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Introduction

Few events in recent history have so thoroughly entangled biological threat and social
transformation as the outbreak of Covid-19. With the spread of the virus came an urgent demand
for orientation, met by news media organizations as central brokers of trustworthy information
and meaning (Knudsen et al., 2023; Nielsen et al., 2020; Vermeer et al., 2022). News media

outlets thus actively participated in the construction of crisis narratives and public reassurance.

The traditional watchdog role of journalism often shifts toward functions of social mobilization
and cooperative communication during times of societal crisis (Klemm et al., 2019; Hallin et
al., 2023). Journalists are thus no passive conveyors of information, but specifically called upon
to foster cohesion, relay government messaging, and maintain public calm (Hallin et al., 2023).
In times of crisis, they act as transmitters of normative orientation and actively shape public
understanding by contextualizing events, emphasizing certain aspects over others, and even
employing morally charged language to underscore the perceived stakes (Feldman & Hart,
2021; Morse, 2018; Perreault & Perreault, 2021; Skog & Lundstrom, 2022). This realignment
raises a critical question: How does journalism report on socially divisive issues when the aim

is not solely to inform and critically scrutinize, but to preserve order and promote compliance?

It is within this reconfigured journalistic environment of crisis that the portrayal of vaccine-
related divisions gains particular significance. The Covid-19 vaccination debate quickly
transcended medical discourse, transforming into a moral and political fault line across the
globe. Diverging attitudes towards vaccination began to shape new social groups, defined by
individuals' decisions to either receive or refuse the vaccine (Wagner & Eberl, 2024). As
vaccination campaigns accelerated, emerging group identities, often simplified as “vaccinated”
and “unvaccinated” or “vaccine sceptic”’, became emotionally and normatively charged. These

identities reflected broader social imaginaries of altruism versus selfishness, trust versus



skepticism, and compliance versus resistance. Government-imposed measures such as vaccine
mandates and lockdowns further intensified these tensions (Sprengholz et al., 2024). Austria,
like many other countries, witnessed significant public unrest as the social groups around the
Covid-19 vaccines solidified. Protests by anti-vaccine groups, political polarization, and even
the introduction (and subsequent repeal) of mandatory vaccination laws contributed to the
national debate (DW, 2022). Populist parties like the Freedom Party (FPO) vocally opposed
vaccination mandates, further politicizing and intensifying the divisions between the vaccinated

and unvaccinated parts of the general public.

Such starkly polarized group dynamics can narrow the space for pluralism and mutual
understanding (Pauly, 2021; Karafillakis et al., 2022). The tendency for group polarization
poses severe risk for democratic societies, as the mistrust fuelling outgroup animosity can result
in lower institutional trust and democratic backsliding (Arbatli & Rosenberg, 2021; McCoy et
al., 2018). In this context, the role of journalistic work emerges as particularly delicate, caught
between mirroring societal divisions and mitigating them (Rojas-Caldéron, 2024). Pandemic
journalism of the Covid-19 age finds itself in a dilemma: it must reflect emerging societal rifts
but also help manage the collective health crisis. How exactly news media outlets represented

the vaccine-related social groups of Covid-19 thus becomes a pivotal site of investigation.

Despite the importance of this issue, little empirical research has examined how frequently
vaccinated/pro-vaccine and unvaccinated/anti-vaccine groups were portrayed in news media,
or how moral and affective language was used in doing so. This thesis addresses this gap by
conducting a classic quantitative content analysis of Austrian news coverage during the Covid-
19 pandemic. Drawing on dictionary-based methods, it analyzes to what extent vaccinated and
unvaccinated groups were visible and framed in terms of moral and sentiment-laden language.
Furthermore, it aims to examine whether quality newspapers and tabloids navigated this

communicative terrain differently.



In doing so, the following pages seek to contribute to a deeper understanding of journalism’s
normative power during health crises, particularly how media may reinforce, challenge, or

reshape group boundaries in times of societal stress.



Conceptual Foundations and Literature

Social group formation and its polarizing effects

Social Identity Theory (SIT), developed by Tajfel and Turner (1979), is a seminal framework
in social psychology that explores how individuals derive their self-concept from membership
in social groups. According to SIT, people categorize themselves and others into social groups
to a) simplify and b) make sense of their social environment. These categorizations form the

basis for social identities which are crucial for understanding intergroup behavior.

The SIT proposes three core processes: 1. Social categorization, II. Social identification, and
III. Social comparison (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). During the phase of social categorization,
individuals classify themselves and others into groups based on shared characteristics, such as
ethnicity, gender, or mutual beliefs. These categories help individuals navigate complex social
interactions and can lead to the formation of in-groups ("us") and out-groups ("them") (McCoy
et al., 2018). Once categorized, individuals start to socially identify with the norms, values, and
behaviors of their in-group as part of their self-concept. This identification fosters a sense of
belonging and emotional attachment to the collective, contributing to group loyalty and
cohesion (Brewer, 2001). Finally, individuals socially compare their own kin relative to others,
often in a way that favors the in-group to enhance self-esteem (Rudolph & Hetherington, 2021).
This can result in positive distinctiveness, where the in-group is seen as superior to out-groups,
leading to intergroup biases and potential discrimination (Hogg et al., 1995). SIT further posits
that individuals strive to achieve a positive social identity. This drive explains why members of
an in-group may emphasize their group’s favorable attributes while devaluing or stereotyping
out-groups (Basavaraj et al., 2021). In contexts of conflict or competition, these processes can
further escalate into polarization, where intergroup boundaries become more rigid and

interactions more adversarial.



Polarization within societies can take multiple forms, with particularly concerning implications
arising from its affective form. Unlike political or elite polarization, which is predominantly
centered on disagreements over specific policies, affective polarization refers to a deep-seated
emotional dislike or distrust between members of opposing groups, rooted in identity rather
than substantive issues (Iyengar & Westwood, 2015; Kleinfeld, 2023). Research has shown that
social identity is a primary driver of affective polarization, due to its tendency to foster outgroup
derogation (Mackie et al., 2000; Mason, 2015; Huddy et al., 2015). Instead of engaging on the
basis of ideas or evidence, group members often evaluate each other through emotional lenses,
fostering feelings of hostility, distrust, or even disgust toward out-groups (Basavaraj et al.,

2021; Kleinfeld, 2023).

Affective polarization has furthermore been found to undermine democratic principles by
fostering a willingness among individuals to accept or overlook antidemocratic actions if these
are perceived to benefit the ingroup or weaken the outgroup. Research suggests that highly
polarized groups are more likely to prioritize partisan loyalty over democratic norms,
particularly when they fear the opposing side might break the rules first (Braley et al., 2022).
Studies further indicate that citizens who overestimate the degree of dehumanization or dislike
from people belonging to the opposing political party exhibit lower trust in civic institutions
and are more inclined to support measures that prioritize their group’s advantage over the
collective good (Beyond Conflict, 2020). Moreover, the phenomenon of polarization has been

found to contribute to democratic backsliding (Somer & McCoy, 2018).

Polarization’s capacity to erode trust in civic institutions and weaken democratic principles
poses significant risks to societal stability. By prioritizing group loyalty over collective well-
being, polarized groups can perpetuate cycles of mistrust and undermine the foundations of
democratic governance (McCoy et al., 2018; Somer & McCoy, 2019, Svolik, 2019). This is
why understanding the societal construction, representation and reproduction of social identities

9



and groups through research seems quintessential to identify pathways that can mitigate

polarization’s detrimental effects and foster more inclusive and resilient democratic processes.

