tools also allows
the user to learn more about how these issues are being talked about in the larger
media landscape or the framework for their coverage. One of Media Cloud’s more
informative and innovative tools allows users to identify a network of sources. This
tool can be found in the Topic Mapper section of Media Cloud’s website.
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Media Cloud uses a source networking tool to identify and depict media ecosystems
for a keyword based on two criteria: 1) in`luence and 2) language use. In`luence is
determined by factors including how many articles in the database link to the story
and how frequently it is shared through social media (such as through Facebook),
and tracked through other various digital analytics and social networking tools. The
ability to monitor how sources are linking to other sources in a network becomes
especially relevant when one or two sources are dominating the narrative, such as
the examples above with Washington Post and NYT. Users can use the Media Cloud
website to depict this information in chart form (see `igure 7). Because of the
complexity of this search tool, it might take a day or two to receive the results.
Figure 7

If you are interested in some of Media Cloud’s more advanced aspects, users
can also collaborate with Media Cloud to produce certain types of
Key Finding
information in a more complicated graphical form. For example, `igure
The Washington Post and New
8 below depicts the news sources that are most in`luential in terms of
York Times dominated print media's weblinks related to “health” at a particular point in time. The more links
coverage of health issues and
there are, the larger the name of the media source. By looking at `igure
reported on health through a
8, you can quickly identify that The New York Times and The
political lens.
Washington Post are near the center of the health debate (the less a
source is cited, the more likely it is to be depicted along the outskirts of the
visual).
As `igure 8 also illustrates, the map’s use of colors can help highlight “subcommunities” of content producers covering a particular topic. In this graph, the
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color green illustrates research and evidentiary-focused sources, purple covers
political and mainstream news outlets, and orange is policy-focused sources. The
graph helps to illustrate how the coverage may differ on an issue between
mainstream news sources such as The Washington Post and a government source
like the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).
While the mainstream US news sources appear to be near the center, science and
research sources (CDC.gov, Guttmacher Institute, Pan American Health Organization
[paho.org], PubMed, The National Center for Biotechnology Information
[ncbi.nlm.nih.gov], World Health Organization) are grouped toward the top of the
visual in a separate community. Overlapping with science and research sources are
sources from the UK (Guardian, BBC, Independent, Daily Telegraph). For example,
the Guardian and the World Health Organization both reference, and are referenced
by, similar sources, and therefore are part of the same community. Often, these
sources create a community that not only link to one another, but also use similar
language when reporting on health topics. Media Cloud tools can also produce
language maps that allow for the identi`ication of these frames and narratives.
Advocates can use graphs like these to maximize opportunities to in`luence the
narrative by identifying the media sources that are most commonly linked by other
sources and may therefore be central to the development of a particular narrative.
These maps are most helpful for following stories that are unfolding online where
information is shared by linking to other, key stories. However, as visualized below
(Figure 8), in`luence is determined by more than just inlinks; it is the result of
network connections, or who is linking to which sources and sharing their stories.
For example, it's possible for a source to have a relatively low number of links but
still be able to shape the narrative because another, more highly in`luential, source
links to it.
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Figure 8

Conclusion
This summary of Media Cloud’s “health” analysis only scratches the surface of what
is possible, and the tool is being updated frequently. For the latest information,
please visit Media Cloud’s website, explore the Media Cloud blog where analysts
share `indings, get on Media Cloud’s mailing list, review the user guide, or simply
contact Natalie Gyenes at support@mediacloud.org.
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