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Abstract
Both global obesity prevalence rates and media attention to obesity have increased significantly in recent years.  The current study examined the representation of obesity in The Irish Times, from 1997-2009.  A quantitative content analysis was conducted on 479 articles to examine how the causes, consequences, and solutions to obesity have been portrayed and how obesity has been described.  A frame analysis was also conducted to examine the dominant frames over time.  It was found that attention to obesity was positively correlated with time, indicating coverage has increased significantly over the period examined.  Regarding reported causes and solutions, the behavioural frame has been dominant, though environmental and mixed-frame stories have become more frequent. The presence of the genetic frame was consistently low.  The study provides an overview of how the issue is being represented in Ireland’s paper of record and informs health communicators of the dominant and trending messages and the implications for individuals’ formation of illness representations.
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Introduction
Obesity is a complex condition that has been deemed a “global public health problem” (World Health Authority [WHO], 2006, p. 1).  Obesity has been frequently defined as a consequence of energy imbalance, where energy intake exceeds energy expenditure and results in excessive build up of fat that creates health risks (Canoy & Buchan, 2007).  However, the UK Foresight report states that this explanation of obesity masks the intricacies of the issue and that in fact, the causes of obesity are complex, multifaceted, and not fully understood (Foresight, 2007). Some of the various purported causes cited in the report include genetic, behavioural, metabolic, and environmental factors.  The field of obesity research has grown rapidly in recent decades and the issue has received significant attention both in academia and in the media. 
Based on trends in several populations, it is widely agreed that the average body mass for both adults and children has increased in recent decades (Flegal, Graubard, Williamson, & Gail, 2009; Lissau, 2004). In the United States, approximately two-thirds of adults are overweight or obese (Flegal, Carroll, Ogden, & Curtin, 2010). There is evidence that some countries in Europe are beginning to see obesity rates close to those observed in the US (Popkin, 2010).  Ireland is believed to be among the European countries with the highest prevalence of overweight and obesity. Using independently measured weight data from a sub-sample of participants, the 2007 Survey of Lifestyles, Attitudes and Nutrition report (SLÁN) estimated that 39 per cent of Irish adults are overweight and 25 per cent are obese (Morgan, et al., 2008).
The mass media play a significant role in our everyday lives and are thought to represent one of the most important influences on people’s knowledge, perceptions and behaviours (Entman, 1989).  Studies from the UK and the US indicate that most people, including health and science professionals, learn about new scientific through the media (Phillips, Kanter, Bednarczyk, & Tastad, 1991).  The media can often influence and direct the public discourse on an issue and can heighten awareness of health issues (Thorson, 2006). For instance, research has indicated that concentrated media focus on a health topic has the ability to change the social environment and boost public support for action (Evans, Renaud, & Kamerow, 2006; Page & Shapiro, 1983) as well as influence attitudes to certain issues and  policies (Wallack, Dorfman, Jernigan, & Themba, 1993). For example, media coverage of Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE), known as ‘mad-cow disease’, in the EU resulted in reduced demand for beef (Verbeke, Ward, & Viaene, 2000). 
Researchers have long assumed that media content influences public opinion, but there has been debate regarding how that influence is exerted (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007).  Two key theories of media influence are framing and agenda-setting. According to agenda-setting theory, journalists and broadcasters play a significant role in shaping the political landscape by choosing what to report on (McCombs & Shaw, 1972).  While they may not directly influence attitudes, McCombs and Shaw argue that by their selection of what is newsworthy, the mass media “set the agenda” by defining what issues are important and how important they are, thus influencing the public discourse (1972, p. 177).