Vaccination Status as maker of group affiliation before and during COVID-19

Social identity formation is particularly dynamic in times of uncertainty and threat, as
individuals seek stability and meaning through group affiliation (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This
dynamic is further amplified when group distinctions are imbued with moral or ideological
significance, fostering a stronger emotional attachment to one’s in-group. Health-related
behaviors and choices in response to perceived health threats such as the Covid-19 pandemic
can thus be seen as powerful drivers of group identity, fostering emotional attachment and

reinforcing boundaries between in- and out-groups (e.g. Basavaraj et al. 2021; Pauly, 2021).

Before Covid, vaccination behaviors were already subject of significant public and scholarly
attention, particularly in relation to the emergence of social identities tied to vaccine skepticism.
Motta et al. (2023) show that individuals in opposition to vaccines can develop a distinct anti-
vaccine social identity, defined not merely by vaccine hesitancy but a psychological attachment
to a broader anti-vaccine movement. Such vaccine-hesitant identities rally around ideas such as
skepticism toward vaccine safety, while simultaneously heightening distrust toward out-group
authorities; this tendency leads to the perception of key advocates of vaccination, including
medical and public health experts, as being in opposition to the values or beliefs of anti-vaccine
groups (Capurro et al., 2018; Dubé et al., 2014; Green et al., 2021). Furthermore, so-called anti-
vaxxers, (“a colloquial term used to characterise people who refuse vaccines”, Rozbroj et al.,
2019) have been found to rely heavily on conspiracy theories to justify their positions (Kata,
2010; Smith & Graham, 2019, Winter et al. 2022). Ultimately, these dynamics result in

individuals with strong anti-vaccine sentiments being less receptive to counterarguments and
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more likely to resist vaccination campaigns, as they sought to avoid the cognitive dissonance

of challenging their deeply held values and group affiliations (Kahan, 2017; Motta et al. 2023).

Similarly, pro-vaccination or vaccine-accepting groups have existed alongside their vaccine-
sceptical counterparts for as long as vaccines first were introduced to the public (Blume, 2006;
Kaufman, 1967). Within this group, Nichter (1995) distinguishes between active demand for
and passive acceptance of vaccines, with active demand describing the ‘“adherence to
vaccination programs by an informed public which perceives the benefits of and need for
specific vaccinations”, while passive acceptance entails a compliant surrender to
“recommendations and social pressure”. Emphasizing the health benefits of vaccines and
striving to protect individuals and communities from preventable diseases, distinct pro-vaxx
demands often include higher vaccination rates, access to vaccines for all population groups,
and the promotion of safety and efficacy of vaccination programs (McKenzie & Attwell, 2023).
Vaccination advocates such as health-care professionals may actively work on combating
misinformation and vaccine hesitancy through enhancing public understanding of vaccines

(Herrera-Peco et al., 2021; Pluviano et al., 2017).

Both pro- and anti-vaccination groups developed distinct perceptions of each other, often
shaped by negative outgroup attitudes. Pro-vaccine individuals may perceive vaccine-refusing
people as “selfish, uninformed and uncaring” (McKenzie & Attwell, 2023). As Rozbroj et al.
(2019) show, Australians who hold pro-vaccine attitudes tend to attribute negative character
traits such as “lack of intelligence, (and) [...] skill, such as poor scientific literacy” to anti-
vaxxers, furthermore framing them as dangerous, poorly informed, foolish and deceived. In
turn, vaccine-critical groups tend to view their vaccinated outgroup as conforming to
industrialized societal norms that prioritize convenience over health (Attwell et al., 2018). This

pre-existing foundation of vaccine-based group affiliations and their related outgroup biases
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offers a crucial lens for understanding the evolution of vaccination status into an impactful

social signifier of the Covid-19 crisis.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, discussions surrounding potential solutions to the global
health emergency became increasingly politicized, providing fruitful ground for the rise of
vaccine-related social groups (Peretti-Watel et al., 2020; Wagner & Eberl, 2024). Due to intense
conflicts emerging between parts of society who welcomed the jab as an effective treatment for
Covid-19 and those who remained sceptical or opposed, vaccination status once again evolved
to a prominent marker of social group affiliation (Abrams et al., 2021, Motta et al., 2023,
Sprengholz et al., 2024). Individuals categorized themselves and others based on their perceived
stance toward vaccination and the decision to get vaccinated or not, fueling prejudice and bias
between groups (Henkel et al. 2023). These divides were exacerbated during periods of strict
public health measures, during which the vaccinated parts of society often advocated for
mandatory vaccination and stronger measures to protect public health, while unvaccinated
groups framed such policies as paternalistic overreach and a suppression of individual

freedoms, often responding with protests and petitions (DW 2022, Sprengholz et al., 2024).

News media in times of (health) crisis

Crises and disasters such as the Covid-19 outbreak create an urgent demand for reliable
information as they disrupt societal norms and create uncertainty (Houston et al., 2015; Spialek
et al., 2016). As noted by the Media System Dependency theory, mass media, in particular
traditional news media, have consistently been recognized as credible sources of information
during crises due to their capacity to provide accurate and timely information (Ball-Rokeach &
Defleur, 1976; Houston et al., 2015; Rodriguez et al., 2007; Van Aelst et al., 2021; Vermeer et

al., 2022).
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In such contexts, journalism assumes a pivotal role within the disaster communication ecology
by acting as a bridge between elites—such as policymakers, experts, or public health officials—
and the general public (Christians et al., 2010; Perreault & Perreault, 2021). This function is
further pronounced during epidemics and health outbreaks. Resolving public health crises
requires active media participation, as journalists can shape public discourse, risk perception
and health behaviors by highlighting key themes that require collective action (Christians et al.,
2010; Kitzinger & Reilly, 1997; Nielsen et al., 2020; Perreault & Perreault, 2021; Rodriguez et
al., 2007; Thompson, 2019). Furthermore, journalists covering health crises often adopt an
explicitly mobilizing stance. Rather than adhering strictly to a watchdog role, many reporters
described their function as that of a public mobilizer, which includes encouraging self-
protective behaviors, promoting solidarity, and countering stigma and division (Klemm et al.
2019). This shift also entails greater cooperation with health authorities and a heightened focus
on responsibility and unity in public communication. In such coverage, journalists can be seen

as agents with a normative duty to guide, warn, and unite (ibid.).

Covid-19 exemplifies the critical importance of news media in times of global crisis. Nielsen
et al. (2020) highlight that in six countries with diverse media and political systems, namely
Argentina, Germany, South Korea, Spain, the UK, and the US, a majority of respondents
identified news media as essential source to understand the pandemic and providing help,
making “news organisations [...] the single most widely identified source of news and
information about coronavirus” (ibid.). Knudsen et al. (2023) further identified that the
pandemic led to a long-lasting increase of trust in news media among Norwegian citizens,

underscoring the relevance of journalism during moments of social disruption.

In shaping how the public understands health risks and appropriate behaviors, journalism also
shapes how people perceive themselves and others within society. This dynamic is particularly
relevant in the context of Covid-19 vaccinations, where group belonging and identity proved to

13



be central. However, despite a rich literature on vaccine attitudes and advocacy, little attention
has been paid to how vaccine-related social groups were represented in Covid-19 news. To

address this gap, a first research guiding question can be stated:

RQ1: To what extent were vaccine-related social groups salient in Austrian media coverage of

Covid-19vaccinations?

(Moralized) News framing and the moralization of the pandemic

Framing theory, as outlined by Entman (1993), examines the process by which communicators
select and emphasize certain aspects of reality to construct meaning. Entman describes framing
as a selective and purposeful process in which particular characteristics of an issue are made
more visible in order “to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral

evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation” (ibid.).

