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ABSTRACT
Dealing with COVID-19 and with the preventative measures that have been taken 
to mitigate the transmission of the virus causing the pandemic has posed a great 
challenge to the population. While psychologists have expertise with regard to 
preventive behavior change and to dealing with the mental health impact of measures, 
their expertise needs to be effectively communicated to the public. Mass media play 
a critical role in times of crisis, in many cases being the only source of information. 
While most research focuses on the importance of information content as a factor 
affecting psychological responses to a collective traumatic event, the way information 
is framed in the media is likely to influence the way health professionals are perceived 
as trustworthy. This study aimed to analyze the media framing of information from 
psychology during the COVID-19 pandemic in six countries from America and Europe, 
identifying the most recurrent topics in the news (n news items = 541) related to 
psychology and mental health. In all six countries the media address the psychological 
needs of the population, which vary depending on the imposed restrictions. The news 
content is influenced by the scientific sources used by the media. While the most 
prevalent topics focus on psychological risk and the need to seek mental health care, 
the least prevalent topics relate to counseling and behavioral guidelines for managing 
the psychological consequences of the pandemic. The study findings provide insight 
into how psychological knowledge contributes to the understanding and mitigation 
of COVID-19 consequences in different countries and identified fields where 
psychologists were consulted to respond to a health emergency. They also show a 
preference to consult other experts when searching for contextual or more macro-
social explanations of critical situation.
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INTRODUCTION

The emergence of the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus, and 
of the COVID-19 disease it triggers poses a profound 
threat to physical and mental health, as well as to social, 
political, and economic stability worldwide. Very few 
events in recent years can compare with the impact of 
the global health crisis caused by COVID-19, of which 
the social, economic, health, and life consequences have 
been dramatic (Moya et al., 2020). The events related 
to the COVID-19 crisis have also received extraordinary 
media coverage. In January 2020 alone, there were 23 
times more news articles regarding COVID-19 when 
compared to similar news articles about Ebola in its 
initial phase during 2018 (Masip et al., 2020). Mass 
media have become the primary source of information 
for a significant segment of the population to remain 
updated, make decisions, and modify behaviors to 
protect their health and safety (Gui, 2021; Krawczyk et 
al., 2021; Zheng et al., 2020).

Media coverage of the COVID-19 crisis has focused 
primarily on reporting on virus spread statistics, 
difficulties in containing contagion, economic impacts, 
prevention and protection strategies, and impacts on 
the psychological and social well-being of the measures 
implemented (Ng et al., 2021). In doing so, media draw 
heavily on insights from science. Reliance on science 
has been considered as crucial for compliance with 
health measures such as social distancing or vaccination 
(Bicchieri et al., 2021). Since views from scientists can 
serve as cognitive shortcuts for decision-making on 
actions that would be costly when made individually 
(Sturgis et al., 2021), scientific experts in areas such as 
medicine, virology, epidemiology, or psychology may give 
information based on their areas of expertise, providing 
concrete and practical recommendations through the 
media (Shullman & Evans, 2020, López-López, 2020).

Regarding psychology, international organizations 
such as the International Union of Psychological 
Science [IUPsyS], the International Association of 
Applied Psychology [IAAP], the Interamerican Society of 
Psychology [SIP], the American Psychological Association 
[APA], the European Community Psychology Association 
[ECCP], or national organizations provided information 
to help the population manage the COVID-19 crisis from 
the outset. These contributions are of vital relevance in 
the public health crisis caused by COVID-19. Psychology 
can contribute with evidence-based knowledge to 
promote preventive behaviors (e.g., use of masks), 
coping behaviors (e.g., dealing with confinement), and 
social support behaviors (e.g., prosocial actions). As such, 
psychology can provide tools to help mitigate the impacts 
of the COVID-19 crisis at the individual, interpersonal and 
collective levels. 

