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Abstract

World Health Organization announced the coronavirus as a pandemic on March 11t 2020. The
outbreak caused a massive destruction globally affecting more than 200 countries. During pandemic,
information regarding the control of spreading, infectious cases, prevention, preparedness and risks
are the important elements of public health. Media plays an important role here in delivering all this
kind of information during the crisis. This is because media is the mediator of health communication
between both the public and the government. Media framing influence public’s preventive behaviour
differently in terms of positive and negative framing. Their framing is capable enough to influence
one’s health behaviour and response to the disease differently. The purpose of this review paper is
to examine how gain and loss framing influence COVID-19 preventive behaviours differently. This
study chooses two main theories which are Valence Framing theory and Health Belief Model (HBM).
This study draws the relationship between gain and loss as news framing effects, with perceived
threat, perceived evaluation and self-efficacy as components of HBM. The combination of these two
theories would be great tool for future studies to research on preventive behaviors. Besides that, this
study will help the media to understand which frame (positive or negative) can educate the society
and raise public health behaviours. This may also help the government to plan strategies for better
health outcome practices from the public.

Keywords: COVID-19, Media Framing, Valence Framing, Health Belief Model, Gain Framing, Loss
Framing

Introduction

The World Health Organisation (WHO) officially declared the COVID-19 outbreak as a “pandemic” on
March 11% 2020 after a worldwide spread with millions of deaths. Severe acute respiratory syndrome
(SARS)—CoV-2, or also known as Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) has caused a rapidly spreading
outbreak centered from China (Layne et al., 2020). The Malaysian government declared a nation-
wide lock down under the movement control order (MCO) starting 18™ March allowing only essential
services to continue its operation after the rise in active cases.



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

Vol. 11, No. 15, Empowering Youth and Community Wellbeing for Sustainable Development, 2021, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2020 HRMARS

During crucial times like this, information regarding the control of spreading, infectious cases,
prevention, preparedness and risks are the important element of public health and public tend to
rely on non-medical sources such as news to gather information. When it comes to seeking
information, the role of media cannot be underestimated (Pieri, 2019) because people’s need for
information increase especially during pandemics and global-health crisis (Iwai, 2020; Collinson et al.,
2015). This is because media emphasizing different angle and providing various media frames may
lead to different effects on public’s attitudes and behaviors (Ophir, 2018).

Media framing studies are not something new in the context of pandemic or health communication
and recently have been widely recognized by many during COVID-19 (Mutua and Ong’ong’a, 2020;
Nwakpu et al., 2020; Ogbodo et al., 2020). In fact, one of the recognized framing effect research is
the valence framing. Valence framing is the phenomenon of determining gains and losses in terms
determining information in positive or negative (Zezelj et al., 2007). This is the most popular concept
in health communication to study prevention and detection behavior (Hameleers, 2020) and has
been widely used to examine human-related behavior (Gonzalez et al., 2005).

Hence, this research aims at examining the effect of both gain and loss frames of COVID-19 news.
Adding on the note, the effects will be examined on preventive behaviors by the public. The most
relatable model to explain this type of health communication is the Health Belief Model (HBM). HBM
is well known for its wide usage in behavioural research specially to understand human health-related
behaviours (Raamkumar et al., 2020; Jones et al., 2015). Thus, effects on preventive behaviours will
be examined by combining valance frames with HBM components. Researcher will focus only on
online news due to the speculation of facts that claimed approximately 3 billion regular social media
users in database was recorded ever since the outbreak and was found keep increasing day by day
(lwai, 2020). SimilarWeb (2021) reported Malaysiakini online news portal ranking number one among
the public. Considering the popularity of this online news, the research will pick two stories from
Malaysiakini to be examined.

In order to understand the relationship between effects of gain and loss frames on COVID-19
preventive behaviors (Perceived Threat, Perceived Evaluation and Self-Efficacy), this research will
focus towards the effect of gain frames on HBM components, the effect of loss frames on HBM
components and the comparison between both frames. Overall, the objectives of the research are to
study the relationship between gain and loss frames towards COVID-19 preventive behaviors
(Perceived Threat, Perceived Evaluation and Self-Efficacy), effect of gain frames and loss frames on
HBM component and comparing the differences between both frames.

Valence Framing Theory

Framing theory is the fundamental concept of this research. The concept of framing was first
proposed by Gregory Bateson in 1954 defining the psychology frames as a “spatial and temporary
bounding of set of interactive messages” which work in a multi-communication structure (Arowolo,
2017). The framing concept was then initiated by Erving Goffman, a classical sociologist in 1974 who
assumed that the audience can never understand the “world as a whole” (Zawawi et al. 2014).
Framing has been a “multidisciplinary” structure which contributes to research and studies on media
effects on public (Ardévol-Abreu, 2015). Scheufele (1999) elaborated that framing theory was
believed to be the natural extension from the agenda setting theory.
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Valence framing originated from prospect theory by Kahneman and Tversky (1979). But valence
framing only focuses on gain and loss without involving risk seeking or risk aversive. Valence framing
is the phenomenon of determining gains and losses in terms determining information in positive or
negative (Zezelj et al., 2007). Generally, framing effect can be examined by framing in terms benefits
of practicing a specific behaviour (gains) and faults of not practicing a specific behaviour (losses)
(Soofi et al., 2020). The theory is divided into three different types of framing effects: risky choice
framing, attribute framing and goal framing.

Risky choice framing effects originated from the “Asian disease problem” by Tversky and Kahneman
(1981) in which, individual choice to select risk or riskless decision depend on whether the decision
are positively framed (save lives) or negatively framed (loss lives). Attribute framing directly examine
the impact of positive and negative framing through a measure called evaluation. In this case,
evaluation exist in the form of ranking likeliness (i.e. ranking an event on a scale of unsatisfactory to
satisfactory, or tolerable to intolerable) or judging based on yes/no criteria (Will you continue in this
event?) (Levin et al. 1998). Goal framing is well known in persuasive communication, where the
framing effect depend on whether the message portray positive outcome of engaging the behavior
or negative outcome of engaging the behavior. In fact, it is developed to strengthen the evaluation
of behavior (Levin et al. 1998).

To be precise, this study will examine goal framing from the valence framing theory. This is due to
the speculation in this theory which describes that goal framing was actually developed to strengthen
the evaluation of behavior (Levin et al. 1998). Furthermore, the constant involvement of goal framing
in health-related persuasive messages and the active use of promoting health-behavior studies (Levin
et al. 1998) compared with the other two effects support the decision of adapting this particular
framing into this study. The Figure 1 below illustrates goal framing structure.

Figure 1: Goal Framing Structure
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Note. Goal framing structure. Adapted from “All Frames Are Not Created Equal: A Typology and
Critical Analysis of Framing Effects”, by Lewin, Schneider and Gaeth, 1998, Organizational Behavior
and Human Decision Processes, 76(2), p. 167. Copyright 1998 by Academic Press.

Health Belief Model (HBM)
Health Belief Model (HBM) was earlier initiated by social psychologists, Irwin M. Rosenstock, Godfrey
M. Hochbaum, S. Stephen Kegels, and Howard Leventhal (Louis, 2017) at the U.S Public Health Service
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in the 1950s discussing about why people fail to involve in disease prevention programmes (Barakat
and Kasemy, 2020). The model was actually developed to investigate the flop of a free tuberculosis
(TB) health screening event. Later, the model was modified to analyse how people reply to disease
symptoms and change their behaviours.

HBM can be classified into two types of models: Baseline model and Intermediate model. Baseline
model is made up of four variables: Perceived Susceptibility, Perceived Severity, Perceived Benefit
and Perceived Barrier. These four variables are classified into two main individual’s view on healthy
behaviors: Perceived Threat and Perceived Evaluation (Orji et al., 2012; Abraham and Sheeran, 2015).
Perceived Threat consist of two variables which are Perceived Susceptibility and Perceived Severity.
It happens when a person understands the risk they may face in a health condition. Perceived
susceptibility is the likelihood a person set to private vulnerability in forming the health condition.
Perceived Severity defines how serious a person trusts the result of practicing a health behavior will
be (Orji et al. 2012). Meanwhile, Perceived Evaluation consists of two variables: Perceived Benefits
and Perceived Barriers. It happens when a person trusts that engaging a particular behaviour will
reduce harm from a disease. Perceived Benefits is the person’s internal view towards the
effectiveness of practicing a health behavior to balance the Perceived Threat. Perceived Barrier
defines a person’s internal judgement towards the obstacles in engaging the target behavior (Orji et
al. 2012). Intermediate model is the extension of Baseline model by adding two variables: Cue to
Action and Self-Efficacy. Cue to Action stimulate a particular health behavior when accurate trusts
are held. Self-Efficacy explain a person’s trust towards their capability to practice a behavior.

Among six HBM variables, only four variables will be measures as preventive behaviors. For Baseline
model, literatures claim that Perceived Threat can be evaluated with perceived susceptibility alone
because perceived severity is said to produce lesser variations with perceived susceptibility (Louis,
2017) and may even result in avoidance of protective behaviours due to its weaker correlation with
health conditions (Oriji et al., 2012). Due to its slight variance as indicated by literatures, this study
will measure perceived threat with perceived susceptibility alone. Next, literatures claim that
Perceived Evaluation can be examined by both variables in it because, perceived benefits act directly
to new behaviour and they may get influenced by perceived barriers. Hence, perceived benefits
cannot be neglected as perceived severity (Louis, 2017). For Intermediate model, Self-Efficacy was
the strongest determinant of health behavior. Cue to action was found have weak or no effect on
health behaviour (Barakat and Kasemy, 2020; Orji et al., 2012) and hold the weakest effect on
protective behavior (Yuen et al. 2020). Thus, this research will focus Perceived Threat (Perceived
Susceptibility), Perceived Evaluation (Perceived Barriers and Perceived Benefits) and Self-Efficacy
only.

