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The media and 
emerging infectious diseases

• Growing awareness of the importance of 
the mass media in epidemic and outbreak 
planning

• Research suggests media can
– raise awareness in public

– improve diagnostic power of doctors
– communicate risk management strategies

• i.e. product recalls, travel advisories

– emergency communication 
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Media and Public Risk Perception

• Media may influence not only what people think 
about, but also how they think about risks

• The what- influenced by gate-keeping or agenda-
setting

• The how- harder to determine, more complex
– Media have been found to both increase and decrease 

public concern
• theory “Social amplification of risk” (Pidgeon et al. 2003)

– Less discussed- risk attenuation

– Risk Communication research
• Paradox: more informed public tends to panic less (Sandman 

et al. 2006)
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Emerging Epidemics and 
Outbreaks in the press

• Emerging epidemics pose a number of 
challenges for reporters
– technical and complex information
– uncertainty and unknowns

• Regardless, epidemics often make the 
news
– SARs, Bird Flu, Hoof and Mouth
– food-borne outbreaks
– generally newsworthy themes involved
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Risk Communication Research

Initiated by researchers’ questions about media coverage 
about Cryptococcus gattii
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Goals of study

• To examine BC news coverage of C. gattii
• Compare news coverage to a similar 

emerging hazard, West Nile virus (WNv)
• Compare epidemiologic impact of both 

conditions in BC
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Methodology

• Epidemiological analysis
– Morbidity and mortality statistics collected 

from Canadian CDC and the BC Cryptococcal 
Working Group

• Content Analysis
– Database search of 6 Canadian newspapers

• 2 national, 3 regional, 1 local 

– August 2001-June 2006
– Tonal analysis done on all C. gattii articles:

• ‘frames’ used by journalists?
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What is Cryptococcus gattii?

• An encapsulated basidiomycete
yeast-like fungus

• Typically restricted to tropical and 
sub-tropical climates: Africa, India, 
Australia

• First identified in Pacific Northwest 
(BC) in 2001 by veterinarians

• Distinct from Cryptococcus 
neoformans, which is found 
worldwide, is associated with bird 
excrement, & affects immuno-
compromised people
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Exposure to C. gattii

• Inhalation of microscopic yeast cells
• Has colonized areas of the Coastal 

Douglas Fir biogeoclimatic zone
• Spores have been found in trees, air, soil, 

water
• More recently, spores have been found 

beyond the initial zone



Semiahmoo 2007 11

Map: Sunny Mak, BCCDC
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C. gattii in Pacific 
Northwest

C. gattii first identified in 2001, in Central 
Vancouver Island area.

Most commonly found in Douglas fir trees, 
mulch
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BC C. gattii Epidemiology (1)

• 157 confirmed cases of human infection 
since 1999

• Over 300 confirmed cases of animal 
infection (cats, dogs, ferrets, llamas, 
porpoises)

• 8 reported human deaths (6 serologically 
confirmed so far) 
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BC C. gattii Epidemiology (2)

• C. gattii more virulent in BC than anywhere else
– 36 cases/million in BC vs. 8.8 cases/million globally

• 25 people/year become sick from cryptococcosis 
and about 1-2 person dies

• Currently, we don’t know how many people are 
exposed to the fungus, or how many are 
asymptomatic.
– Difficult to estimate the true impact on BC’s population
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Human Infection in BC
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West Nile virus Epidemiology

• No human or animal cases of 
WNv as yet in BC

• 20 British Columbians have 
become sick due to travel 
outside of BC

• Nearest human and animal 
cases are in Washington State 
(3 humans, 6 horses, 13 birds)
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Human West Nile virus Clinical 
Cases in Canada, 2006 

Negative or unknown
Positive
Travel-related

Legend

(Reported to the Public Health Agency of Canada as of October 28, 2006)
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Results: Content Analysis
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Content Analysis
• Relatively few articles (n=78) were published on 

C. gattii during the study period. 

• Many  more articles (5x) were published on WNv 
(n=422) 

• However, to date, C. gattii has had a more 
significant epidemiological impact on BC than 
WNv
– C. gattii : 8 deaths; WNv: 0 deaths

• Coverage and tone of articles were distinct in 
area of highest C. gattii concentration.
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Distribution of News Stories

1:231366National Post

1:8618Globe and Mail

1:34816Vancouver Sun

1:33612Vancouver 
Province

1:24224Victoria Times-
Colonist

1:89812Nanaimo Daily 
News

RatioWest Nile 
virus (n=422)

C. gattii 
(n=78)

Name of 
paper
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Comparison of News Coverage and 