Frames emphasize particular attributes, narratives, or values while downplaying or omitting
others, thereby shaping not only what is thought about, but also how it is thought about by
manipulating the salience of pieces of information (Pan & Kosicki, 1993, Semetko &
Valkenburg, 2000). Salience refers to the prominence or relevance of specific elements within
a message. Increasing the salience of a part of information means altering it in a way that makes
it “more noticeable, meaningful or memorable to audiences” (Entman, 1993). With greater
salience, information is more likely to be observed, understood, and internalized by its
recipients (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). This logic not only highlights specific elements of a
perceived reality, but also provides a structured lens through which audiences interpret and
respond to information (Lee et al., 2008). Frames thus serve as cognitive tools that guide the

organization, interpretation, and prioritization of complex or ambiguous topics.
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Contemporary research has dedicated significant attention to how media framing shapes public
discourse and influences societal responses in times of crisis. During the 2015 increase in
migration, media coverage of migration dynamics varied significantly across European
countries, employing distinct framing strategies that not only influenced public opinion but also
contributed to shifts in foreign policy, as seen in Germany (Futak-Campbell & Piitz, 2022;
Heidenreich et al., 2019). Similarly, in the context of climate change, framing choices have
been shown to impact public engagement and policy support. Koehler and Brewer (2016)
demonstrated that false balance in media coverage can distort perceptions of expert consensus,
while crisis and emergency frames have been found to enhance the perceived urgency of climate
action (Feldman & Hart, 2021). Moreover, framing climate mitigation in terms of economic
benefits such as job creation through renewable energy has been linked to increased public
support for sustainability policies (Spence & Pidgeon, 2010; Stoddart et al., 2023). This broader

impact of framing also encompasses moral dimensions.

As Brugman (2023) notes, “moral framing can be defined as selecting aspects of a perceived
reality that the sender considers ‘right’ or ‘wrong’, and making them salient in communication.”
Moral frames operate by embedding moral judgments within narratives, shaping how issues,
events, or groups are interpreted and evaluated (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). These frames
serve as compelling rhetorical mechanisms, where moral concerns are often positioned as the
underlying force shaping the narrative (Feinberg & Willer, 2019). In short, they can be
interpreted as central organizing principles within messages (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989). By
elevating specific moral elements, such as justice, harm, or loyalty, moral framing not only
influences the salience of these values but also shapes the interpretative lens through which

audiences perceive and process information.

To contextualize the mechanisms underlying moral framing, it is helpful to consider insights
from Moral Foundations Theory (MFT, Haidt, 2012). It proposes that individuals’ moral
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judgments are shaped by innate psychological foundations, core principles that guide their sense
of right and wrong (Graham et al., 2009). These moral foundations encompass care/harm,
fairness/cheating, loyalty/betrayal, authority/subversion, and purity/degradation. Although
these foundations can be used universally, their prioritization differs among different groups.
Research shows that politically liberal individuals may prioritize care and fairness, while
conservatives often emphasize loyalty, authority, and purity (Atari et al., 2023; Graham et al.,

2009).

Moral framing inherently conveys an evaluative direction by highlighting what is morally right
or wrong. Some scholars distinguish between moral obligation and moral violation frames,
which emphasize either virtuous adherence or condemnable misconduct (Brugman, 2023;
Pavey et al., 2024; Weintrobe, 2020). More broadly, such evaluations can be understood as
expressions of valence, referring to the positive or negative orientation of meaning attributed to
actors or issues (van Atteveldt et al., 2008). This positive or negative sentiment of discourse
plays a crucial role in the interpretation and effects of moralized communication strategies

(Mintyla et al., 2018; McDonald et al., 2021; Sahlgren et al., 2007).

The concept of moral framing has long enjoyed scholarly attention due to its potential to shape
attitudes, reinforce ideological divisions, and drive public engagement. Valenzuela et al. (2017)
found that news articles employing moral framing were significantly more likely to be shared
on social media, highlighting its influence on audience interaction. Moreover, research suggests
that moralized frames can entrench ideological divides by reinforcing pre-existing moral
convictions. As Kodapanakkal et al. (2022) show, moral frames reduce individuals' willingness
to compromise, as issues framed in moral terms are perceived as absolute, rather than open to

negotiation.

Moralized framing strategies also influence the stability of moral judgments. Experimental

findings indicate that exposure to moralized messaging can lead to judgment shifts and
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reversals, affecting how individuals evaluate ethical dilemmas (Rehren & Sinnott-Armstrong,
2021). Research further suggests that moral framing can bridge or reinforce ideological divides,
depending on the moral foundations used in messaging. In the context of environmental
communication, Wolsko et al. (2016) highlight that conservatives, who typically show lower
engagement with climate action, responded more favorably to pro-environmental messages
framed in terms of patriotism, purity, and authority. This suggests that tailored moral appeals

can shift attitudes by aligning with individuals’ core moral values.

The moralization of public health measures became particularly salient during the Covid-19
pandemic. Zhang (2024) demonstrated that framing vaccination as a moral obligation,
especially when combined with fear and guilt appeals, increased vaccination intentions.
Similarly, moral obligation frames were widely used in a U.S. Covid-19 vaccine campaign,
often accompanied by guilt-based appeals (Zannat et al., 2024). Contrarily, a UK-based study
by Pavey et al., (2024) found that the use of moral obligations triggered reactance effects in
vaccine-hesitant participants. In the context of moralized frames in scientific discourse, Skog
et al. (2025) show that researcher identities and scientific truth claims were embedded in
moralized narratives that framed both lax government policies and non-compliant citizens as
public threats. However, moralized messaging is not only used to promote vaccination but has
also played a role in vaccine hesitancy and resistance. Vaccine-hesitant individuals were found
to be more likely to base their opposition on purity and liberty moral foundations, rather than
harm or fairness, reinforcing ideological divisions in vaccine attitudes (Amin et al. 2017).
Furthermore, studies indicate that vaccine hesitancy was heightened when messages framed
vaccination in political or moralizing terms, as this led to increased skepticism (Palm et al.,

2021; Borah et al., 2021).

The increasingly antagonistic vaccination group dynamics emerging from the Covid-19
pandemic were not only political in nature but carried strong moral undertones. Both sides of
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the vaccination debate framed their own stance as ethically justified, while portraying the
opposing group as morally flawed (Hatchman et al., 2024). As a result, vaccination status
evolved from a mere health-related choice into a symbol of virtue or transgression, embedded

in broader moral narratives about responsibility, care, and civic duty.

Moralization, here, refers to “the process through which personal preferences are transformed
into values” (Rozin, 1999). Unlike conventional preferences, moralized convictions are
perceived as inherently virtuous (Ryan, 2019). Deducted from this idea, moral values often
display universality and objectivity in guiding behavior, and can be understood as mechanisms
for addressing cooperation and coordination dilemmas (Curry, 2016; Skitka, 2010). Violations
oftentimes evoke stark emotional responses and boost the motivation to penalize wrongdoers
(Fiske & Tetlock, 1997). This turns moral condemnation and collective judgement into

quintessential mechanisms of behavioural regulation (DeScioli & Kurzban, 2009).

Vaccination serves a dual purpose as both a biomedical tool for individual protection and as a
key mechanism in managing public health and has thus proved to be a focal point for moral
regulation (Connel & Hunt, 2010). As Korn et al. (2020) note, vaccination can furthermore be
viewed as a social contract in which individuals have a moral obligation to protect vulnerable
populations through herd immunity, thus acting in the collective interest. This turns willingful
deviations into highly questionable behaviors that undermine collective well-being and social
cohesion as a whole, whereas the decision to vaccinate is publicly framed as an expression of

responsible citizenship and altruism (Capurro et al., 2018).