Valence Framing and COVID-19

In valence framing theory, goal framing has been widely used in health-related persuasive messages
and promoting health-behavior studies (Levin et al. 1998). Recently, this framing has also been widely
applied to study the COVID-19 pandemic and distinguished gain frames enhance better protective
behaviour than loss frames. The statement was proven through several literatures. For instance,
Biroli et al (2020) reported gain frames enhance more protection behaviour than loss frames in their
study while conducting a COVID-19 survey in US, UK and Italy.
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Hameleers (2020) distinguished that gain frames contribute to prevention behaviours higher than
loss frames which encouraged public to stay at home (self-isolation) to stop the COVID-19 outbreak.
He strongly suggested that, in order to obtain effective preventive actions and positive outcomes
such as social isolation, government must depend on gain frames instead of loss frames. Hence, if the
media wishes public to follow strict preventions as proposed by other nations, first they should
practice reporting gains (benefits of staying at home) than losses (loss of not following the measures).
Soofi et al (2020) claimed that 94 meta-analysis studies proved gain frames increase more preventive
behaviours and was a helpful intervention for framing health communication in COVID-19
prevention. Rao et al (2020) again commonly concluded that gain frame is acceptable for disease
prevention while loss frame is acceptable for disease detection.

Furthermore, Dorison et al (2020) showed another great example of how WHO uses gain and loss
frames in their website on April 16th 2020, an execution in which the outcome from this action can
clarify with scientifically-acquired and trusted source. The website stated:

Gain frames: “Follow advice given by your healthcare provider, your national and local
3 public health authority or your employer on how to protect yourself and others from
COVID-19”.

Loss frames: “These measures can reduce working days lost due to illness and stop or
slow the spread of COVID-19 if it arrives at one of your workplaces.”

Health Belief Model and COVID-19

Meanwhile, HBM have been widely used recently in health behavioural studies especially in
identifying preventive behaviours (Barakat and Kasemy, 2020; Jose et al. 2020; Raamkumar et al.
2020; Shahnazi et al. 2020; Yuen et al. 2020). HBM was frequently adapted in most of the behavioural
studies involving COVID-19 pandemic. For instance, Raamkumar et al (2020) examined public
perception during COVID-19 based on HBM. He measures the main four variables from the baseline
model and concluded a significant mean rate for all four. Next, Barakat and Kasemy (2020) examined
preventive behaviours among Egyptians during COVID-19 using HBM constructs. They both observed
perceived susceptibility, benefits and barriers associate with preventive behaviours while cue to
action has no effect.

Next, Jose et al (2020) examined public perception and preparedness during COVID-19 in Kerala, India
using all HBM constructs. They found perceived susceptibility at 65.4%, perceived severity at 44.3%,
perceived benefits at 63.1% indicating their likelihood to follow prevention measures during
pandemic. Meanwhile, self-efficacy at 65.9% and perceived barriers at 65.9% indicating they were
confident in avoiding infection and too much news contributes a little conflict as barriers. Shahnazi
et al (2020) examined preventive behaviours during COVID-19 in Iran and distinguished that self-
efficacy, benefits and barriers have the highest predictive power towards COVID-19 preventive
behaviours.

Future Perspectives of Framing Studies in Communication

Examining news framing effects helps to widen the understanding of framing theory and this
expansion help in advance of news gathering practices in various media platforms especially during
pandemic in Malaysia. Since the COVID-19 outbreak in early January, research on gain and loss
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framing on this pandemic especially in Malaysia is still less. There is lesser proper empirical study to
examine individual behavioural changes influenced by different news frames in any form of extant
literature in Malaysia. Future scholars and researchers may have this study as a form of reference
material in conducting similar studies on researching framing effect for pandemic in Malaysia. The
study between both valence framing and HBM will be a great source of contribution for this new
collaboration in research.

Conclusion

The current COVID-19 outbreak is still fresh and new to the current world. In this context, Valence
framing in terms of gain and loss will be the IV, while Health Belief Model (HBM) in terms of Perceived
Threat, Behavioral Evaluation and Self-Efficacy will be the DV. The expansion of communication
technology today, allows public to demand for health information to select their own preferable
information during a health crisis. By conducting this study, the media would be certain about how
their level of framing influence public. Through this, the media would be able to restructure their way
of framing for a better public understanding.
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