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Abstract

Aim In Germany, a long-lasting debate about the need for a hospital reform, including centralisation, now resulted in reform
plans. As cutbacks to essential services such as hospitals are an emotional topic, the public should be properly informed,
which is a central role of the media. Based on a media analysis of a large-scale hospital reform in Denmark, showing that the
media’s reporting might have had an agenda-setting effect, we analysed the media’s coverage and framing of restructuring
the hospital landscape in German newspapers.

Subject and methods A systematic search identified relevant articles in national and regional newspapers. The coverage
between January 2018 and January 2023 was analysed regarding quantity and main theme (agenda-setting). Each article’s title
and main text were analysed for tone and whether it focused on episodic (single events) or thematic (broader context) framing.
Results A total of 705 newspaper articles (592 regional, 113 national) were included. Both regional and national newspapers
mainly used episodic framing. Regional newspapers mostly reported on single closures of hospitals or departments. The
tone of the title and main text in national newspapers was mainly negatively depicted, which applied to less than half of the
articles in regional newspapers. These differences were, however, not statistically significant.

Conclusion Results indicate higher agenda-setting effects in regional compared to national newspapers. However, the overall
high amount of episodic framing can result in less attribution of responsibility to policy-makers, thereby conserving the
status quo. To succeed, a media strategy might help to raise problem awareness among the public.

Keywords Framing - Agenda-setting - Hospital reform - Hospital closure

Background

Many European countries facing challenges like increasing
expenditure and staff shortages have begun to reform and
restructure their hospital landscape towards specialisation
and quality of care. Hospital reforms are among the top
reforms undertaken in the last few years (Polin et al. 2021).
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This is also the case in Germany, where the hospital land-
scape is characterised by a decentralisation of the range of
services provided, low levels of specialisation and signifi-
cant overcapacity. Germany’s current plans for a major hos-
pital reform are accompanied by a government commission
for a modern and needs-based hospital landscape, which
was convened in 2022 (Bundesministerium fiir Gesundheit
(BMG) 2023) (an overview of the recommendations can be
found in S1).

When it comes to reforming hospital structures, Denmark
is often seen as a role model (OECD 2013), as a continuous
restructuring of the hospital landscape has been undertaken
since the early 2000s. Among other things, after a larger
structural reform in 2007 which redefined the responsi-
bilities of regions and communities, hospitals have been
rebuilt, many smaller hospitals have closed, and the number
of emergency rooms has been halved (Christiansen 2012)
(see Reichebner et al. 2020 for more information on the
structural and hospital reform in Denmark). In Germany, a
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heated debate on how to learn from Denmark’s experiences
with hospital closures started in 2016 with a report from
the Leopoldina, the National Academy of Sciences (Busse
et al. 2016).

In Germany, the concept of essential services, including
hospitals, has a longstanding tradition, making cutbacks of
infrastructure an emotional topic. Especially in rural areas,
certain parts of the population feel marginalized and left
behind (Weingarten and Steinfiihrer 2020). As one counter-
measure, social scientists advocate for greater public partici-
pation, i.e. by relying (more) on direct democracy through
referendums and citizen initiatives (Heinrich-Boll-Stiftung
2017). In contrast, however, some states have been remov-
ing the opportunity to vote about hospitals and emergency
services in referendums (Kamlage 2021) because the topic is
too complex. This is also reflected in a discrepancy regard-
ing hospital care and healthcare information, resulting in the
belief that “Germany has one of the best healthcare systems
in the world” (Schattauer 2023).

From an objective perspective, arguments for not clos-
ing hospitals apply to (1) access to services but not neces-
sarily to (2) quality and (3) costs which, according to the
Federal Office for Building and Regional Planning’s (Bun-
desamt fiir Bauwesen und Raumordnung, BBR) definition,
together form the three pillars of essential services in Ger-
many (Bundesinstitut fiir Bau-, Stadt- und Raumforschung
(BBSR) 2017). Results from the OECD demonstrate that
Germany, despite having the highest healthcare expenditure
across Europe (of which 27% is allocated to hospital ser-
vices), does not fare as well in international comparisons
of avoidable mortality with other Western countries as it is
often portrayed (OECD/European Observatory on Health
Systems and Policies 2021). Regarding avoidable hospital
admissions for asthma, COPD or diabetes, the German per-
formance is even worse than the EU average (ibid.).