The adverse mental health consequences of COVID-19 
were evident from the onset of the crisis (Bueno-Notivol 

et al., 2021; Taquet et al., 2021). Fear of contagion, 
transformations in individual and social dynamics due 
to the measures containing the spread of the virus, 
information saturation, and the economic repercussions 
associated with the COVID-19 crisis have posed a risk to 
mental health globally (Garfin et al., 2020). Among the 
measures to reduce contagion, physical distancing was 
the one that perhaps had the most impact on mental 
health, with reports of isolation, fear of contagion 
and death, anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress 
disorder, substance abuse, a wide range of other mental 
and behavioral disorders, gender or domestic violence, 
and child maltreatment (Bueno-Notivol et al., 2021; Garfin 
et al., 2020; González-Ramírez et al., 2020, Taquet et al., 
2021). This raises the importance of the contributions 
made by psychology in the media to promote mental 
health, since professionals in psychology, as part of the 
scientific community, can be perceived as reliable and 
can contribute knowledge to reduce the negative impact 
of the crisis on mental health (Lunn et al., 2020).

The information generated by professionals in 
psychology or related fields undoubtedly passes 
through the media, which becomes a primary source of 
information during a crisis. Professionals in psychology 
should guide the content disseminated, and the media 
should replicate it to large audiences when discussing 
mental health promotion. This content should be clear 
and effective to avoid further harm to the population and 
reduce audience overexposure (Thompson et al., 2017).

ROLE OF MEDIA AND NEWS FRAMING 
Most of the information from psychology on dealing with 
the crisis was disseminated through the mass media. 
This raises the question as to how that information is 
framed by the media. The purpose of the present study 
was to analyze the framing of psychology in the news 
during the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic. News 
framing is conceptualized as a pattern of media coverage 
in which certain aspects of a topic are highlighted over 
others (Lecheler et al., 2015). It comprises how words, 
expressions, or images are highlighted and selected to 
expose a particular angle of the issue discussed. Empirical 
evidence shows that media framing has an effect on the 
processes of reception and impact of information (de 
los Santos & Nabi, 2019; Hernández-Santaolalla, 2019; 
Kapušcińki & Richards, 2018; Lecheler & de Vreese, 2015, 
Igartua et al., 2012). News framing not only influences 
the definition of social issues but also the construction of 
social reality (Gui, 2021; Igartua et al., 2012). This process 
is generally referred to as the “framing effect”, and its 
consequences can be seen at an individual or societal 
level. The framing effect appears in small or large 
alterations in information processing, opinion-shaping, 
attitude activation and behavior, political socialization, 
and collective actions (Lecheler & de Vreese, 2019; 
Lecheler et al., 2015; Rincón-Unigarro et al., 2020). 
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At an individual level, frames help people make sense 
of the issues as a cognitive structure affecting them in 
terms of issue interpretation, political issues, cognitive 
complexity, issue support, and voter mobilization 
(Lecheler & de Vreese, 2019). Three cognitive processes 
are likely to mediate the effect of framing. Firstly, 
framing makes certain considerations more accessible 
and thus more salient. This change is more plausible 
as a pre-process of news framing effect (de Vreese, 
2009). Secondly, belief importance changes where 
framing increases the weight of the beliefs it evokes 
rather than making them more salient. Thirdly, belief 
content can change when frames add new beliefs for the 
individual, although this effect depends on the receivers 
(Lecheler & de Vreese, 2019). Nonetheless, framing is 
often considered to have different effects and combine 
intermediary paths of belief importance and belief 
content change (Slothuus, 2008). Furthermore, it has 
been found that discrete emotions can be moderators of 
the framing effect, whereby depending on the emotion 
evoked, they may mobilize citizens to support or dismiss 
a news frame (Lerner & Keltner, 2001; Aarøe, 2011). 

In the case of the COVID-19 crisis, news framing can 
be particularly important due to its influence on the 
perception of a health crisis and social roles or identities 
in the fight against the spread, factors that ultimately 
evoke actions (Gui, 2021). An experiment by Valenzuela 
et al. (2021) provides an example of the media framing 
effect during the COVID-19 crisis. When the framing of 
news about COVID-19 on Facebook was manipulated 
to emphasize economic vs. public health aspects, it 
influenced the level of support for restrictive measures, 
with support for these measures being lower in the 
sample of participants exposed to an economic frame.

The present study analyzes the media framing on 
psychology and mental health during the first months 
of the public health crisis associated with COVID-19 and 
specifically during the confinement measure. The news 
content published by the media concerning psychology 
and mental health in six countries in the Americas and 
Europe was analyzed to identify the most recurrent 
topics according to the state of emergency (i.e., the level 
of restrictions taken) in each country, as well as the most 
used scientific sources (i.e., psychology professionals. 
associations, other experts, or none).

METHOD
DATA COLLECTION 
Data was collected from media in six large countries in 
America and Europe. While these countries are not a 
random or representative selection of these continents, 
they provide contexts that have been affected to different 
extents and have, therefore, taken various strategies to 
handle the pandemic (Yan et al., 2021). The countries 
selected in America were the United States (US), Brazil, 

and Colombia, while for Europe were the United Kingdom, 
Spain, and Germany. These are also in the 20 countries 
with the most deaths caused by COVID-19 worldwide 
(Johns Hopkins University, 2021). 

Two main media outlets were selected based on the 
weekly reach offline and online published in Newman et 
al.’s (2020) report on Digital News per country, ensuring 
the media sources had high audience traffic or national 
circulation. Researchers reached an agreement based 
on news accessibility either by a low-cost subscription or 
free access, as well as; media emphasizing written news 
and long articles providing a large corpus suitable for text 
analysis (See Table I in supplementary material). The 
news pieces collected were published between March 1st 
and May 31st of 2020 and contained information related 
to the search tags referring to COVID-19: Coronavirus, 
covid-19/covid, pandemic, and the terms: psychology, 
mental health, or well-being; and their translations to 
Spanish (pandemia, psicología, salud mental, bienestar), 
Portuguese (coronavírus, pandemia, psicologia, saúde 
mental, bem-estar) and German (pandemie, psychologie, 
psychische Gesundheit, Wohlbefinden / Wohlergehen) 
for the corresponding countries. The search was done 
manually by applying the established criteria (i.e., 
timeframe and keywords) to each website. No other 
elimination criteria were used for this data. All news 
articles found were entered into an Excel matrix and 
classified according to the following variables: Level of 
restriction for each country (a) no restrictions, (b) partial 
restrictions, (c) confinement and (d) partial reopening), 
which was established from the official communications 
of the health authorities of the six countries;1 the 
source of publication for each country (See table I in 
supplementary material), the type of news (interview, 
chronicle, opinion articles, news articles). Additionally, 
the scientific source was identified, with the following 
categories: Professionals in psychology, scientific articles, 
official organizations of psychology, other related experts 
or none.

DATA ANALYSIS: STRUCTURAL TOPIC 
MODELLING
This study performed Structural Topic Modeling (STM) 
analysis to identify the most salient topics or issues in the 
content published by major media regarding psychology 
during the early COVID-19 outbreaks. STM is an inductive 
technique that reduces and simplifies text to reveal 
hidden topics that emerge from the textual corpus in 
an almost unsupervised and automatic way. It is based 
in the algorithm known as Latent Dirichlet Allocation 
(Blei, 2012; Roberts et al., 2014), which assumes that 
each document or, in this case, news article, is a 
mixture of topics where each word of the document 
belongs to a particular topic. Its objective is to identify 
what combination of unknown topics could produce 
the analyzed documents (Lindstedt, 2019; Banks et al., 
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2018), which means it identifies topics from the data 
instead of pre-establishing them. 

However, STM allows the inclusion of attributes or 
covariates regarding the document that could reveal 
how these topics are discussed or their frequency. It 
uses a regression framework to evaluate the influence 
of the covariates on the content or the prevalence of 
certain topics in the articles (Roberts et al., 2014). STM 
enables researchers to analyze the link between topics 
and covariates and produces more consistent patterns 
of topic modeling (Wesslen, 2018). In this study, the 
covariate Level of Restriction can indicate the differences 
in the topic frequency regarding the restrictions used 
to mitigate COVID-19, while the covariate Scientific 
Source can suggest the differences in topical content, or 
the language used to discuss topics depending on the 
sources used by media. 

The data was analyzed using the STM package (Roberts 
et al., 2019) which allows easily replicable analysis with 
voluminous textual data in R (R Core Team, 2020). This 
means, the matrix with the manually retrieved textual 
corpus and its covariates were introduced in R, the 
researchers followed the recommendations for textual 
analysis in R by Banks et al. (2018), and the STM package 
performed the topic modeling analysis explained above. 

Number of topics. The number of topics was selected 
following different indicators between computer 
guidance (see Figure 1) and human judgment to find 
balance between a significant held-out likelihood and 
insightful outcomes (also known as the prediction-
interpretability trade-off) (Chang et al., 2009; Lindstedt, 
2019; Wesslen, 2018).

Figure 1 shows the performance of the selected 
outcomes after running several ones that vary in the 
number of topics, between three and 30 topics (30 to 50 
showed similar behavior), considering the suggestions 
of Lindstedt (2019) and Roberts et al. (2019) for corpus 
lengths not exceeding 1000 documents. Thus, we 
reviewed the following criteria to select the number of 
topics per country: 

A)	The held-out probability, which measures the 
predictive power to capture natural language 
patterns. Values closer to zero (i.e., higher on 
the y-axis) indicate significantly better predictive 
strength. For each country, between three and 15 
topics were identified as the best fit.

B)	The semantic coherence, which measures the 
average interpretation capacity of the topics by 
calculating the probability for a set of topic words to 
co-occur in the same document. Like the held-out 
probability, a mean value closer to zero is understood 
to be more interpretable than lower values. This 
criterion suggested running between seven and 10 
topics.

C)	The exclusivity, which measures the probability of a 
word being specific to a topic. Higher scores contain 
a higher amount of unique vocabulary. This criterion 
also suggested running between seven to 10 topics.

D)	The balance between semantic coherence and 
exclusivity, this criterion proposes to choose an 
outcome that is not dominated by either of the two 
metrics. Thus, between outcomes between five and 
10 topics offered the best balance for the corpus.

Figure 1 Diagnosis of topics per country.

Note: The figure shows diagnostics for outcomes between three and 30 topics. 
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Taking into account the above criteria, as well as the 
expert judgment analysis of the topic content of each 
outcome, seven topics were selected for all countries 
except Colombia (See Figure 2), considering them as 
the best outcome for each country’s content. In the 
case of Colombia, ten topics were a better fit due to 
better balance between semantic coherence and held-
out probability (See Figure 1), which when qualitatively 
assessed (by retrieving the most representative articles 
for the topics and the word clusters for each topic) was 
more interpretable than a seven or five model while 
holding a relevant prediction value. 

RESULTS
DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS
In total, 541 items were collected from all countries. 
20.33% from the United States, 18.11% from the United 
Kingdom, 17.74% from Spain, 16.45% from Colombia, 
16.27% from Brazil, and 11.09% from Germany. In terms 
of the variable Level of Restriction, 51.94% news were 
published during Confinement, 25.87% during Partial 
Restrictions, 18.48% during Partial Reopening, and 3.69% 
in No Restrictions. Considering the data collection period 
(March 1 to May 1, 2020), it was not possible to collect 

a balanced amount of news for each level of restriction 
phase in the countries. The United States was the only 
country with news items from every level of restrictions, 
while in the other countries, the news articles collected 
were mainly from Confinement and Partial Reopening. 
In Brazil, almost every news item was published during 
Partial Restrictions, as there was no rigorous mandatory 
confinement applied throughout the country.

Regarding the scientific writing sources consulted 
by the publications, 49.54% consulted professionals in 
psychology, 31.24% consulted other experts, 10.17% did 
not use any scientific writing source, 5.55% consulted 
official psychology organizations, and 3.51% cited 
scientific articles. These results show that the most 
frequently used scientific writing sources were those 
related to psychology professionals and experts, while 
scientific articles and psychology organizations are less 
cited. Likewise, there was a low proportion of news items 
without scientific writing sources.

Topics. A model was run for each country using 
STM, the topics per model, keywords and descriptions 
are displayed in Table 1. When analyzing the prototype 
documents for each topic, we found that the topics with 
the highest proportion tended to address issues related 
to the worst aspects and consequences of mental health 

Figure 2 Selected Number of Topics per country.

Note: The figure only shows the values selected by each country.
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during the COVID-19 crisis. Although the direction of 
the news changed its focus group (e.g., children, young 
adults, healthcare workers, or women) according to the 
country, the psychological risk, and the need to seek 
mental health care as a result of the pandemic and the 
restrictions imposed were recurrent issues in all countries. 
In contrast, the lesser topics (e.g., psychological 
recommendations, retrospective preparation, therapy, 
or meditation) often related to psychological guidelines 
or tips for the present or future to better manage the 
psychological consequences of COVID-19 (see Figure 3). 

In general, news articles in all countries have topics 
that raise awareness on the effects of COVID-19 on 
mental health, provide explanations of the events, 
and promote a behavioral change to mitigate either 
the spread of the virus or the mental stress caused by 
it. Results showed at least five issues shared by three 
or more countries and no specific differences between 
continents. 

First, Germany, United Kingdom, and Spain emphasize 
the youngest (youth and children, most prevalent topics) 
as an audience to whom explanations of the situation 
may ease the impact of the measures taken. News 
topics regarding this population discuss the mental 
health impact, how to communicate this event to the 
youngest without overstating or provoking irrational fear, 
and the changes in family relationships and emotional 
development. This issue is also present but in lower 
proportions in Colombia and Brazil.

Second, these European countries also presented, 
in a significant proportion, information concerning 
access to mental health care, which changed to online 

consultations and practices to continue offering its 
services. This issue is also Brazil’s most prevalent topic, 
whereas in the United States it is the smallest topic, 
and in Colombia, no topic mentions mental health care 
access.

Third, although all countries have topics related to 
negative emotions, its proportion varies. In the United 
Kingdom, only one topic (affectivity) uses emotional 
language when discussing family and personal affection 
and COVID-19 emotional impacts in daily life. A common 
issue in the rest of the countries is the resilience or 
emotion regulation strategies needed to overcome this 
traumatic event, which entails dealing with stress, death, 
grief, sadness, fear, worry, feelings of vulnerability, 
loneliness, irritability, trauma, and emotional states 
related to depression and anxiety (see Table 1, topics: 
therapy, resilience, negative emotions, emotional 
management, psychological impact, coping strategies, 
psychological care, meditation and peace, psychological 
support). 

Fourth, another salient issue is violence against 
women and children in Germany, Colombia, and Brazil, 
where topics highlight the increase in cases of domestic 
and gender violence. These topics illustrate how the 
strict lockdown and the inability to leave home unless 
necessary may have affected the care programs and 
services for victims of domestic violence. 

Finally, all countries except Germany underline a 
behavioral change that has been caused or increased 
either by fear and similar emotions (panic, worry, stress) 
or due to social isolation measures. These changes 
involve consumer habits like panic buying in the United 

Figure 3 Expected topic proportion by country and the three most frequent words per topic.

Note: All models included the covariates: Level of Restriction and Scientific Source.
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Kingdom or an increase in alcohol purchase in the United 
States; home and family routines affected by working/
studying from home in Spain and the United States; how 
these routines changes affect the vulnerable population 
in Brazil; as well as preventive behavior (masks, social 
distance, testing, and others) in public spaces in 
Colombia, Spain, and the United States.

INFLUENCE OF COVARIATES
Compared effects by Level of Restriction. We analyzed 
the influence of the covariate Level of Restriction through 
STM. During the phase with no restrictions, no topic was 
particularly representative or salient in the countries 
analyzed. This result may be at least in part due to the low 
amount of news collected, which only represents 3.69% 
of the text corpus. Furthermore, during this early period 
of the pandemic, the media’s focus was on the expansion 
of the virus rather than its psychological consequences. 