Framing, however, is based on the assumption that how an issue is characterised in news reports can have an influence on how it is understood by audiences.  Framing refers to the “process of selecting and highlighting aspects of a perceived reality, and enhancing the salience of an interpretation and evaluation of that reality” or the promotion of one perspective on an issue (Entman, 2004, p. 26).  Entman (2004) states that framing directly promotes interpretations that then lead to evaluations.  Early studies on decision-making demonstrate the pronounced effect framing can have.  For instance, a study on nuclear power in the news concluded that media discourse and news frames are an “essential element” in understanding the formation of public opinion (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989). From a health communication standpoint, framing is especially relevant to health and medical decision-making.  Research has indicated that message framing can affect belief content and belief importance and, in turn, can influence opinion (Nelson & Oxley, 1999). 
The current study draws on previous research examining obesity in the media, and on framing theory and the illness representations framework as the basis of the study.  Illness representations describe people’s beliefs and expectations regarding a disease or symptom.  Leventhal’s Common Sense Model (CSM), asserts that illness representations govern an individual’s assessment of a disease or health behaviour (Leventhal, Meyer, & Nerenz, 1980).  The model describes illness representations as containing five dimensions: identity (label/name), trajectory, causes, consequences, and control/cure.  The CSM asserts that illness representations are important as they guide reactions to health-related information. They stem from a variety of sources including education, experiences, and particularly relevant to the study, the news media.  Previous research has indicated that beliefs on these dimensions can have implications for health and dietary behaviours (Wang & Coups, 2010). For instance, studies have found that beliefs regarding an illness have implications to how the public believe the issue should be tackled (e.g., Ross, Walker, & MacLeod, 2004).  Therefore, examining dimensions of illness representations in the news media may illuminate how issues such as obesity are understood by the public. 

It is widely documented that media interest in obesity has increased dramatically in recent years 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Kim & Willis, 2007; Lawrence, 2004; Saguy & Almeling, 2008)
.  Lawrence notes that the “growth in real-world obesity has been mirrored, though with some delay, in the growth of news coverage of obesity” (2004, p. 64).  Lawrence (2004) estimates that there was a five-fold increase in media attention to obesity in the United States since 1992.

Studies examining obesity in the media have found the individual/behavioural frame widely present in news coverage 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Kim & Willis, 2007; Lawrence, 2004; Saguy & Almeling, 2008; Saguy & Gruys, 2010)
. Typically, this frame emphasises personal responsibility for health and includes themes of diet, physical activity, eating too much, and lack of self-control.  For instance, Saguy and Gruys (2010) found that news reports tended to attribute eating disorders, such as anorexia and bulimia, to a number of complex interconnected factors but, in contrast, predominantly blamed overweight and obesity on individual behaviours.  The investigators warn that the way in which body size is framed in media discourse can have far-reaching implications at both the individual and societal levels.  For instance, the behavioural frame implies obesity and obesity-related ill health is due to a lack of self-control and poor lifestyle choices and therefore places blame for obesity and responsibility for a solution on the individual themselves. At the societal level, the behavioural frame attaches stigma to overweight and obese people and, as previous research has documented, can further increase health disparities (Stuber, Meyer, & Link, 2008). 

The environmental/systemic frame is another prominent frame found in news reports 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Kim & Willis, 2007; Lawrence, 2004)
. This frame refers to environmental causes and solutions to obesity, including mentions of socioeconomic status, food advertising, or poor availability of healthy choices.  For example, Lawrence (2004) contends that because systemic frames broaden the focus (assigning responsibility to government, food manufacturers, and related interest groups), the more emphasis placed on this frame, the more conducive the environment will be to policies that place responsibility on these groups for addressing the issue.
Lawrence’s analysis revealed a “vigorous framing contest” was occurring between arguments emphasising individual responsibility for health and those emphasising social responsibility for health (2004, p. 64).  Interestingly, Lawrence found evidence that the debate has been reframed in news discourse over the period examined.  She found that the portrayal of obesity had shifted from predominantly emphasising personal factors to an increasing recognition of environmental influences in more recent years.  Kim and Willis’s (2007) analysis of obesity in the media found mentions of personal causes and solutions to obesity greatly outnumbered societal attributions.  However, like Lawrence (2004), they also found that over time there had been an increase in references to environmental attributions. 
The genetic or biological frame is one that has not nearly received the same attention in the media as the behavioural and environmental frames.  This frame may be described as one where obesity is ascribed to an inherited predisposition or biological disorder. Studies that included such a category generally found it was not a prominent frame (Lawrence, 2004; Saguy & Almeling, 2008).  Lawrence (2004) discovered that the biological frame was found in only one out of ten articles in 1985 and only two out of 55 in 2003.  Saguy and Almeling (2008) found that genetic frames were least common in each year examined, even when reporting on studies that cited genetic causes.  The researchers argue that this finding demonstrates the extent to which the media tends to attribute body size to personal factors.
Based on this research, it was hypothesised the behavioural frame would be dominant in Irish news reports on obesity. A further aim of this study was to explore the attributions made to obesity regarding causes, consequences, solutions, and descriptions. A dearth of previous research on the portrayal of consequences of obesity resulted in a speculation regarding the outcome of an examination of the reporting of consequences of obesity. 
Hypothesis 1(a): The Irish Times will employ the behavioural frame more often than genetic, environmental, or neutral/mixed frames.