Although there is a long-standing consensus among rel-
evant stakeholders and experts that “something needs to be
done”, citizen initiatives mobilise and protest against hos-
pital closures and mergers (Niitzel 2019) — even in metro-
politan areas (Kneist 2022). As to larger (hospital) reforms,
a first step for participation might be to inform the public
properly (Arnstein 2019), which is one central mission of
the media (Happer and Philo 2013).

Despite hospital reforms and centralisation being highly
relevant topics and emotional subjects, research addressing
the respective media coverage has been non-existent in Ger-
many. As the media has an agenda-setting role in influencing
the public’s opinion (Valenzuela 2019), it seems important
to analyse the media’s reporting on hospital reform plans and
centralisation. Thus, the present analysis aims to determine
whether the media effectively raises awareness among the
population about the need to reform the German hospital
landscape. Additionally, how the media frames an issue is
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also important for the understanding of problem awareness.
According to Iyengar (1991), stylistic frames describe the
impact of the media’s reporting by the way a topic is pre-
sented and are related to the assignment of responsibility for
a certain issue. Therefore, guided by Iyengar’s framework,
the present study additionally aims to analyse the represen-
tation of the hospital reform and associated debates. As the
COVID-19 pandemic has sparked a debate about capaci-
ties, particularly in the inpatient sector (Heinze 2020), the
study also looks for changes in coverage after the outbreak
in 2020.

Internationally, previous research has explored media
coverage of hospital closures (Eivor 2008, Henry 2015), and
only few studies have employed framing and agenda-setting
theory (Eriksen et al. 2023). By integrating these theories,
this study enhances our comprehensive understanding of
the dynamics involved in restructuring the German hospital
landscape.

One study (Collins et al. 2006) has investigated potential
media effects, including framing and agenda-setting, in the
coverage of a healthcare reform in Canada. Based on dif-
ferences in quantity, their findings suggest that the focus on
single events (episodic coverage; n=341) provided more
opportunities to inform the public and act as conduits for
the reform agenda than focussing on the broader context
(thematic coverage; n="77). Furthermore, episodic coverage
tended to have a positive tone, whereas thematic coverage
ranged in tone.

Prior studies examining contextual framing, differentiat-
ing between episodic and thematic news frames, have been
used to analyse the media’s coverage of healthcare-related
topics. These topics encompass smoking (Kenterelidou
2012), obesity (Kim and Willis 2007; Gearhart et al. 2012;
Suran et al. 2014), cancer (Cho 2006; Miller et al. 2019),
Alzheimer’s disease (Kang et al. 2010), autism spectrum
disorder (Kang 2013), public health issues (Jarlenski and
Barry 2013), pandemics (Chen and Xu 2021; Dudo et al.
2007), and mental health (Myrick et al. 2014; Wu 2017,
Zhang et al. 2015, 2016; Yang and Parrott 2018).

A study analysing framing and agenda-setting related to
the Danish hospital reform, the preceding structural reform,
as well as three “events” (Eriksen et al. 2023) showed that
a substantial amount of media coverage was generated,
although there were variations in the titles’ context and
tone of the coverage. The difference between the events in
terms of context and tone was statistically significant. The
difference between the two reforms in terms of context was
not statistically significant, but it was in terms of tone. Con-
cerning the structural reform, a higher share (55%) of titles
was episodically framed, while reporting on the hospital
reform was more balanced between episodic and thematic
framing. Overall, the media’s reporting likely contributed
to raising public awareness about the challenges within the
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healthcare system. This increased awareness may have cre-
ated a favourable environment for implementing the Danish
hospital reform, potentially opening a window of opportu-
nity for change.

This study represents the first part of two analyses focus-
ing on the German media’s reporting on hospital reforms,
hospital closures and hospital mergers. While the present
study examines media coverage and stylistic frames, the sec-
ond study applies content-related frames (Entman 1993) and
delves deeper into a detailed analysis of the hospital reform.

Theoretical background

In accordance to Kingdon's Multiple Stream Approach
(MSA) (Kingdon 2014), problem awareness among the
public is key for the successful implementation of reforms.
The MSA explores why certain issues gain political attention
and eventually lead to policy decisions. The framework is
used in policy analysis to understand the process of political
agenda-setting. According to it, three key factors determine
the success of political initiatives:

(1) raising public awareness about the problem (problem
stream),

(2) building majority support for political decisions (poli-
tics stream) and

(3) developing solutions that correspond to the interests of
relevant actors (policy stream).

If these three streams align, a policy entrepreneur can
seize the opportunity to effectively couple them together.
This alignment creates a window of opportunity where the
political climate is conducive to advancing policy propos-
als and making meaningful decisions. Several studies have
used the MSA to analyse the political processes concerning
healthcare-related issues (Babaey et al. 2019; Jones et al.
2016). However, to our knowledge, none explicitly ana-
lysed the role of the media’s reporting as one determinant
for the problem stream. Inspired by Eriksen et al. (2023)
and because a policy analysis of Denmark’s hospital reform
(Reichebner et al. 2020) has shown that the media’s cover-
age helped raise the public’s problem awareness, we decided
to exploratively analyse how media coverage of hospital
reform plans in Germany are interlinked with Kingdon’s
MSA (Kingdon 2014).

Guided by Collins et al. (2006) and Eriksen et al. (2023),
the present study uses framing and agenda-setting theory,
two different, but interlinked models, for explaining the rela-
tionship between media coverage of political issues and the
public's perception of those issues (Scheufele 2000).

The selection of issues deemed newsworthy by the media
is influenced by whether news stories are related to conflict,

drama, personalization, proximity, timeliness, and novelty
(Price and Tewskbury 1997). Consequently, the media's
choice of which issues to cover can shape the public's per-
ception of issue importance and thus push it on the public’s
agenda [ibid.].

Agenda-setting, the influence of the media’s reporting on
the public issue perception, is analysed by examining the
quantity. Framing is the relationship between the media’s
representation of issues and the public response. Accord-
ing to Iyengar (1991), there are two types of news framing:
(1) Episodic framing focuses on presenting issues through
specific instances, leading to extensive coverage within short
time periods. In contrast, (2) thematic framing involves
broader and abstract depictions of political issues by placing
them in a relevant context. Episodic framing often shields
public officials and institutions from responsibility, thereby
conserving the status quo. Interestingly, healthcare-related
topics are mostly episodically framed (Major and Jankowski
2020). Furthermore, and inspired by Wiedicke et al. (2023),
we also use the tone (neutral, negative, positive, ambivalent)
of coverage to examine the framing of hospital closures,
hospital reforms and hospital mergers. For more information
on the theoretical background, see Eriksen et al. (2023) and
Reichebner et al. (2020).

Material and methods
Selection of newspapers

Due to the topic’s regional importance and to explore differ-
ences between national and regional reporting, we included
both regional and national newspapers in our analyses. The
reason for this is the assumption that communities are more
likely to be affected by hospital reforms, closures and merg-
ers. Additionally, results of prior studies on the media’s
reporting of other healthcare issues support this assumption
(Hong 2007; Wu 2017; Afrin et al. 2022).

Next, we identified national and regional print media with
the highest circulation. For this purpose, the quarterly cir-
culations of the Information community for determining the
distribution of advertising media (Informationsgemeinschaft
zur Feststellung der Verbreitung von Werbetrdgern e. V.,
IVW) from 2022 were used (IVW 2023). To identify rel-
evant regional print media for each region (North =Bremen,
Hamburg, Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania, Lower Saxony,
Schleswig—Holstein; East =Berlin, Brandenburg, Saxony,
Saxony-Anhalt, Thuringia; South =Bavaria, Baden-Wiirt-
temberg; West=Hesse, North Rhine-Westphalia, Rhineland-
Palatinate, Saarland), we included the two daily newspa-
pers with the highest circulation according to IVW in our
sample. In addition, we included Bild regional to cover the
tabloid press, where previous research has observed a higher
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proportion of judgmental or sensationalist articles on health-
care topics compared to other newspapers (Rossmann et al.
2018; Gallagher et al. 2022).

Selection of articles

Using a systematic search strategy, the selected regional and
national daily newspapers were searched via the media data-
bases adlr.link and Nexis Uni for relevant hits from 1 Janu-
ary 2018 to 31 January 2023. The study period was chosen
so that the time before the COVID-19 pandemic could also
be depicted. The specific search strategies for each database
can be found in supplementary material, S2.

First, the overall number of hits (n=28,221) was adjusted
for duplicates (n=286) and then checked for relevance using
the four-eyes-principle. In total, 704 relevant articles were
identified and included in the analysis. A schematic repre-
sentation of the selection process can be found in Fig. 1.

Coding of articles

Inspired by Wiedicke et al. (2023) each article’s title and
text were coded for the tone of coverage, categorized as
neutral, positive, negative, or ambivalent. For instance,
a positive tone was assigned if the article conveyed an
optimistic or favourable attitude towards the issues pre-
sented, while a negative tone indicated a pessimistic view.
Furthermore, the context of each article was coded as
either thematic (1) or episodic (2) (Iyengar 1991). More

information can be found in the codebook (S3). Addition-
ally, each article was coded to identify its main theme,
capturing the media's role as agenda-setters. An induc-
tive approach was employed to identify the main debate
themes, which were iteratively determined in discussions
between two researchers.

Statistical analyses

Two researchers independently performed the coding
described above for a selection of articles (n=83,> 10%).
Cohen’s Kappa was applied to test the intercoder reliabil-
ity (Landis and Koch 1977). Chi-Square tests were per-
formed to test for statistical differences between variables.
A significance level of 0.05 was set. Statistical analyses
were performed using SPSS 26.

Results
Intercoder reliability

Overall, Cohen’s Kappa was higher than 0.61, indicat-
ing a substantial intercoder reliability (Landis and Koch
1977). Please refer to the supplementary material (S4) for
detailed reliability measures.

Fig.1 Flowchart
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Table 1 Overview of included newspapers and articles

Region Name of the newspaper Number
of articles
included

Regional (n=592)

North Hamburger Morgenpost 3

Nordwest-Zeitung 224

East Der Tagesspiegel 35

Mitteldeutsche Zeitung® 111
South Niirnberger Nachrichten 37
Stuttgarter Zeitung 75
West Darmstidter Echo 22
Rheinische Post 83
Bild regional 2

National (n=113)

BILD Bund 1

Die Welt 14
FAZ 35
SZ 12
TAZ 51

#The database used did not include Mitteldeutsche Zeitung after Feb-
ruary 2021. Given its high circulation we still decided to include its
coverage from January 2018 to February 2021

Nordwest Zeitung = 22¢)

Hamburger Morgengast (1)

z

itedeutsche Zetung 0= 111)

DerTagesspegel fn= 35)

0 \/\’\_&N/\_/—’\_/

Newspapers and articles included

The final sample consists of 705 articles, with n =592 being
from regional and n= 113 being from national newspapers.

A detailed overview, including the selected newspapers, can
be found in Table 1.

Coverage

Figures 2, 3 and 4 show the quantity of coverage by national
daily newspapers and the regional print media by region as
well as for the regional editions of Bild. The comparison
between regional and national reporting illustrates that the
topic of hospital closures, reforms and mergers is relevant
at the regional level and that national daily newspapers, in
comparison, are rarely devoted to the topic.

Among the national newspapers, Bild Bund stands out
in particular, as it only reported once in the period ana-
lysed. Overall, taz had the highest media coverage, with a
peak after the hospital reform commission was convened.
A larger variation in the coverage can be observed among
the regional newspapers. Here, the coverage is highest in
the North (n=227), followed by the East (n=146), South
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Fig.4 Coverage in national newspapers. Notes: red line: COVID-19 pandemic; blue line: hospital reform commission

(n=112) and West (n=105). Regarding temporal devel-
opments, in 2019, peaks of coverage can be observed.
The same is shown for two selected national newspapers
(FAZ and taz).

After the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in February
2020 (red line), half of the regional newspapers (Darm-
stadter Echo, Nordwest-Zeitung, Mitteldeutsche Zeitung,
Rheinische Post) showed a decline in coverage, while
the coverage in other newspapers increased (Niirnberger
Nachrichten, Tagesspiegel) and in others there was no
change (Hamburger Morgenpost, Stuttgarter Zeitung, Bild
regional). The picture for the national newspapers is dif-
ferent. For the SZ and taz, the coverage increased, while
the remaining four national newspapers did not change
reporting behaviour related to the topic after the onset of
the pandemic.

Another important event to take into consideration is
the work of the hospital reform commission (blue line).
Three national newspapers (Die Welt, FAZ, taz) showed
an increased coverage followed by further peaks possibly
related to the recommendations being published starting
in July 2022 (see S1). For regional newspapers, the pic-
ture is comparable.
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Main topic

The main topics of the included articles are shown in Fig. 5.
At the national level, reporting focuses on the hospital
reform, nursing staff and other topics such as election cam-
paigns or international comparisons. Conversely, regional
newspapers mostly report on the closure of obstetric depart-
ments, single hospital closures and hospital mergers. In the
Western region, the hospital reform in NRW is the most
important topic. In contrast, newspapers in the Southern
region mainly covered single hospital closures (not shown
in the graph).

Framing - context of coverage

The framing of articles differentiated by regional affiliation
is shown in Figs. 6 and 7. Articles in regional newspapers
were mainly episodically framed (average 89.8%), ranging
from 82.2% in the West to 100% (Bild regional).

Likewise, articles in national newspapers were also
mainly episodically framed (average 74.3%), ranging from
64.3% (Die Welt) to 100% (Bild Bund).
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Overall, the national newspapers used less episodic fram-
ing than regional newspapers and thus showed higher rates
of thematic framing. However, with a p-value of 0.831, the
differences between national and regional newspapers were
not significant.

Framing - tone of coverage

Figures 8 and 9 shows the tone of the articles’ titles dif-
ferentiated by type. In national newspapers, the titles were
mainly negative (56.6%) in their tone of coverage, whereas
this applied to less than half of titles in regional newspa-
pers (41.8%). While 13.7% of titles in regional newspapers
were positively expressed, the share in national newspapers
was only 4.4%. The use of an ambivalent tone was nearly
equal between regional (12.9%) and national newspapers
(14.2%). Almost a third of regional newspapers had a neu-
tral title. This was the case for about a quarter of articles in
national newspapers. However, with a p-value of 0.638, the

Fig. 8 Tone of title in regional 100
newspapers

% share of the title'stone
(9,
o

10 17.2

North

Fig.9 Tone of title in national 100
newspapers

% share of the title'stone

neutral

differences between national and regional newspapers were
not statistically significant.

Within regional newspapers, there was a large variation
in the tone of the titles. Some regional newspapers, mostly
those with a smaller coverage, show higher shares of nega-
tive framing in their titles (Hamburger Morgenpost, Bild
regional, Darmstddter Echo) compared to newspapers with
higher coverage (Nordwest-Zeitung, Mitteldeutsche Zeitung,
Stuttgarter Zeitung). The latter also depicted the topic more
often in a neutral tone compared to regional newspapers,
which did not cover the topic on a regular base. The same
pattern arises within national newspapers: Newspapers with
lower coverage (SZ, Bild) show a higher share of negatively
depicted titles.

The same picture emerges when analysing the tone of cov-
erage in the main text (Figs. 10 and 11). Again, the majority
of articles in national newspapers (66.9%) had a negatively
depicted main text, whereas this was only the case for 40.4%
in regional newspapers. Similar to the titles, the national

12.9
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newspapers had a smaller amount of positively depicted
texts (1.8%) compared to articles in regional newspapers
(15.2%) and an even smaller amount compared to the titles
in the national newspapers. A neutral display could be seen
in 13.0% (regional) and 10.6% (national) of all articles. While
31.3% of all texts in regional newspapers were ambivalent,
this was the case in 25.7% of articles in national newspapers.

Still, the differences in the tone of text between national and
regional newspapers were not statistically significant (p-value
0.053). Importantly, variation between title and text in terms
of the coverage context was highly statistically significant for
both regional and national newspapers (p-values 0.000).

Discussion

The comparison between regional and national cover-
age shows that the topic of hospital closures, reforms and
mergers is highly relevant at the regional level and, on the

other hand, national daily newspapers are comparatively
rarely devoted to the topic. This underpins the relevance
of including regional newspapers when analysing how the
media reports on these issues, which is an important notion
for future studies addressing the media coverage of hospi-
tal reforms. Remarkably, the tabloid press rarely covers the
topic, meaning that an agenda-setting effect is missing for
a certain part of the population. As the circulation of print
media continues to decrease (Informationsgemeinschaft zur
Feststellung der Verbreitung von Werbetrigern e. V. IVW)
2023), other media, such as regional television programmes
might have that agenda-setting effect for this part of the
population, which should be addressed in further research.
The highest coverage was observed in the East and North.
However, looking at actual hospital closures between 2003
and 2013, the Western and Southern regions had a much
higher share of all hospital closures in Germany (36.6% and
44.6%) compared to the Eastern and Northern regions (8.3%
and 10.9%) (Preusker et al. 2014). Assuming this pattern of
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hospital closures has continued in the study period, report-
ing on single events in the East and North was much more
exhaustive compared to the other regions with more events.

Concerning the main topics, national newspapers focused
on the system level, mostly covering the hospital reform
and nursing staff. In contrast, regional newspapers mostly
reported on the closure of obstetric departments, single hos-
pital closures and hospital mergers. Together with the overall
higher coverage in regional newspapers, this fits well with
the emotional character of hospital closures, mergers and
reforms. It is remarkable, that the tone of coverage in both
text and title does not significantly differ between national
and regional newspapers. Not surprisingly, the hospital
reform in NRW was the most important topic in the West.
However, it did not result in higher coverage compared to
other regions, where reporting on single closures or merg-
ers was higher. This might be due to the current theoretical
character of the reform proposal, which might change once
it affects the local situation.

That the closure of obstetric departments and single hos-
pital closures are the main themes covered in other regions
indicates their regional as well as emotional importance.
This is also reflected by the fact that the hospital commis-
sion’s first recommendation focused on paediatrics and
obstetrics (see S1 for more information), which indicates
the link between the media’s coverage of a topic and the
MSA’s problem stream. However, especially as births are
a highly sensitive topic, better information efforts for the
public on the quality aspects instead of accessibility only
taking their concerns into account seems necessary, which
could be addressed with a targeted media strategy. This also
applies to other topics related to the current reform discus-
sions and could help to counteract political stances and the
feared further increase in right-wing votes as a result of hos-
pital closures (Nyholt 2023).

Compared to our own analysis of media coverage
related to the Danish hospital reform (Eriksen et al. 2023),
the present study shows a higher share of episodic fram-
ing, especially within regional newspapers. This is in line
with other research showing that topics related to health-
care are mostly episodically framed (Collins et al. 2006;
Major and Jankowski 2020). Journalists often use episodic
frames to portray broader issues in a manner that human-
izes their subjects (Boukes 2022). In light of the impor-
tance of informed citizenship (Arnstein 2019), as stressed
in the introduction, episodic framing might be deemed
undesirable as it could potentially hinder the public’s
ability to comprehend the connections to abstract politi-
cal subjects (Iyengar 1991; Boukes 2022). This, in turn,
results in a lower likelihood of attribution of responsibility
to policy-makers but to the individual featured in the story,
thereby conserving the status quo (Iyengar 1991; Boukes
2022). On the contrary, thematic framing prompts the
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audience to see issues within a broader context, leading
them to consider societal conditions as problems demand-
ing societal solutions, such as public health policies (Iyen-
gar 1991, Major 2011). Although there was no statistically
significant difference between regional and national news-
papers, the higher share of thematic framing in national
newspapers matches their focus on system-level topics, as
described above. In light of their own agenda-setting role
for other media (Blobaum 2011), a higher than the cur-
rent coverage of the topic in national newspapers could be
useful to increase problem awareness among the public.
According to our results, their coverage increased over
time and had a higher share of thematic framing compared
to regional newspapers, which could, therefore, be seen as
a good sign towards raising problem awareness.

The tone of the title and text was mostly negatively
expressed, with national newspapers showing higher
shares of negative depictions. Remarkably, both regional
and newspapers with smaller coverage more often chose
a negative frame for their headlines and texts. Notably, an
analysis of comparable frames (gain-frames = frames that
emphasize the benefits of a particular option, e.g. lives
saved; loss-frames = frames that highlight the negative
consequences linked to not selecting a specific option)
related to lung cancer and obesity has been shown for
gain-frames to diminish the reader’s consideration of
societal factors (Major 2011). Consequently, this lack of
consideration could result in public inaction and a lack
of policy support concerning health-related subjects. The
author concluded that a gain-framed story might not be the
most effective strategy if policy-makers attempt to inspire
the public to support a certain policy or reform (ibid.).
Taking this into account, current reporting of national
newspapers, as shown in our study, can again be deemed
as a facilitator for change if coverage increases further.

Typically, the structure of a newspaper article follows an
inverted pyramid format, wherein the most crucial infor-
mation is presented at the article’s outset (Pottker 2003).
Showing statistically significant differences between the title
and text, our study’s results, however, suggest that it is also
important to look at the main text.

Our study has several limitations. Firstly, we only
analysed print media and thus only a part of the cover-
age across the media landscape. Further research should
examine the coverage online as well as social media. Sec-
ondly, we focused on a quantitative analysis and did not
provide an in-depth qualitative analysis. However, this is
being done with the second part of our study. Thirdly, we
included the Mitteldeutsche Zeitung despite its limited
coverage in the used databases. Hence, the regional com-
parisons are biased and must be interpreted with caution.
Finally, our study period did not cover recent develop-
ments, including two recommendations of the government
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hospital commission and negotiations on the hospital
reform. An update of the study with an extended observa-
tion period could be useful to get more insights on the
media’s reporting during the reform process.

Despite its limitations, the study contributes to current
research in several aspects. With the application of agenda-
setting and framing in the context of a hospital reform, the
study adds to the methodological discussion and facilitates
a comprehensive understanding of the dynamics involved
in restructuring the hospital landscape. To our knowledge,
it is the first study analysing the media’s perspective on
hospital closures, mergers and reforms in Germany, thus
contributing to the current political discussion.

Conclusion

Having Kingdon’s MSA (Kingdon 2014) and the ladder
of citizen participation with information as a crucial step
(Arnstein 2019) in mind, our analysis provides important
information for decision-makers and raises the question
of whether a media strategy for the current reform plans
is necessary to raise problem awareness among the public
in order to succeed. Denmark might again be a role model
here, where the slogan “Quality over proximity” was used
to convince the public of why change was necessary.

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplemen-
tary material available at https://doi.org/10.1007/s10389-024-02271-6.

Authors’ contribution Elke Berger initiated the study and had the main
role in writing the manuscript. Robert Caglar supported screening; Len
Ortlepp supported coding of the articles. Astrid Eriksen, Annemarie
Wiedicke, Len Ortlepp, Reinhard Busse and Robert Caglar supported the
study design and methods selection, methodologies and contributed to the
writing of the article. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.
Funding Open Access funding enabled and organized by Projekt
DEAL. This work was supported by The Innovation Fund at the Federal
Joint Committee, [grant number FKZ: 01 VSF18044.

Data availability Data and material can be shared after reasonable
request.

Code availability Not applicable.
Declarations

Ethics approval Not applicable.
Consent to participate Not applicable.

Consent for publication Not applicable.

Competing of interest Reinhard Busse is an unpaid member of the
governmental hospital reform commission for a modern and needs-

based hospital landscape. All other authors declare they have no non-
financial interests.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attri-
bution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, adapta-
tion, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source,
provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes
were made. The images or other third party material in this article are
included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated
otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in
the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will
need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a
copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

References

Afrin R, Harun A, Prybutok G, Prybutok V (2022) Framing of COVID-
19 in newspapers: a perspective from the US-Mexico border.
Healthcare (Basel, Switzerland) 10(12):2362. https://doi.org/10.
3390/healthcare10122362

Arnstein SR (2019) A ladder of citizen participation. J Am Plann Assoc
85(1):24-34. https://doi.org/10.1080/01944363.2018.1559388

Babaey F, Raessi P, Ravaghi H (2019) Agenda setting analysis for
maternal mortality reduction: exploring influential factors using
Kingdon’s Stream Model. East Mediterr Health J 25(3):160-171.
https://doi.org/10.26719/emhj.18.025

Blobaum B (2011) Wandel von Qualitdtsmedien. In: Blum R, Bon-
fadelli H, Imhof K, Jarren O (eds) Krise der Leuchttiirme 6ffen-
tlicher Kommunikation: Vergangenheit und Zukunft der Qual-
itdtsmedien. VS Verlag fiir Sozialwissenschaften, Wiesbaden, pp
49-63

Boukes M (2022) Episodic and thematic framing effects on the attribu-
tion of responsibility: the effects of personalized and contextual-
ized news on perceptions of individual and political responsibility
for causing the economic crisis. Int J Press/Politics 27(2):374—
395. https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161220985241

Bundesinstitut fiir Bau-, Stadt- und Raumforschung (2017) Raumor-
dnungsbericht 2017. Daseinsvorsorge sichern. Raumordnungs-
bericht / Bundesamt fiir Bauwesen und Raumordnung, Bd 2017.
BBSR, Bonn. https://www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/DE/veroeffent
lichungen/sonderveroeffentlichungen/2017/rob-2017-final-dl.
pdf;jsessionid=11A3CAE09C60497639B78 ACDESES7BBE.
live21321?__blob=publicationFile&v=1. Accessed 24.07.23

Bundesministerium fiir Gesundheit (2023) Regierungskommission
fiir eine moderne und bedarfsgerechte Krankenhausversorgung.
https://www.bundesgesundheitsministerium.de/themen/gesun
dheitswesen/regierungskommission-krankenhausversorgung.html.
Accessed: 24.07.23

Busse R, Ganten D, Huster S, Reinhardt E, Suttorp N, Wiesing U
(2016) Zum Verhiltnis von Medizin und Okonomie im deutschen
Gesundheitssystem. 8 Thesen zur Weiterentwicklung zum Wohle
der Patienten und der Gesellschaft

Chen Z, Xu X (2021) COVID-19 news reporting and engaging in the
age of social media: comparing Xinhua news agency and the
paper. Global Media China 6(2):152-170

Cho S (2006) Network News Coverage of Breast Cancer, 1974 TO
2003. Journalism Mass Commun Quart 83(1):116-130

Christiansen T (2012) Ten years of structural reforms in Danish health-
care. Health Policy 106(2):114-119

Collins PA, Abelson J, Pyman H, Lavis JN (2006) Are we expecting
too much from print media? An analysis of newspaper coverage

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10389-024-02271-6
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/healthcare10122362
https://doi.org/10.3390/healthcare10122362
https://doi.org/10.1080/01944363.2018.1559388
https://doi.org/10.26719/emhj.18.025
https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161220985241
https://www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/DE/veroeffentlichungen/sonderveroeffentlichungen/2017/rob-2017-final-dl.pdf;jsessionid=11A3CAE09C60497639B78ACDE8E57BBE.live21321?__blob=publicationFile&v=1
https://www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/DE/veroeffentlichungen/sonderveroeffentlichungen/2017/rob-2017-final-dl.pdf;jsessionid=11A3CAE09C60497639B78ACDE8E57BBE.live21321?__blob=publicationFile&v=1
https://www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/DE/veroeffentlichungen/sonderveroeffentlichungen/2017/rob-2017-final-dl.pdf;jsessionid=11A3CAE09C60497639B78ACDE8E57BBE.live21321?__blob=publicationFile&v=1
https://www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/DE/veroeffentlichungen/sonderveroeffentlichungen/2017/rob-2017-final-dl.pdf;jsessionid=11A3CAE09C60497639B78ACDE8E57BBE.live21321?__blob=publicationFile&v=1
https://www.bundesgesundheitsministerium.de/themen/gesundheitswesen/regierungskommission-krankenhausversorgung.html
https://www.bundesgesundheitsministerium.de/themen/gesundheitswesen/regierungskommission-krankenhausversorgung.html

Journal of Public Health

of the 2002 Canadian healthcare reform debate. Soc Sci Med
63(1):89-102

Dudo AD, Dahlstrom MF, Brossard D (2007) Reporting a potential
pandemic. Sci Commun 28(4):429-454

Eivor O (2008) Legitimacy of hospital reconfiguration: the contro-
versial downsizing of Kidderminster hospital. J Health Serv Res
Policy 13(2):11-18. https://doi.org/10.1258/jhsrp.2007.007093

Entman R (1993) Framing: toward clarification of a frac-
tured paradigm. J Commun 43(4):51-58. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1993.tb01304.x

Eriksen A, Berger E, Reichebner C, Wiedicke A, Busse R (2023) The
media’s coverage and framing of hospital reforms: The case of
Denmark. Health Policy 133:104840. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
healthpol.2023.104840

Gallagher M, O’Leary C, McGreal-Ballone A, