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Abstract
This study examines specific professional patterns among health journalists, and assesses whether these differ from 
those among generalists in the case of vaccines. 131 articles were analysed from national newspapers in Spain, of which 
52% (n=68) were written by specialised health journalists. Content analysis was undertaken to examine the differences 
in terms of journalistic genre, frames, tone, sources and length of the article. Results revealed key journalistic patterns 
and confirmed that health journalists perform significantly differently than other authors in terms of journalistic genre, 
tone, sources and length of the article. Health journalists wrote more features and less opinion articles, from a more 
neutral perspective, using a wider number of scientific sources, especially those from professional associations and 
scientific journals. These findings provide insights into the process of health journalism, and identify potential aspects to 
further develop the profession for the broad dissemination of health news to the public.
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1. Introduction
The mass media are today the most important source of information and are the only source about health and science 
for many people (Riobó, 2016; Yanovitzky; Blitz, 2000). The media are crucial in keeping the public informed about scien-
tific issues as well as framing and heightening the salience of health-related issues (Viswanath et al., 2008). In addition, 
the media allow citizens to stay informed so that they can participate in the public debate regarding health issues, and 
even manage their own health; this is due to the fact that the media can potentially shape beliefs, attitudes, and even 
behaviours (Cacciatore et al., 2012; Hinnant; Len-Ríos; Oh, 2012). In this regard, journalists have a great responsibility 
in the scientific field, because through their routine coverage of scientific studies, news media are a key intermediary in 
translating research for the public, patients, policymakers and clinicians (Viswanath et al., 2008).

Despite their importance in the dissemination of health and scientific information, only few studies have explored the 
professional practices of health and science journalists (Viswanath et al., 2008; Deprez; Van-Leuven, 2018). Many stu-
dies have conducted media content analyses of health topics but without examining the specific routine of health spe-
cialised journalists in comparison with generalists (i.e. Casciotti et al., 2014a; Clarke, 2008; Meyer et al., 2016). This is 
in great contrast with other specialties, such as political journalism, where many research studies have been carried out 
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Journalistic genres N % Specialised Other

News 57 43.5 34 23

Feature 29 22.1 21 8†

Short news 23 17.6 8 15

Opinion 15 11.5 1 14†

Interview 4 3.1 2 2

Obituary 1 0.8 1 0

Biography 2 1.5 1 1

Total 131 100.0 68 63

χ² (df = 6) = 22.19, p <0.01

Tone of the article N % Specialised Other

Positive 58 44.3 22 36†

Neutral 55 42.0 37 18†

Negative 18 13.7 9 9

Total 131 100.0 68 63

χ² (df = 2) = 9.76, p <0.01

Type of vaccine N % Specialised Other

Ebola 13 9.9 7 6

Chickenpox 12 9.2 11 1†

Diphtheria 8 6.1 1 7†

Meningitis 8 6.1 5 3

In#uenza 7 5.3 2 5

Malaria 7 5.3 6 1

Cancer 6 4.6 6 0†

Zika 6 4.6 3 3

Measles 6 4.6 2 4

Tuberculosis 5 3.8 4 1

HIV 5 3.8 1 4

Smallpox 4 3.1 2 2

Hepatitis 3 2.3 2 1

Whooping cough 3 2.3 1 2

Human Papillomavirus 3 2.3 0 3

Polio 3 2.3 1 2

Pneumococcus 2 1.5 1 1

Alzheimer diseases 1 0.8 1 0

Autism 1 0.8 1 0

Dengue 1 0.8 1 0

Yellow fever 1 0.8 1 0

Gonorrhea 1 0.8 1 0

Mumps 1 0.8 0 1

General (No identi$ed) 24 18.3 8 16†

Total 131 100.0 68 63

χ² (df = 23) = 41.07, p <0.05

Frames N % Specialised Other

Human interest 69 52.7 41 28

Con#ict 43 32.8 20 23

Responsibility 9 6.9 3 6

Economic 6 4.6 3 3

Morality 4 3.1 1 3

Total 131 100.0 68 63

χ² (df = 4) = 4.47, p =0.34

Length (number of words) N Specialised Other

Min 32 32 32

Max 2158 2158 1224

Mean 502.1 564 435*

Median 480 514 383

Standard deviation 332.0 335.0 293.0

t (df = 129) = 2.26, p < 0.05

versus

†

Gardner, 2000)
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Sources N % Specialised Other

Government scienti$c organizationsss 95 25.4 59 36

Professional associationsss 62 16.5 54 8***

Government organizationsos 57 15.2 32 25

Scienti$c companiesss 39 10.4 21 18

University scientistsss 39 10.4 24 15

Scienti$c journalsss 30 8.0 19 11**

Cliniciansss 25 6.6 14 11

NGOsos 15 4.0 8 7

Mediaos 6 1.6 1 5

Consumer groupsos 3 0.8 2 1

Othersos 3 0.8 0 3

Total 374 100 234 140***

t (df = 10) = 3.92, p < 0.01 

Category of sources

Scienti$c sources 290 77.5 191 99***

Other sources 84 22.5 43 41

Total 374 100 234 140***

t (df = 130) = 9.76, p < 0.001

Sources number in each article

0-1 44 33.6 14 30†

≥2 87 66.4 54 33†

Total 131 100 68 63

χ² (df = 1) = 10.71, p <0 .01

† 

ss  os 
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