Hypothesis 1(b): Behavioural causes and solutions to obesity will be cited more frequently than environmental and genetic causes and solutions.
Hypothesis 1(c): Physical consequences of obesity will be cited more frequently than non-physical consequences of obesity (i.e., social, economic and psychological).

Research Question 2: Has the portrayal of obesity changed over time? 
Based on previous research, the following hypotheses were formulated, 
     Hypothesis 2(a): The number of Irish Times articles on obesity will increase over time.

Hypothesis 2(b): Environmental causes and solutions to obesity will become more frequent over time, whereas behavioural causes and solutions will become less frequent. 
Method
Sample

The online newspaper archive, LexisNexis, was used to collate the article sample and articles were drawn from The Irish Times, a national daily publication.  The Irish Times (IT) was chosen for the current analysis as it is considered the paper of record in Ireland, has a reputation as Ireland’s quality daily publication, and is well-respected, particularly among social elites (Fahy, Trench, & Clancy, 2009; O'Brien, 2008).  Furthermore, the IT is accessible online for the years of interest through the LexisNexis database, unlike other national publications. The IT is a broadsheet paper (target audience ABC1) with an estimated daily circulation of 105,742 and readership of 10.2% of the adult population (JNRS, 2010). It is most popular among urban populations, primarily read by middle and higher socioeconomic classes and there is no significant gender difference in readership (JNRS, 2010). This study is part of a larger body of work investigating obesity in the Irish media and the current study is intended to contextualise this work and to trace the emergence of obesity as an issue of importance in the media. 
A search within the IT for major mentions (terms that appear in the headline, lead paragraph, or index of the article) of the terms ‘obesity’, ‘obese’ and ‘overweight’ was performed for the 13-year period 1997-2009. This period was chosen following a pilot study which examined the search results using these terms for various years. Years previous to 1997 were not included in the analysis as the period 1997-1999 was relatively consistent in that coverage of the issue was relatively low. Therefore, we were confident that 1997-2009 captured the period before and after coverage of obesity began to increase. 
Articles and editorials were included in the sample if they met the two inclusion criteria: contained 150 words or more, and obesity or excess weight issues were central to the article.  Articles that were found twice in the search and letters to the editor were excluded from the analysis.  All remaining articles published during the period 1997-2009 were analysed (N = 479). 

Coding Strategy
The purpose of the coding was to explore the content of obesity articles and to examine how the issue was depicted. The unit of analysis was each article on obesity. The coding frame was developed during a pilot study with 75 randomly selected IT articles. During the pilot stage, previous research provided a basis for coding but this did not restrict the analysis. New codes were allowed to emerge to ensure relevant data were not omitted. A quantitative content analysis was then conducted on the article sample to provide an overview of the portrayal of obesity.  
Articles characteristics were noted, including the page on which the article originally appeared, the length of article, and date and year of publication. Each article was coded for tone (positive, negative, or neutral) and articles that did not convey a clearly positive or negative tone and articles that presented a mixed tone were coded as neutral.  Articles were also coded for the presence (1) or absence (0) of various causes, consequences, and solutions to obesity.  Causes coded for included behavioural (e.g., diet, inactivity), environmental (modern lifestyles, advertising), and genetic/biological causes (e.g., predisposition).  Consequences coded for included physical (e.g., cancer, diabetes), social and societal (e.g., discrimination, economic costs), and psychological (e.g., disorder) themes and solutions included behavioural (e.g., healthier diet) and environmental (e.g., advertising regulation) categories.  Articles were also coded for the descriptions they provided of obesity.  For instance, articles that contained a reference to obesity as a ‘time bomb’ or as a ‘battle’ were coded as containing a war metaphor.  Other descriptions coded for included: obesity as an epidemic, as a crisis, as a women’s issue, obesity as rising, as well as metaphors of the expanding waistline(s) of various countries, persons, or social groupings.  The data were entered into PAWS Statistics 18 to be analysed. 
Inter-coder Agreement
To assess reliability and efficacy of the coding frame, a subset of articles was double coded (approx. 10%, 52 articles). Coding was completed by the primary researcher and a second trained coder, who was ‘blind’ to the aims of study.  The external coder training was conducted over a half-day.  During training, samples of coded articles were provided and coding of sample articles was performed.  Analysis revealed high percentage agreement between coders on the article subset (from 94-100%).  Cohen’s kappa ranged from 0.66 - 1 for discrete variables with an average overall agreement level of 0.96.  This high level of agreement demonstrates that the coding frame was sufficiently reliable.  Using Cohen’s kappa, levels of agreement within each variable were as follows: article characteristics (0.97), causes (0.95), consequences (0.93), solutions (0.96), and descriptions (0.96) of obesity. 
Results