In journalism, framing plays a pivotal role in shaping public discourse by determining which
aspects of an event or issue are highlighted. Journalistic framing can be defined as manifold
templates that journalists use in different ways to package and present information (de Vreese,
2005; Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). News frames oftentimes align with or express broader

societal values, norms, or ideologies, further amplifying their persuasive power (Feldman &
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Hart, 2021). Katz (1989) further argues that journalism functions as a societal surveillance
mechanism, reinforcing dominant norms by highlighting perceived threats to collective
stability. This process extends to journalistic gatekeeping. Pauly (2021) notes that mainstream
media tend to marginalize perspectives that challenge prevailing narratives, often reframing

them as sociological or psychological anomalies rather than legitimate viewpoints.

Health crises can thus be expected to rarely be framed neutrally in news media. Instead,
coverage tends to reflect dominant public health priorities, portraying interventions like
vaccination as moral imperatives. Capurro et al. (2018) illustrate this dynamic by analyzing
media coverage surrounding the 2014—15 measles outbreak linked to Disneyland. Their
findings demonstrate that news outlets framed the measles outbreak through a moralized lens,
portraying vaccination as an unquestioned public duty and its detractors as a direct threat to
collective well-being. Coverage overwhelmingly emphasized the role of vaccines as a form of
"protection" and "social responsibility," while measles itself was framed as a highly contagious
and dangerous disease. In contrast, those who refused vaccination were not merely depicted as
skeptics, but as active risks to public health, described as “criminals” engaged in a “dangerous
campaign against childhood vaccinations” (Capurro et al., 2018). Media narratives did not offer
a platform for balanced debate; instead, journalists reinforced the authority of medical experts
and government officials as primary definers of the issue, while vaccine-hesitant individuals

were delegitimized as irrational, selfish, and scientifically uninformed (ibid.).

Mass media similarly have played a crucial role in reinforcing moral narratives surrounding the
Covid-19 pandemic. Just as Capurro et al. (2018) demonstrated that media coverage of the
measles outbreak constructed a clear moral dichotomy between responsible citizens and
vaccine-hesitant individuals, research on Covid-19 reporting suggests a continuation of this
trend. Ogbodo et al. (2020) found that international news media framed the pandemic through
moral and religious narratives, while human interest and fear-based appeals dominated

19



coverage. Similarly, Zhou et al. (2024) identified moral framing as a key driver of public
engagement with government vaccine messaging, with audience responses varying along
ideological lines. Liberal audiences engaged more with fairness and care frames, while

conservative audiences responded to loyalty and authority appeals.

While most studies on moral framing during Covid-19 have focused on government messaging
or public health campaigns, Zazar (2022) conducted one of the few analyses of moral discourse
within news media itself. Examining Croatian news coverage, he identified recurring moral
dichotomies, such as responsible/irresponsible, selfish/altruistic, and moral/immoral, which
were used to encourage public compliance with health measures and delegitimize those who
did not follow. However, this analysis was limited to the broader pandemic discourse and did

not systematically examine how moral frames were applied to specific vaccine-related groups.

The mentioned findings underscore that the media’s role in vaccination debates extends beyond
information dissemination to active moral positioning. Moral framing in Covid-19 news
coverage, whether in traditional outlets or government messaging, has contributed to the
construction of clear normative expectations regarding vaccination, reinforcing social divisions

between those who comply with public health measures and those who do not.

While previous research has extensively examined how gain and loss frames shape vaccine
attitudes (Reinhardt & Rossmann, 2021; Palm et al., 2021), the moralization of vaccine
reporting has received far less attention. Given the potential for moral narratives to heighten
polarization and reinforce group boundaries, further research is needed to explore how
journalistic framing practices have contributed to the discursive construction of vaccine-related
social groups. This study seeks to address this gap by investigating how moralized language
was used to portray vaccine groups in journalistic coverage. Accordingly, our second guiding

research question asks:
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RQ2: 7o what extent and with what valence were vaccinated/pro-vaccine and
unvaccinated/anti-vaccine groups associated with moral frames in Austrian news coverage

during Covid-19?

IJournalistic framing patterns have furthermore been studied to vary systematically between
quality and tabloid newspapers. Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) found that quality newspapers
tend to emphasize conflict and responsibility frames, focusing on political actors and systemic
accountability, whereas tabloid newspapers more frequently employ human-interest frames,
personalizing issues and presenting them in a more emotionally engaging manner. However,
research by Greussing and Boomgaarden (2017) also indicates that in times of major,
unforeseen crisis, these distinctions can blur, with both media types converging in their framing
strategies during peak crisis moments amidst the so-called 2015 European refugee crisis.
Similarly, news media in highly individualistic societies across 17 countries exhibited low

levels of diversity in Covid-19-related coverage (Ng & Tan, 2021).

Tabloid journalism is widely recognized for its focus on emotion and personalization (Semetko
& Valkenburg, 2000). This tendency is also apparent in pandemic coverage, with tabloid outlets
showing an inclination to dramatize health-related information (Rossmann et al., 2018).
However, other corpi of research suggest that the distinctions between quality and tabloid press
may weaken in times of crisis (Greussing & Boomgaarden, 2017; Ng & Tan, 2021). This raises
the question of whether Austrian media maintained traditional distinctions between quality and
tabloid reporting in their coverage of the Covid-19 pandemic. To empirically test this tension,

the following research question is formulated:

RQ3: Which differences and similarities in the newspaper coverage of vaccine-related social

groups can be identified between tabloid and quality press?
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By superimposing our three outlined research questions onto real news media articles, this study
aims to shed light on the discursive construction of vaccine-related social groups in Austrian
news media during the Covid-19 pandemic. By investigating how often such groups were
mentioned (RQ1), to what extent and with what sentiment they were connected with moralized
language (RQ?2), and which differences and similarities emerged between journalistic outlet
types (RQ3), this study provides an empirical foundation for understanding how journalism

may have contributed to the public perception of social groups emerging from societal crises.

The Case of Austria

As a country marked by concentrated media ownership, high levels of news consumption, and
a highly polarized vaccine debate, Austria offers a rich empirical setting typifying the
Democratic Corporatist Model described by Hallin and Mancini (2004; Labio-Bernal, 2024).
During the Covid-19 pandemic, Austria became the first European country to implement a
nationwide vaccine mandate. The law, announced in November 2021, officially took effect on
February 1, 2022. However, enforcement was postponed, and by June 2022, the mandate was
officially revoked. The obligatory vaccination sparked widespread public dissent, leading to
some of the largest protests seen in the country in decades (DW, 2022). These protests were
further fueled by political opposition, particularly from the far-right Freedom Party of Austria
(FPO), which actively supported vaccine-hesitant individuals and positioned itself against the
vaccine mandate and other Covid-19 health measures (ORF.at, 2022). The outlined divergent
perspectives not only shaped individual health decisions but also reinforced affective

polarization along vaccine-related social identities (Wagner & Eberl, 2024).

Austrian media coverage during the early phase of the pandemic was largely shaped by a rally-
around-the-flag effect, with government voices dominating the public discourse, leaving little
room for oppositional or civil society voices (Eisele et al., 2022). Over time, this early-stage
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consensus eroded: public approval of government measures declined, and polarization
tendencies in public discourse became more apparent (Melischek & Seethaler, 2023).
Meanwhile, the inclusion of diverse expert voices in the media occasionally led to dissonant or
contradictory messages, further complicating public understanding (ibid.). Overall, Austrian
media coverage thus evolved from an initial phase of unity to a more fragmented and polarized

communication environment as the pandemic progressed.