During the Partial Restrictions2 phase, when the first 
trade and mobility restrictions began, the covariate 
influenced the topics in the United Kingdom, Spain, 
and the United States (see Figure 3), which focused on 
two main news frames. The first one relates to a) the 
social behaviors that emerged in response to the crisis. 
For instance, teleworking as a solution that decreases 
social contact leads to drastic changes in the routine 
and care of family and home. Likewise, the panic buying 
that appears as a reaction to the unpredictability of the 
environment, behavior later perceived as disruptive or 
shameful. The second frame focuses on b) psychological 

care in terms of access to mental health services and the 
psychological impact of the new limited context, and the 
restrictions of the physical and social interactions. 

The confinement phase was the most restrictive 
period due to the shutdown of all non-essential trade 
and mobility, which resulted in all the government 
and media attention focused on COVID-19 and its 
consequences. Half of the news collected were published 
during this period. As in the Partial Restrictions phase, the 
publications aimed to offer psychological care services 
and to raise awareness about the psychological effects 
of confinement and social isolation. However, because 
of the constraining context, there are also topics focused 
on mitigating its impact and generating behavioral 
change (e.g., Coping strategies, Care, Psychological 
recommendations, Childhood). 

As a consequence of the mobility limitation, in 
Germany, the visibility of domestic violence increased, 
while in Colombia, the concern was the management of 
children and their adaptation to the schools’ closure. In 
the United States, Colombia, and Spain, the topics related 
to mental health and psychological aspects increased 
their prevalence and variety, responding to the difficulty 
of what this crisis meant (See Figures 4 and 5). It is worth 
noting that in the case of the United Kingdom, all of 
the topics increased their prevalence during this phase, 
which may be because the majority of its collected news 
items were from this period. 

The fourth and last phase, Partial Reopening, 
is characterized by the uncertainty between the 

Figure 4 Effect of the covariate Level of Restriction on the topics of United Kingdom, United States, and Spain.
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expectations by the economic and social life reactivation 
and the fear of still being able to control the contagion 
curve. The influence of this phase on the prevalence of 
the topics is visible in Germany, Spain, the United States, 
and Colombia, where the two news frames identified 
before are present a) Social behaviors as a response to the 
crisis and b) Psychological care. Regarding the first news 
frame, topics focused on creating awareness of specific 
problems caused by the confinement in the United 
States and Colombia: Alcohol consumption and Gender 
violence. In the second news frame, media discussed the 
offer of therapy, its availability, and new forms of access, 
as well as the experts’ recommendations regarding the 
feelings of vulnerability and the expectations of a new 
global scenario (e.g., Therapy, Emotional Management) 
(See Figures 5 and 6). 

Compared effects by Scientific Source. As with the 
covariate Level of Restriction, we analyzed through STM 
the influence of the covariate Scientific source on the 
prevalence of the topics. This analysis identified that 
the topic prevalence varied according, mainly, to the 
consultation of professionals in psychology and other 
experts. 

Those publications that consulted Professionals in 
psychology discussed more frequently a) access to 
mental health services, care, and psychological risk 
alongside b) social issues such as domestic, gender-
based violence, and the changes and challenges caused 
by teleworking. These news frames and their topics were 
generally addressed by professionals in psychology to 
generate awareness about the particular problem or to 
encourage a behavioral change.

Particularly in the United States, the most prevalent 
topic (Psychological risk) was the most frequent during 
confinement and when the source was a professional in 
psychology. In this country, the media consulted these 
professionals to discuss future expectations related to 
the behavioral change to prevent transmission. Likewise, 
in Spain, consultation with professionals in psychology 
was more prevalent when news content focused on 
modification or adaptation of behavior to new ways of 
interaction and work. Lastly, in Brazil, the most prevalent 
topic (Psychological support) was not affected by the 
type of scientific source used despite care being one of 
the main areas of psychological practice.

The use of “Other Experts” as scientific sources also 
affected the prevalence of the topics in all countries (see 
Figure 7). Unlike the news frames present when the source 
consulted was a professional in psychology, professionals 
in other areas did not approach the psychological field 
from the point of view of care and access to mental 
health services, but rather dealt with topics related to the 
life cycle, for example, youth and childhood in Germany, 
United Kingdom, Spain, and Colombia. In these countries, 
the media seemed to prefer various professionals to 
discuss personal and family issues that are affected by 
the health crisis. These experts are the preferred media 
source when giving general explanations about social 
phenomena (e.g., topics Routine Change, New Normal, 
and Global Overview).