Mortality, Aug 2001-June 2006
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The role of scholarly articles
Nature article:

Same-sex mating and the origin of the Vancouver Isl and 
Cryptococcus gattii outbreak. � Fraser JA ������� ���	�
������
��

Newspaper Headlines, October 11th, 2005:

• Lethal fungus spawned by homosexual 
spores: scientists (Victoria Times Colonist)

• Their love child was a lethal fungus (Vancouver 
Province)

• B.C. fungus spawned by homosexual spores, 
say scientists (Nanaimo Daily News)
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Tonal Analysis (1)

• Analysis of story headlines
– Most common descriptors for C. gattii: 

“deadly”, “tropical”, “rare”
– Only descriptor for WNv: “deadly”

• 23 descriptors used in C. gattii headlines,        
while only 1 used in WNv headlines.

• Journalists/headline writers are searching 
for a lede?  

– How to characterize a fungus? 
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Tonal Analysis (2)

• All C. gattii articles (n=78) were coded as being inflating 
(increasing perceived risk), deflating (decreasing 
perceived risk), or neutral                                     

• Results: Articles were predominantly inflating (n=35) or 
neutral (n=31)

• Exception: Over one third of Nanaimo Daily News
articles were deflating

• Possible concerns about tourism near epicentre?
– Possible media reassurance function
– Shifts coverage away from potential panic towards a containment 

focus
– Seen during outbreaks of other epidemics (Ungar, 1998)
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Reasons for low coverage?

• Many aspects of the C. gattii “story” may 
have deterred journalists
– Scientific complexity and uncertainty about 

fungus, treatment, mortalities
– Lack of sustained dialogue from public health 

officials
– Few personal protective measures available, 

and unlike West Nile virus, no controversy 
surrounding those measures

– Newspaper reliance on national or Eastern-
focused wire stories
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Implications of low coverage
• Low coverage continues to be an issue

– Positive environmental samples of C. gattii now 
detected on BC’s Lower Mainland (pop. >2 million)

– Lack of news coverage may hamper public 
awareness of emerging C. gattii infection and may 
impede proper surveillance, detection, diagnosis, and 
treatment of infected humans and animals.

• Tourist issues have already arisen (EID Jan. 2007)

– Many people get health info from media (public, 
doctors, government)
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and  The SARS International Field Team, Severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS): Knowledge, attitudes, practices and sources of
information among physicians answering a SARS fever hotline service, Public Health, Volume 120, Issue 1, , January 2006, Pages 15-19.

Tice AD, Kishimoto M, Dinh CH, Lam GT,  Marineau M.  Knowledge of severe acute respiratory syndrome among community physicians, 
nurses, and emergency medical responders.  Prehospital Disaster Med. 2006 May-Jun;21(3):183-9. 

Mohle-Boetani, J., Werner, SB., Waterman, SH., Vugia, D. The Impact of Health Communication and Enhanced Laboratory-Based Surveillance 
on the Detection of Cyclosporiasis Outbreaks in California.  Emerging Infectious Diseases Vol. 6, No. 2. March-April 2000.
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Western US C. gattii Epidemiology

• 3 cats in Washington and 2 persons in 
Oregon.

• First evidence of local disease acquisition 
in this part of the United States.  
– Victims did not travel to BC

• Six porpoises dead from 
C. gattii in WA State
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What about US coverage?

4 (The Oregonian [2], The Olympian [1], 
The Everett Herald [1]) 

2006

2005

1 (Ventura County Star, CA) 2004

1 (San Diego Union Tribune) 2003

Numbers of articlesYear

Search of all Western US newspapers, 2001-2006
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Media, Communication 
and Health Policy

• Major health agencies acknowledging the media 
as integral part of their health communication 
strategies
– US CDC, WHO, Health Canada

• Increasing roles of communication departments 
within health agencies
– E.g. Anthrax

• Media Monitoring Units
• Potential to track and manage risk coverage
• Allow health officials to respond to misinformation 
• Tracks public perception issues
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Conclusion
• Not all emerging health problems are covered 

the same way
– Media determinants can influence what gets covered
– Can’t rely on the fact that your issue will make the 

news
– Can’t always tell how coverage will unfold

• Scholarly journals can impact the trajectory of a 
news story

• Media monitoring is one way to potentially 
manage how risk issues are covered in the 
media
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Questions?

• Acknowledgements
– Karen Bartlett, Laura MacDougall and the BC 

Cryptococcal Working Group
– Negar Elmieh and Hadi Dowlatabadi, UBC 

West Nile virus Study

www.cher.ubc.ca