Against this background, Austria offers a fruitful context for examining media performance
during the pandemic. As a country with high media concentration, strong public trust in news,
and polarized public discourse on vaccination, it provides valuable empirical ground for the

following study.
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Data and Method

This study employed a computer-assisted quantitative content analysis (van Atteveldt et al.,
2008) of Austrian news media articles to examine the salience, moral framing and sentiment of
vaccine-related social groups during the Covid-19 pandemic. All annotations, statistical

analyses and visualizations were conducted in Python 3.13.0.

Data collection

This study focused on four Austrian newspapers: two quality newspapers, Die Presse and Der
Standard, and two tabloids, Kronen Zeitung and Heute. This combination of high-circulation
tabloids with quality outlets known for their editorial rigor allowed for a nuanced comparison
that reflects the broader Austrian media landscape and captures the distinction between

prominent representatives of tabloid and quality press.

The dataset used included N = 28, 188 articles retrieved from the Austrian Press Agency s (APA)
media archive, covering the period from November 2020 to May 2022. The distribution of the

total N of articles per media outlet is displayed in the following table:

Media outlet Total N of articles per Medium

Kronen Zeitung 6,470
Heute 5,944
Der Standard 6,461
Die Presse 8,313

Access to the whole data corpus was facilitated through the APA-UNIVIE Data Project. The
chosen timeframe is deliberately broad to capture critical phases of the public vaccination

discourse in Austria. To retrieve articles relevant to the study, a Boolean search string was
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developed based on key terms related to Covid-19 vaccinations. The optimized search string is

as follows:

(*Covid-19* OR *CORONA*) AND (*impf*)

Preprocessing

Before annotation, the articles were cleaned by removing metadata as well as standardizing
whitespace and punctuation to minimize distortions in the analysis and ensure that annotation
could run on coherent and comparable linguistic input. Additionally, articles were divided into

individual sentences to enable a consistent and fine-grained analysis (N= 584,449).

Operationalization and Analysis

The annotation was performed using a rule-based Python pipeline. This approach allowed for
the transparent and replicable application of the extended dictionaries and ensured consistent
coding across the entire corpus. Analyses were also conducted through Python (version 3.13.0),

either on sentence or article level, depending on the nature of each research question.

Mentions of vaccine-related social identities, specifically vaccinated/pro-vaccine,
unvaccinated/anti-vaccine, and mixed references, were identified using a custom dictionary
developed by the author. Group salience (RQ1) was measured by counting the number of
sentences in which each group appeared (N = 584,449) In addition, articles were categorized
based on whether they contained any group mentions, enabling a comparison of article-level
inclusion rates (N= 28,188). Descriptive statistics were used to capture group visibility across
the corpus, and chi-square tests were applied at the article level to examine whether salience

distributions differed significantly between quality and tabloid newspapers.
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To examine moral framing (RQ2), all sentences referencing at least one group were scanned for
co-occurring moral language based on the German-translated Extended Moral Foundations
Dictionary (MFD) by Bos and Minihold (2022). Each moral term was assigned to one of five
foundations, Care/Harm, Fairness/Cheating, Loyalty/Betrayal, Authority/Subversion, or
Purity/Degradation, as well as the overarching category of Morality General. To better capture
the specific framing patterns of the Covid-19 discourse, the dictionary was expanded to include
corpus-relevant terms such as solidarisch, unsolidarisch, and Riicksicht, which were assigned
to the Loyalty/Betrayal and Care/Harm foundations based on their contextual meaning. To test
for significant differences in moral framing and evaluative tone, chi-square tests and Welch’s t-

tests were conducted for group—foundation combinations across outlet types.

In addition, sentiment scores were calculated using the Rauh German Sentiment Dictionary
(2018, Appendix 6), measuring the valence of each sentence on a continuous scale from —1 to
+1. Sentiment was only analyzed for sentences in which vaccine-related groups were

mentioned, allowing for a fine-grained investigation of evaluative tone in moralized coverage.

To answer RQ3, all annotations were grouped by media type (quality press vs. tabloid press).
Comparisons focused on the relative salience of vaccine-related groups, their co-occurrence
with moral language, and the sentiment of group-related sentences. Selected analyses were
further stratified by group type to allow for a more detailed comparison between vaccinated,
unvaccinated, and jointly referenced groups across media categories. Significance tests
included chi-square and Welch’s t-tests, as well as phi coefficients, to identify statistically

relevant  differences in  framing and  sentiment between media  types.

Analytical Levels and Aggregation Strategy

Although annotation was performed at sentence level, the analytical approach varied depending

on the research question. For RQ1, group salience was assessed by measuring both the
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frequency of group mentions across sentences and the proportion of articles that included
group-related content. This dual perspective allowed for a more comprehensive and comparable

understanding of group visibility in news coverage.

For RQ2, sentence-level analysis was retained to identify the co-occurrence of social group
mentions and moral language, which can only be meaningfully interpreted within the same
sentence. Sentiment analysis was likewise conducted at the sentence level to evaluate the

affective framing of each group.

For RQ3 and the associated hypotheses, sentence-level annotations were aggregated by media
type (quality vs. tabloid newspapers) to compare the use and frequency of moral framing and
sentiment across outlets. This approach made it possible to identify systematic differences in

framing strategies between types of newspapers.
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Results

RQ1 asked to what extent vaccine-related social groups were salient in Austrian media
coverage. Out of the 28,188 articles analyzed in total, 15,169 contained at least one reference
to a vaccine-related group, indicating that group references appeared in 53.8 % of the coverage

(Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Share of articles with and without vaccine-related group mentions (N = 28,188).

Furthermore, a distinct majority of the articles referred exclusively to vaccinated/pro-vaccine
individuals (53.9 %), while 20.5% solely focused on unvaccinated/anti-vaccine groups. A
quarter (25.5 %) of all articles mentioned both. These patterns suggest that vaccinated/pro-
vaccine individuals were by far the more frequently represented social group within news

discourse.
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Figure 2: Distribution of group mentions among group-related articles (N = 15,169).

Our second research question examined the extent to which vaccinated and unvaccinated groups
were linked to moral language in Austrian news media. Among the 15,169 articles that
referenced vaccine-related groups, 56.9 % (=8,627) also contained moralized language, as
identified through the Extended Moral Foundations Dictionary (Figure 3). Moral framing was

thus present in a majority of group-related coverage.
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Figure 3: Share of group-mentioning articles containing moral foundations (N = 15,169).
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On the sentence level, moral framing differed significantly between references to vaccinated
and unvaccinated groups, even though both were most frequently associated with the same three
moral foundations. Sentences referring to vaccinated groups with moral foundations
(N=28,954) most frequently contained Purity/Degradation frames (40.1 %), followed by
Morality General (37.4%) and Care/Harm (37.3 %). Similarly, sentences mentioning the
unvaccinated/anti-vaccine groups (N=15,822) were also most often associated with

Purity/Degradation (35.4%), Care/Harm (35.3 %), and Morality General (34.6 %) (Figure 4).