Furthermore, in Germany, the media consulted 
professionals in psychology for the topic Government, 
which is related to its decisions and regulations, and 
the scientific information to be published. Meanwhile, 

Figure 5 Effect of the covariate Level of Restriction on the topics of Germany, United Kingdom, United States, and Colombia.
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when the source was other experts, topics with a more 
mainstream psychology approach were more prevalent, 
such as overcoming psychological stress within family or 
couple, or personally (e.g., topic Resilience). 

Finally, although the amount of news that had no 
scientific source (“None”) is 10.17%, it is worth noting 
that there was a tendency to address topics such as 
the psychological impact on the population and youth, 
psychological support, and care. This result is most 
evident in the United States, Brazil, Spain, and the United 
Kingdom (See Figure 8).

DISCUSSION

This article analyzed the media framing of the information 
transmitted regarding psychology and mental health 

in the first months of the COVID-19 crisis in different 
countries of America and Europe. More specifically, it 
examined whether the media framing varied according 
to (a) the level of restriction during publication or (b) the 
scientific source used to generate the content.

The findings indicate that the media in these countries 
highlight the importance of mental health during the 
COVID-19 crisis. Overall, there was a strong emphasis on 
reporting the risks and psychological consequences of the 
pandemic at all levels of restriction. These news frames 
generally sought to influence the perception of risk and 
the need to seek psychological care. In this regard, our 
findings suggest that these frames focused, depending 
on each country’s needs, on specific demographic groups 
and available control measures for each situation, as 
evidenced by Bish & Michie (2010) in the media coverage 
of the H1N1 health crisis.

Figure 6 Effect of the covariate Level of Restriction on the topics of Spain and the United States.

Figure 7 Effect of consulting Professionals in psychology and Other experts as scientific source on the topics of each country. 
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In all countries, news articles raised awareness and 
reported on events related to COVID-19 and mental 
health. This suggests that the news frames aimed 
to help the public to interpret the events and make 
decisions according to their context, either promoting 
preventive individual behavior or explaining social 
changes that mitigate the spread. The way in which the 
media framed the information related to psychological 
aspects showed an effort to translate the scientific data 
and turn it into a useful tool to face the crisis. Examples 
of this are the increase of gender-based or domestic 
violence, the problems related to youth and children, and 
the behavioral changes due to fear or social isolation. 
Based on the credibility of the sources and the empathic 
approach, these news items promoted individual actions 
to mitigate the phenomenon, in line with the variables 
required for effective communication (Lunn et al., 2020).

The findings also indicate that the prevalence of topics 
varied according to the restriction level and the scientific 
source used. As for the variable level of restriction, there 
was a change in the news’ focus, prioritizing certain 
events based on the context and the population’s needs. 
Although the psychological risk is present at all levels 
of restriction, it is more prevalent in partial restrictions 
and confinement. As such, these results show a rapid 
response from the media to new contexts emerging from 
the pandemic and its crisis. Topics such as teleworking or 
panic buying are more prevalent in the partial restrictions 
in the United Kingdom, Spain, and the United States, 
where information on the form of containment of the 
virus was unclear due to its rapid spread. 

During the confinement, the countries differed in the 
problems that most afflict them. In Germany, for example, 
domestic violence became a prevalent issue, while in 
Colombia, the adaptation of youth to school closure 
fostered a concern due to the parents’ unavailability to 
care for them during the working day. These differences 
regarding the level of restriction show that the media 
relate social behaviors and changes to psychology but 
could also have benefited from psychology as a relevant 
social science in the prevention of the spread of the virus, 
by promoting preventive behavior during the early stages 
of the pandemic. 

The news frames found in the variable scientific source 
show two different approaches to the psychological 
aspects of the health crisis. On the one hand, the news 
frame of psychology professionals focused on raising 
awareness about psychological care, access to mental 
health services, and its importance facing the COVID-19 
crisis. Those news articles that consulted psychologists 
as a source covered topics of specific problems with 
the aim of generating a behavioral change seeking 
to mitigate the responses of stress, worry, and fear as 
previously suggested by Garfin et al. (2020). On the 
other hand, the news items where other experts were 
consulted tended to provide information that generated 
explanations to social phenomena, covering not only the 
psychological issues at an individual level but building a 
multidisciplinary explanatory framework. 