Sample characteristics

The study sample included 479 articles on obesity from The Irish Times from the period 1997-2009. The average length of article in the sample was 629 words (range 151 – 3617 words) and the average page number on which articles appeared was 11. In total, the sample included 45 front-page articles on obesity (9%). The tone of articles was mostly neutral (52%) but there were almost twice as many negative (31%) as positive articles (17%). 

The representation of obesity
Research Question 1 concerned the representation of obesity in the IT. Table 1 represents the total number of mentions of items that fall into the major framing categories.  As hypothesised in H1(a), the IT used the behavioural frame as the dominant article frame (n = 306) more often than the environmental (n =71), genetic (n = 3), or neutral/mixed frame (n = 99). An illustration of this framing dominance can be found in Figure 1.  
[Insert Table 1 here]

[Insert Figure 1 here]

In order to address Hypothesis 1(b), paired sample t-tests were conducted to examine the differences between the average number of behavioural, environmental, and genetic causes per article. To account for performing three comparisons on the causes dimension, the confidence interval was adjusted to 99 per cent in order to reduce Type 1 error. As predicted, analysis revealed that behavioural causes outnumbered environmental and genetic causes.  The results demonstrate that the mean number of behavioural causes (M = 1.53, SE = 0.06) cited was significantly greater than both the number of cited environmental (M = 0.52, SE = 0.4), t (478) = 16.93, p < 0.001 (one-tailed), r = .61, 99% CI [.85, 1.16], and genetic (M = 0.08, SE = 0.01) causes, t (478) = 24.45, p < 0.001 (one-tailed), r = 0.75, 99% CI [1.30, 1.60].  Furthermore, compared to genetic causes, significantly more environmental causes were cited, t (478) = 11.69, p < 0.001 (two-tailed), r = 0.47, 99% CI [0.35, 0.55].  As evident in Table 2, some of the most frequently cited causes included diet, inactivity, and socioeconomic status. 
[Insert Table 2 here]
As predicted by H1(b), it was found that behavioural solutions (M = 1.23, SE = 0.04) were significantly more frequent than environmental (M = 0.7, SE = 0.04) solutions, t (478) = 8.98, p < 0.001 (one-tailed), r = 0.38, 95% CI [0.42, 0.65]. No genetic solutions were found in the sample.  As illustrated in Table 2, some of the most frequently cited solutions included exercise, adopting a healthier diet, and Government intervention.

This research question also explored the reported consequences of obesity.  Consequences were entered into two categories: physical and non-physical consequences (including social, societal, and psychological consequences).  Frequently cited consequences included diabetes, psychological disorder, and the economic costs associated with obesity.  A paired sample t-test revealed that on average, physical consequences (M = 1.66, SE = 0.08) were significantly more frequent than non-physical consequences (M = 0.46, SE = 0.04), t (478) = 15.07, p < 0.001 (one-tailed), r = 0.57, 95% CI [1.04, 1.36]. 

A further aim of the study was to examine how obesity has been described in the print media.  Articles were coded for the description of obesity and the metaphors that were used. As demonstrated in Table 2, obesity was described as an ‘epidemic’ most frequently and war metaphors were also frequently used.
The portrayal of obesity over time
Research Question 2 addressed how the portrayal of obesity has changed over time. Figure 1 displays how attention to the issue of obesity has increased over the period 1997-2009. Within this timeframe, there were six major obesity-related reports published: these are depicted along the timeline of Figure 1.  From the graph, it is apparent that there was a sharp increase of coverage to the issue in 2003 and 2004 and coverage has remained relatively high and consistent since 2004.  To address hypothesis 2(a), Kendall’s Tau rank correlation was performed in order to examine whether there was a relationship between the number of articles published on obesity and the year of publication.  A new variable was computed which ranked items according to relative number of articles (i.e., the year with the highest number of articles was ranked 1, etc.).  A significant positive relationship was found between the year of publication and the number of articles published, τ = +.974, n = 13, p < 0.001 (two-tailed), indicating that the hypothesis was supported.
Figure 1 also illustrates the increasing trend toward both the environmental framed articles and those which address multiple aspects of obesity and hence have a mixed or neutral frame. This suggests that although the behavioural frame remains dominant, the representation of the issue is shifting away from a primarily behavioural account of obesity. 
Table 2 and Figures 2 and 3 illustrate how the frequency of reporting of causes, consequences and solutions to obesity as well as descriptions of obesity has changed over time.  In order to address H2(b) to examine if any of these elements had changed significantly, a one-way multiple analysis of variance (MANOVA) was conducted.  Rather than include all dependent variables (DVs) in the analysis, DVs were chosen to be included in the MANOVA based on examination of descriptive statistics and frequency over time.  The following variables were chosen for inclusion in the MANOVA: behavioural causes, genetic causes, environmental solutions, obesity as an epidemic, obesity as rising, and obesity described using war metaphors.  Using Pillai’s trace on these variables, there was a significant difference found in the representation of obesity over time, F (72, 2796) = 3.33, p < 0.001, partial η² = .08. 
As a follow up to the MANOVA, a series of planned polynomial contrasts were performed on the data in order identify any specific trends in the representation of obesity over time.  There was a significant effect of year on references to environmental solutions, F (12, 466) = 5.17, p < 0.001, ω² = 0.095.  The results indicate that a quadratic trend best represents the data, F (1, 466) = 4.88, p = 0.03, ω² = 0.01.  Figure 3 illustrates this rise followed by a more recent decline in references to environmental solutions. Although an increase in environmental solutions was observed during the 2003-2005 period this was then followed by a decline, which was counter to what was predicted in Hypothesis 2(b).
[Insert Figures 2 and 3 here]
Although behavioural solutions showed no significant change over time (and therefore was not entered for analysis in the MANOVA), as expected, a significant effect of year on the reporting of behavioural causes was found, F (12, 466) = 6.34, p < 0.001, ω² = 0.12.  There was a significant linear trend observed, F (1, 466) = 50.22, p < 0.001, ω² = 0.09, indicating that there was a decrease in references to behavioural causes over the period. 
Also explored was the trend in reporting of genetic causes over time. A significant effect of year on the reporting of genetic causes was found, F (11, 466) = 5.11, p < 0.001, ω² = 0.09, and a linear trend was observed indicating a decrease in references over time, F (1, 466) = 45.26, p < 0.001, ω² = 0.08.
Discussion

This study examined the representation of obesity in The Irish Times and how this representation has changed over time.  Similar to previous studies, it was found that the number of articles on obesity per year has increased considerably and a significant correlation confirmed the strength of this association.  As suggested by agenda-setting theory, the amount of coverage given to an issue signifies how important the issue is deemed to be (McCombs & Shaw, 1972).  By this marker, obesity has become a major issue of media concern in Ireland, as evidenced by a more than 600 per cent increase in coverage between 2002 and 2004. Since 2004, news coverage of obesity appears to have stabilised to some extent, having remained consistently high in subsequent years. Increased media attention on obesity is not unique to Ireland, with similar trends reported in places such as the United States (Lawrence, 2004; Saguy & Almeling, 2008) and Australia (Gard & Wright, 2005). This affirms that obesity has become a global media issue, likely as a result of increasing obesity prevalence rates worldwide.  
The role of agenda setters in engaging the media in a topic is also evident. The attention of the media to obesity in Ireland reflects the heightened concern of policy makers and the rapid increase in coverage between 2003-2004 parallels with the establishment of a National Taskforce on Obesity (NTFO).  The remit of the Taskforce was to develop a national strategy to halt the rise and reverse the prevalence of obesity (Department of Health and Children, 2004).  Both the establishment of the Taskforce and the publication of its report in 2005 were well reported.

The Irish Times is an independent daily broadsheet publication with a reputation for quality journalism (Fahy, et al., 2009; O'Brien, 2008) and therefore, it is not surprising that the majority of articles on obesity were neutral in tone.  However, it is notable that the number of negative articles in the sample almost doubled the number of positive articles. The current research lends some support to the suggestion that the media tend to dramatise the issue of obesity as sensational terms were evident within the articles. This is not surprising and fits with the thoughts of Nelkin (1995) who states that when reporting on science, the news media tend to favour the use of imagery and report on research as a series of dramatic events. In the current study ‘epidemic’ was the most frequently cited description of obesity, closely followed by war metaphors. These terms, in particular war metaphors, dramatise scientific findings on obesity and as noted by Saguy and Almeling (2008) are likely to contribute to alarmist reporting. While the description of obesity as an epidemic has been used by the WHO (2006) and in numerous academic papers (therefore it is not unexpected that it is widely used in media reports), war metaphors tend to be descriptors used by reporters rather than academics (Saguy & Almeling, 2008). The current analysis suggests that war metaphors have become more frequent since 2003 indicating that the media are taking a greater control over the tone of the article and are relying less on the terminology used by the scientific community in conveying their message.

The study explored how obesity has been represented based on three dimensions of the illness representations framework: cause, consequence, and solution. The mean number of cited behavioural causes was significantly higher than references to both environmental and genetic causes.  References to genetic causes of obesity were the least frequent in the sample and were significantly less frequent than behavioural or environmental causes.  This corresponds to previous research that highlights behavioural causes as dominant in news reports 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Kim & Willis, 2007; Saguy & Almeling, 2008; Saguy & Gruys, 2010)
. Previous research employing the CSM has indicated that beliefs regarding the cause of obesity can influence health behaviours (Wang & Coups, 2010).  Furthermore, consistent with the tenets of framing theory, if obesity is predominantly described as a result of individual behaviours, that is how it will be understood by the public.

The reported consequences of obesity is a dimension that has not been frequently examined in previous research.  In this study, items were placed into one of two categories; physical consequences, and non-physical consequences (including social, societal, and psychological consequences).  As predicted, mentions of physical consequences were significantly more frequent than non-physical consequences. 

However, the number of articles reporting on economic costs as a societal consequence of obesity increased considerably over the period under review.  Between 1997 and 2002 a total of just seven articles referred to these costs, whereas between 2003 and 2009 a figure of 72 was observed.  A number of reasons for this increased attention can be forwarded.  The highest number of articles discussing the economic consequences of obesity was found in 2008.  This aligns with the beginning of global economic recession.  Consequently the media were more concerned with general economic issues and were more likely to consider this when discussing diet and health.  Furthermore, it is no surprise that the number of references increased given the generally increasing prevalence of obesity and the publishing of studies detailing the potential economic costs of obesity for Ireland and for Europe (e.g., Müller-Riemenschneider, Reinhold, Berghöfer, & Willich, 2008; Vellinga, O'Donovan, & De La Harpe, 2008). Irrespective of reason for this increase, it hints to a reframing of the issue by the media.  Lawrence (2004) suggests that a parallel to this perspective was observed in the reframing of the tobacco debate, which emphasised the effects of second-hand smoke and therefore framed smoking as a threat to all in society. Arguably, reframing the debate by describing obesity as a threat to everyone in society encourages interventions aimed at the environment rather than those aimed at individuals. For instance, interventions such as examining fiscal policies on food (e.g., taxing certain foods) or banning vending machines from schools are among the interventions recommended by the NTFO aimed at the broader environment. However, this reframing may result in negative social consequences. According to the NTFO (2005), prejudice against obese people in Ireland borders on socially acceptable. Therefore the stigma towards obese individuals could increase due to the media suggesting that the cost burden falls to everyone in society and not just to the obese.  

Behavioural interventions were the most frequently cited solutions to obesity.  Illness representations research suggests that this finding has implications on how the public believe the issue obesity should be tackled (e.g., Ross, et al., 2004).  Arguably, emphasising behavioural solutions to obesity has the effect of underlining the belief that societal and governmental interventions are not warranted.  Research has illustrated how stakeholders in obesity debates, who are often the sources quoted in news articles, frame obesity in terms of their own aims and agenda (Kwan, 2009).  Lawrence (2004) asserts that this framing contest is occurring through the media. However, consistent with previous research 
 ADDIN EN.CITE 
(Kim & Willis, 2007; Lawrence, 2004)
, this study indicates that environmental solutions have become more prevalent over time.  This speaks to an increasing acknowledgment of external influences on the prevalence of obesity. 

Based on the tenets of the CSM and framing theory, it would be expected that readers of The Irish Times would believe that obesity is largely due to personal behaviours and choices, especially due to poor diet and sedentary lifestyles. The analysis suggests that obesity is predominantly understood as resulting in physical illness as a result of excess weight, the most prominent of these being heart conditions, cancer, and type 2 diabetes. Regarding solutions to obesity, personal behaviours have been emphasised, implying this is the dominant understanding IT readers would have of solutions to tackle obesity.

According to Dorfman (2003), framing analysis is especially useful to health communication and can assist in identifying areas to address in creating campaigns to advance health-centric public policy. This study contributes to research in health communication by linking the ideas of framing and illness representations. However, the use of just one Irish news publication restricts the ability to generalise the findings. As the IT is a paper primarily read by the middle and higher socioeconomic groups, this analysis limits the examination of messages that are likely to reach lower socioeconomic groups. Furthermore, the current study may only speculate on framing effects, based on the findings of past media influence studies and on the tenets of framing theory and the CSM.  Given the considerable evidence of the impact of news frames on people’s perceptions, it would be useful to study how individuals respond to obesity news frames and whether these frames can directly influence illness representations.

To sum, there was clear evidence that the portrayal of obesity has changed over time with an shifting emphasis on environmental solutions and a reduced emphasis on behavioural and genetic causes.  This suggests that the media representation of obesity has evolved.  However, further research is required. Such research should examine other Irish print publications as well as other media channels to assess whether the frequency and dominance of obesity frames are similar across media channels.  Further analysis may illuminate our understanding of whether the trend toward environmental-framed and neutral/mixed frame articles will continue or whether references to the behavioural frame will remain dominant.  

This research is, to our knowledge, the first to examine obesity coverage in the Irish media.  The study provides an overview of how the issue is being represented in the country’s paper of record, as well as informing health communicators of the overriding and trending messages and, arguably, the dominant understanding of obesity among the IT audience segment.  This content analysis has implications for practitioners in that it can help make media health campaigns more effective and may be useful to those seeking to evaluate media coverage of obesity and monitor the information provided to the public. According to Atkin and colleagues, information regarding the topics that attract more attention than others may be used by communication professionals in designing messages to balance the media stories in the public sphere (Atkin, Smith, McFeters, & Ferguson, 2008).
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Table 1.

Total number of mentions of any cause, consequence and solution within each
	Frame
	Causes
	Solutions
	
	Frame
	Consequences

	Behavioural
	734 (72%)
	590 (64%)
	
	Physical
	794 (78%)

	Environmental
	251 (24%)
	335 (36%)
	
	Non-physical
	222 (22%)

	Genetic
	39 (4%)
	0 (0%)
	
	
	

	Total mentions
	1024 (100%)
	925 (100%)
	
	Total mentions
	1016 (100%)


Note: Number of mentions ranged from 0-8 per article.

Table 2.  Trends of selected examples of various frequently cited causes, consequences, solutions, and descriptions of obesity over time
	
	
	1997-2002
	2003
	2004
	2005
	2006
	2007
	2008
	2009
	Total

	Causes
	Diet
	12
	7
	30
	33
	22
	15
	35
	33
	187

	
	Inactivity
	35
	20
	40
	29
	35
	26
	32
	23
	240

	
	Socioeconomic Status
	4
	9  
	6
	7
	3
	3
	4
	4
	40

	Consequences
	Diabetes
	21
	10
	33
	29
	19
	21
	36
	20
	189

	
	Psychological Disorder
	7
	3
	6
	4
	3
	7
	5
	6
	41

	
	Economic Costs
	7
	5
	11 
	14
	10
	8
	16
	8
	79

	Solutions
	Healthier Diet
	29
	18
	43
	38
	31
	23
	33
	34
	249

	
	Exercise
	29
	14
	37
	33
	35
	29
	36
	26
	239

	
	Government 
	1
	13
	26
	30
	16
	12
	18
	13
	129

	Descriptions
	War metaphors
	1
	8
	9
	13
	15
	9
	15
	7
	77

	
	Epidemic
	8
	8
	16
	18
	11
	7
	14
	6 
	88
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Figure 2. Mean Frequency of Causes and Consequences over time (by frame)
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Figure 3. Mean Frequency of Solutions (by frame) and Descriptions of Obesity over time