Chi-square tests confirmed significant group-based differences for all but one moral foundation.
Purity/Degradation (¢*=33.42, p<.001), Morality General (y*=11.96, p<.001), and
Care/Harm (%*>=5.86, p <.05) occurred more frequently in sentences referencing vaccinated
individuals. In contrast, Loyalty/Betrayal (¥*>=51.05, p<.001) and Authority/Subversion
(x*=50.25, p<.001) were significantly more common in sentences referencing unvaccinated
individuals. Fairness/Cheating did not differ significantly (y*=1.06, p>.05). This rather
consistent pattern of significant differences across most moral domains suggests that moral
framing was not random but systematically varied between the vaccinated/pro-vaccine and
unvaccinated/anti-vaccine groups. One possible explanation for this distribution may lie in the
different discursive contexts in which each group was addressed. References to vaccinated
individuals might have appeared more frequently in narratives emphasizing the benefits and
protection of vaccinations, as one article by Der Standard exemplifies: “Dreifach Geimpfte sind
nach wie vor gut vor Hospitalisierung geschiitzt” (18.02.2022). By contrast, unvaccinated
individuals may have been more commonly discussed in relation to government-imposed
mandates or restrictions on public life, as well as penalties for non-compliance, contexts that

could activate moral concerns related to authority, loyalty, and perceived social cohesion.
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Figure 4: Share of group-related sentences associated with each moral foundation per group
(N=14,776).

Finally, sentiment analysis provides an additional analytical perspective to RQ2 by examining
the emotional tone associated with the respective groups. On average, sentences referring to the
vaccinated/pro-vaccines were significantly more positively valenced (M =+0.15, SD=0.65,
N=19,663) than those referencing the unvaccinated/anti-vaccines (M =-0.11, SD=0.63,
N=10,990; p<.001), indicating a consistent polarity gap in the emotional framing of both
groups. Sentences mentioning both groups displayed a mildly negative tone (M =—0.04,
SD =0.62, N =1,340), and were also significantly less negative than those mentioning only the
unvaccinated (p <.001). This pattern could be linked to the unvaccinated being subjected to
news coverage discussing laws and restrictions targeting non-compliant individuals, as
illustrated by this example: “Neben den saftigen Geldstrafen droht Impfverweigerern aber auch

der Jobverlust” (Heute, 13.12.2021).
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Despite relatively large standard deviations, the standard errors (visualized as error bars) were
small due to the large number of observations, indicating stable group means and meaningful

differences (Figure 5).
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Figure 5: Average sentiment scores of sentences referencing vaccine-related groups (N = 32,995).
Error bars represent standard errors.

The third and final research question addressed whether differences and similarities in the
newspaper coverage of vaccine-related social groups could be identified. Analysis included
potential variation in group salience, moral framing, and valence/sentiment across quality

newspapers and tabloids.

A first point of comparison was the distribution of group mentions across media types. Among
all quality press articles that referenced vaccine-related groups, 56.6 % exclusively referred to
vaccinated or pro-vaccine individuals, while in tabloid newspapers, this share was slightly
lower at 51.2 %. Conversely, mentions of unvaccinated or anti-vaccine groups were more
prevalent in tabloids (22.3 %) than in quality outlets (18.8 %). Articles referencing both groups
appeared with comparable frequency in both outlet types (24.6 % in quality and 26.5 % in
tabloid newspapers), suggesting an overall balanced exposure across outlets (Figure 6). These
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coverage patterns suggest that quality newspapers emphasized vaccinated individuals more
consistently, whereas tabloid outlets devoted comparatively more attention to the unvaccinated.

The article-level results are descriptive and were not subjected to statistical testing.
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Figure 6: Distribution of vaccine-related group mentions across media types (N= 15,169).

A descriptive comparison of article-level moral framing revealed similar proportions across
outlet types. Among articles referencing vaccine-related groups, 57.2 % of quality newspaper
articles contained moral language, compared to 56.5 % in tabloids, showing only a marginal

difference in the prevalence of moralized content (Figure 7).
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Figure 7: Share of group-related articles with moral language separated by media type (N = 15,169).

A chi-square test comparing the share of group-related articles containing any moral language
revealed no significant difference between the two outlet types (y*=0.72, p>.05, N=15,169).
However, a Welch’s t-test comparing the average number of moral terms per sentence showed
that quality newspapers used significantly more moralized vocabulary (M =0.80, SD =1.22,
N =18,148) than tabloids (M =0.76, SD =1.19, N =15,958), with t=—2.83, and p <.01. When
broken down by group, this significant difference persisted only for sentences referencing
unvaccinated or anti-vaccine individuals (t=-6.06, p<.001), where quality newspapers
applied moralized language more intensively (M =0.91, SD=1.30, N=15,862) than tabloid
outlets M =0.77, SD=1.19, N =5,746) (Figure 8). This tendency is illustrated by statements
in quality newspapers that draw on strong normative language, e.g.:
“Die Frage, ob wir tatsdchlich bereits in einer postaufklirerischen (oder besser:
unaufgekldirten), unsolidarischen, postfaktischen Gesellschaft leben, wird mit der
'Offentlichkeitsarbeit' der Impfverweigerer fast schon tiglich mit Ja beantwortet” (Der

Standard, 06.02.2022).
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No significant differences were observed for sentences referring to the vaccinated or both
groups simultaneously. While tabloid outlets were not more likely to use moral language
overall, quality newspapers used slightly more moralized vocabulary per sentence. Even though
this difference was statistically significant, the gap in average usage remained relatively small,
suggesting a limited but nevertheless consistent tendency for quality outlets to employ moral

language more densely.
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Figure 8: Average number of moral terms per sentence referencing unvaccinated groups per media

type (N=11,608).

A more detailed inspection of the moral foundations involved in quality vs. tabloid reporting
reveals notable similarities as well as statistically supported differences. In quality newspapers,
sentences about vaccinated/pro-vaccine groups were most often associated with
Purity/Degradation (21.22 %), Morality General (20.89 %), and Care/Harm (18.29 %).
Tabloid coverage mirrored these three moral foundations, albeit with slightly higher shares for
Care/Harm (21.94 %) and Purity/Degradation (21.85 %), and a somewhat lower share for

Morality General (19.16 %). When reporting on unvaccinated/anti-vaccine groups, quality
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newspapers emphasized Morality General (19.15%), Care/Harm (17.55%), and
Authority/Subversion (17.36 %), while tabloid outlets leaned more towards Purity/Degradation
(20.70 %), Care/Harm (19.86 %), with Morality General also playing a somewhat less

dominant role (17.29 %) (Figure 9).

Statistical association tests (¥* and @) confirmed several of these differences to be significant.
For wvaccinated individuals, foundations such as Care/Harm (¢ =.045, p<.001),
Loyalty/Betrayal (¢p=.024, p<.01), and Morality General (¢=.021, p<.0l) varied
significantly across outlet types. Among unvaccinated groups, significant differences were
found for Purity/Degradation (¢ =.051, p<.001), Fairness/Cheating (¢p=.031, p<.01),
Care/Harm (9=.029, p<.01), and Morality General (¢ =.024, p<.05). No significant
differences were observed for Authority/Subversion in either group. These findings suggest that
while both media types rely on similar moral foundations, tabloids tend to emphasize
Care/Harm and Purity/Degradation more strongly, whereas quality newspapers assign
relatively more weight to general moral appeals and Authority/Subversion. The differences in
moral framing across outlet types were small but systematic, with significant variation

particularly evident in the portrayal of unvaccinated groups.
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Figure 9: Distribution of moral foundations associated with each group per media type (N = 25,221

moralized sentences with single-group mentions).

Average sentiment scores revealed consistent differences in how vaccine-related groups were
portrayed across media types (Figure 10). Sentences referring exclusively to vaccinated
individuals showed more positive sentiment in both outlet types, with higher scores in tabloid
coverage (M =0.16) than in quality newspapers (M =0.13). This difference was statistically
significant (p <.05), suggesting a more favorable framing of pro-vaccine groups in tabloid
outlets. In contrast, unvaccinated groups were associated with more negative sentiment,
particularly in quality outlets (M =-0.12) compared to tabloids (M =-0.10), although this
difference was not statistically significant (p >.05). Mentions of both groups appeared slightly
negative and remained stable across outlets (Quality: M =—0.04; Tabloid: M =-0.04), with no

significant difference detected (p > .05).

These results indicate that affective asymmetries in reporting were more pronounced in the
portrayal of vaccinated individuals. While sentiment toward unvaccinated groups was
consistently negative across outlets, only the representation of pro-vaccine groups varied
significantly by media type, suggesting that differences in tone were largely driven by how
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positively the vaccinated were portrayed, rather than by how negatively the unvaccinated were
framed. Again, the positive valence of vaccinated group mentions is likely connected to the
positive evaluation of the vaccine itself: “Wer geimpft ist und eine Infektion gut iiberstanden
hat, erhdlt das Beste aus beiden Welten, einen hybriden Immunschutz” (Kronen Zeitung,
04.04.2022), though such statements may also have inadvertently contributed to the
normalization of infection and can be interpreted as part of misinformative narratives (author’s

note).
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Figure 10: Average sentiment scores per group and media type (N =31,993).

Further analysis investigated whether this affective asymmetry also varied by moral foundation
and outlet type. Sentiment was most positive when vaccinated individuals were framed through
the lens of Morality General in quality newspapers (M =+0.37, SD=0.494, N=1,750), and
most negative when unvaccinated individuals were framed via Loyalty/Betrayal in quality
outlets (M =-0.14, SD=0.533, N=2841). Tabloid outlets followed broadly similar patterns,
with sentiment values generally closer to zero (e.g., Morality General, vaccinated: M =+0.34;

Loyalty/Betrayal, unvaccinated: M =—0.09).
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To further assess potential affective divergence across media types, sentiment differences were
computed by subtracting the average sentiment score in tabloids from that in quality newspapers
(Quality — Tabloid) for each group—foundation combination (Figure 11). The divergence plot
revealed only small sentiment differences were small and without clear patterns for vaccinated
individuals (ranging from A =-0.035 to A=+0.013). At the same time, a consistent directional
trend for unvaccinated individuals unfolded: sentences in quality newspapers expressed more
negative sentiment than those in tabloid outlets across most moral foundations. The most
pronounced gaps emerged in Fairness/Cheating (A=-0.055), Loyalty/Betrayal (A=-0.052),
and Care/Harm (A =-0.037). However, none of these differences reached conventional levels

of statistical significance, as confirmed by Welch’s t-tests (all p>.05).
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Figure 11: Average sentiment differences between quality and tabloid per moral foundation and group

(N=23,986).
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In summary, although most sentiment and moral framing differences between media types did
not reach statistical significance, the results consistently point to a pattern: quality newspapers
employed moralized language more prominently when referring to unvaccinated individuals.
The findings suggest that quality outlets more consistently associated unvaccinated groups with
negative sentiment, particularly when invoking moral foundations such as Loyalty/Betrayal,
Care/Harm, and Fairness/Cheating. These findings run counter to the initial assumption that
tabloid media would rely more heavily on negative and moralized portrayals. Instead, this
tendency was more pronounced in quality newspapers. This pattern may indicate that quality
outlets, despite their normative aspiration to balance and objectivity, engaged more actively in
normative boundary-setting, possibly reflecting a stronger alignment with public health

imperatives and the defense of collective responsibility during the pandemic.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The results of our study point to a nuanced but consistent pattern in how vaccine-related social
groups were framed during the Covid-19 pandemic in Austrian media. Across the large corpus
of news articles, over half made reference to either vaccinated or unvaccinated groups. Among
those, the vaccinated were far more prominent than the unvaccinated, and moral language was
used in the majority of cases where such group labels appeared. In this sense, our findings affirm
that news coverage definitely contributed to the visibility of vaccine-related social groups in

public discourse and predominantly subjected them to moralized vocabulary.

At the heart of this lies a broader journalistic shift that has been observed in health crises more
generally: the transition from a detached watchdog to a more engaged, mobilizing actor. In line
with the literature on journalistic role conceptions in crises (Klemm et al., 2019; Hallin et al.,
2023), Austrian quality news outlets appeared to embrace this cooperative stance somewhat
more consistently. This is reflected in the fact that they employed moralized language more
densely than tabloid outlets, particularly in reporting on unvaccinated or anti-vaccine groups.
The intensification of moral and emotional language in quality outlets aligns with the notion of
journalists acting as social mobilizers, especially in contexts where public health compliance
and collective responsibility are at stake. Rather than observers from afar, journalists in this
setting may have seen themselves as participants in a societal effort to contain and mend the

crisis.

This shift in role is further illustrated by the differentiated use of moral foundations. While both
vaccinated and unvaccinated groups were most frequently associated with Care/Harm,
Purity/Degradation, and Morality General, statistically significant group-based differences
emerged across most foundations. Purity/Degradation, Morality General, and Care/Harm

occurred more frequently in sentences referencing vaccinated individuals, while
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Authority/Subversion and Loyalty/Betrayal were more common in references to unvaccinated
groups. In the context of pandemic reporting, these foundations could reflect concerns about
adherence to public health measures and perceived solidarity with the collective. While the data
do not allow for definitive conclusions about intent or interpretation, the prominence of those
two specific frames suggests that the portrayal of unvaccinated/anti-vaccine groups was more

strongly tied to questions of norm adherence and solidarity with fellow citizens.

Our sentiment analysis complements these findings. On average, sentences referencing the
vaccinated were more positively valenced, while those mentioning unvaccinated or anti-vaccine
groups displayed more negative sentiment. These differences were consistent across outlet
types but were most pronounced in quality newspapers. However, statistically significant
differences in sentiment between media types were only found for the vaccinated. Here, tabloid
outlets expressed more positive sentiment than quality outlets. While effect sizes remained
small throughout, the consistent direction of the findings suggests that differences in tone were
more strongly driven by positive portrayals of pro-vaccine groups than by negative portrayals

of the unvaccinated.

This pattern has several implications. First, it calls for a more nuanced understanding of how
different media outlets navigated their journalistic responsibilities during the pandemic. While
quality newspapers employed more frequent and affectively charged moral language,
particularly in relation to unvaccinated/anti-vaccine groups, the overall differences between
outlet types remained moderate. Both quality and tabloid media referenced vaccine-related
groups in morally coded language, suggesting that the framing of social behavior through a
normative lens was a common feature of crisis reporting. From this perspective, both outlet
types can be seen as having fulfilled their informational and societal function during the

pandemic: to act as intermediaries between experts and the public, shape risk perception, and
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highlight themes that demand collective action (Christians et al., 2010; Perrault & Perreault,

2021; Rodriguez et al., 2007), albeit with varying emphasis in tone and intensity.

The prevalence of moralized language may thus be interpreted not solely as a sign of bias, but
also as a reflection of the cooperative role journalism often assumes in times of public health
emergency. As prior research suggests (Klemm et al., 2019; Hallin et al., 2023), crises tend to
reconfigure journalistic role conceptions, encouraging a shift from detached observation toward
active societal engagement. Against this backdrop, the use of moral appeals appears less as an

expression of partisanship and more as an attempt to mobilize collective responsibility.

While our study offers valuable insights into the moral framing of vaccine-related groups,
certain inherent limitations remain. One key concern lies in the context-dependence of moral
meaning. As Grimmer and Stewart (2013) point out, individual words can vary greatly in their
connotation depending on the domain and communicative setting. This presents a fundamental
challenge for general-purpose dictionaries like the Moral Foundations Dictionary: unless
carefully tailored, they risk misrepresenting the intended tone and meaning of a text. To mitigate
this risk, we supplemented our analysis with an additional sentiment dictionary (Rauh, 2018),
allowing us to capture affective valence more directly and compensate for some of the semantic

ambiguity in word-level annotation.

Furthermore, The MFD was not developed with pandemic-related media coverage in mind, and
its categories may not fully align with the ways in which moral language was deployed during
the Covid-19 crisis. Moreover, no external validation of dictionary matches was conducted in
this study, a rather pragmatic decision given the scale of the dataset, but one that limits the

precision with which individual annotations can be interpreted.

Further challenges stem from the internal logic of the MFD itself. Many words appear in

multiple categories, which introduces interpretive overlap and blurs the conceptual boundaries
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between moral foundations. These ambiguities are compounded by longstanding critiques of
the underlying structure of Moral Foundations Theory, with some scholars advocating for the
inclusion of additional moral domains, while others call for a reduction and consolidation of
the existing ones (e.g. Atari et al., 2023; Wormley et al., 2025). Our findings reflect this
conceptual tension: particularly the category Morality General, while useful as a broad indicator
of moralized discourse, offers little analytical traction for identifying specific normative
dimensions. This illustrates the difficulty of clearly assigning moral meaning within the current
framework. Against this backdrop, recent alternatives like the extended Morality as
Cooperation Dictionary (eMACD) have shown promising results. Grounded in a cooperative
theory of morality and empirically validated across diverse text types, it provides a more
functionally coherent and context-sensitive framework, and future studies may benefit from its

use in public health and crisis communication research.

Despite its limitations, dictionary-based annotation remains a practical and transparent method
for large-scale content analysis. As Bos and Minihold (2022) argue, it is one of the few
approaches that enables researchers to apply systematic coding schemes across extensive
corpora. In the case of this study, it allowed for the annotation of over 28,000 articles into
defined moral categories, something that would have been unfeasible through manual coding

alone.

In sum, this study underscores the dual role of journalism in crisis contexts: as a source of
orientation and as a co-creator of social meaning. While the differences between media types
remained moderate, the presence and tone of moralized language suggest that journalism may
subtly participate in the construction and reinforcement of social group boundaries. Rather than
indicating a deviation from journalistic standards, such framing choices likely mirror the
normative expectations placed on media in times of public uncertainty. To refine and expand
upon the patterns identified in this study, future research should go beyond the identification of
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moral language and examine the narrative structures and interpretive frames through which
social groups were portrayed. Approaches such as narrative or discourse analysis, fruitfully
combined with qualitative methods, may offer valuable tools to capture depth, nuance and
contextual specificity of journalistic reporting over the social groups emerging amidst crises
such as the pandemic. Ultimately, this allows for a more grounded understanding of how news
media shape not only public discourse, but also societal perceptions of belonging and legitimacy

in times of uncertainty.
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Appendix

I. Customized dictionary of social vaccine groups used for annotation

Term Social Group

geimpft* Vaccinated/Pro-vaccines
impfwillig* Vaccinated/Pro-vaccines
impfbereit* Vaccinated/Pro-vaccines
impfbefiirwort* Vaccinated/Pro-vaccines
impfpositiv* Vaccinated/Pro-vaccines
ungeimpft* Unvaccinated/Anti-vaccines
impfgegner* Unvaccinated/Anti-vaccines
impfskepti* Unvaccinated/Anti-vaccines
impfkrit* Unvaccinated/Anti-vaccines
impfverweiger* Unvaccinated/Anti-vaccines
impfleugn* Unvaccinated/Anti-vaccines
nicht geimpft* Unvaccinated/Anti-vaccines
impfablehn* Unvaccinated/Anti-vaccines
nicht-geimpft* Unvaccinated/Anti-vaccines
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Abstract (English)

This master’s thesis investigates how Austrian news media portrayed vaccine-related social
groups during the Covid-19 pandemic. Building on the theories of social identity, framing and
moral foundations, it examines to which extent vaccinated/pro-vaccine and unvaccinated/anti-
vaccine groups were represented in news articles, how moral language was used in this context,
and whether differences emerged between quality press and tabloid outlets. Using a computer-
assisted quantitative content analysis of N= 28,188 news articles (= 584,449 sentences)
published in Kronen Zeitung, Heute, Der Standard and Die Presse between November 2020
and May 2022, this study applied a dictionary-based annotation pipeline in Python to identify
group mentions, co-occurring moral language, and sentiment. The results show that vaccinated
groups were highly salient across media coverage, with somewhat higher visibility in quality
newspapers. Unvaccinated groups were also frequently referenced and more salient in tabloid
outlets. Across both media types, moral framing was pervasive but varied systematically:
vaccinated groups were primarily associated with Care/Harm and Purity/Degradation frames
and more positive sentiment, while unvaccinated groups were more often linked to
Authority/Subversion and Loyalty/Betrayal frames, accompanied by more negative sentiment.
Significant differences between media types were identified in the frequency and tone of moral
framing, especially regarding the unvaccinated group. In sum, the findings underscore the dual
role of journalism in crises: as a source of orientation and a co-creator of social meaning. While
the differences between media types remained moderate, the presence and tone of moralized
language suggest that journalistic reporting may subtly contribute to the construction and

reinforcement of social group boundaries during times of uncertainty.
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Abstract (German)

Diese Masterarbeit untersucht, wie Osterreichische Tageszeitungen wihrend der Covid-19-
Pandemie impfbezogene soziale Gruppen portritierten. Aufbauend auf dem theoretischen
Grundgeriist der Social Identity Theory, der Framing Theory und der Moral Foundations Theory
analysiert die durchgefiihrte Studie, wie salient geimpfte und ungeimpfte Gruppen in der
Berichterstattung waren, inwieweit sie mit moralischen Frames verkniipft wurden und ob
Unterschiede zwischen Qualitdts- und Boulevardzeitungen feststellbar sind. Grundlage der
Analyse bildet eine Computer-gestiitzte quantitative Inhaltsanalyse von N= 28.188 Artikeln
(=584.449 Sitzen), erschienen in den Nachrichtenmedien Kronen Zeitung, Heute, Der
Standard und Die Presse im Zeitraum von November 2020 bis Mai 2022. Mittels einer
regelbasierten, dictionary-gestiitzten Annotations-Pipeline in Python wurden Gruppensalienz,
moralische Sprache und Sentiment systematisch erfasst. Die Ergebnisse zeigen eine allgemein
hohe Sichtbarkeit geimpfter Gruppen, mit leicht erhohter Prisenz in Qualititszeitungen.
Ungeimpfte Gruppen wurden ebenfalls regelmédBig thematisiert und wiesen in
Boulevardzeitungen eine hohere Sichtbarkeit auf. Moralisches Framing war in beiden
Medientypen weit verbreitet, wobei sich systematische Unterschiede zeigten: Geimpfte
Gruppen wurden vorrangig mit den Moral Foundations Care/Harm und Purity/Degradation
sowie mit positivem Sentiment assoziiert, wihrend ungeimpfte Gruppen haufiger mit
Authority/Subversion, Loyalty/Betrayal und tendenziell negativem Sentiment dargestellt
wurden. Signifikante Differenzen zwischen Qualitéts- und Boulevardpresse traten in Haufigkeit
und Tonalitit insbesondere in Bezug auf ungeimpfte Gruppen auf. Insgesamt verdeutlichen die
Ergebnisse die doppelte Rolle des Journalismus in Krisenzeiten: Als Instanz der
gesellschaftlichen Orientierung und als aktiver Mitgestalter 6ffentlicher Diskurse der sozialen

Zugehorigkeit.
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