During the early stage of the pandemic, psychology’s 
presence in the media mainly involved a reaction to 
the challenge by primarily dealing with mental health, 

Figure 8 Effect of no scientific source (None) on the topics of the United States, United Kingdom, Brazil and Spain.
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protection of youth and children, emotion regulation 
strategies, and risky as well as preventive behavioral 
changes. The scientific knowledge of psychologists 
provided to the media responded to the challenges of 
dealing with COVID-19 due to lockdowns and social 
distancing with low to no physical contact in public 
spaces. This psychological expertise is related to an 
individual and interpersonal level, like dealing with 
emotions and relationships (among family, friends, and 
other social circles). In contrast, not much space is given 
to social scientists’ capacity to address macro-social 
concerns, such as the prejudice to specific population 
groups or the process of dehumanization generated by 
the pandemic (Bavel et al., 2020). However, the media 
did relate psychology to social behavior and changes, 
which could have enabled more space for psychologists 
to explain traumatic events, collective actions, or 
beliefs.

Even though professionals in psychology have taken 
various actions through different channels to help the 
population overcome this traumatic event, such as 
participation in health policies, increasing accessibility 
of psychological services, providing psychoeducation, 
improving access to key information through online 
channels, and offering care to specific and more 
vulnerable populations (de Almondes et al., 2021), only 
a narrow portion of this work is visible through the media.

Finally, we recognize the various limitations of this 
study. First, the time limit of the data collection makes 
it impossible to have a global view of the media framing 
during the pandemic development throughout the year 
2020, due to its focus on the first months of the spread and 
mobility restrictions in the selected countries. Secondly, we 
recognize that the uneven number of news items gathered 
at every level of restriction limited the covariate contrast 
in some analyzed countries. Thirdly, the used media do 
not necessarily represent the news framing of all the 
existent outlets in each country, but rather an approach 
to addressing COVID-19 and mental health. Fourthly, this 
study analyzed only traditional media and could have 
included social media content. However, newspapers 
are still considered by many people as their main source 
of information, and perceived as the most reliable, when 
it comes to the consumption of hard news (e.g., politics, 
business, economics, and finance) (Fan et al., 2021). 
Similarly, many news outlets have migrated to the internet 
(as is the case for the selected media), to online spaces 
where they adapt the content to the format of social 
media to have greater reach, becoming an important 
consumption scenario (Lázaro-Rodríguez & Herrera-
Viedma, 2020; Welbers & Opgenhaffen, 2019). Finally, as in 
the case of the COVID-19 pandemic, evidence shows that 
the media have been especially important in generating 
effective social responses (Krawczyk et al., 2021). 
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NOTES
1	 The timeframes for the categories of the variable Level of 

Restriction were built based on the official communications of 
each country regarding their management of COVID-19 during 
the established period: a) United States: a) March 1st- 15th, b) 
March 16th- April 2nd, c) April 3rd – May 15st, d) March 16th – May 
31st b) Brazil: a) March 1st-20th, b) March 21st – May 31st, c) NA, d) 
NA; c) Colombia: a) March 1st- 11th, b) March 12th – 23rd, c) March 
24th – May 4th, d) May 5th -31st ; d) United Kingdom: a) March 
1st -17th, b) March 18th -23rd, c) March 24th – March 31st, d) April 
1st – May 31st ; e) Spain: a) March 1st -7th, b) March 8th -13th, c) 
March 14th – May 10th, d) May 11th – 31st; f) Germany: a) March 
1st – 15th, b) March 16th – 21st, c) March 22nd – April 19th, d) April 
20th – May 31st. 

2	 It is worth mentioning that in Germany, there was not enough 
news to carry out an analysis of the Partial Restrictions phase. 
Whereas in Brazil, no comparisons were made between the 
phases of Level of restriction as all news were coded as Partial 
Restrictions. 
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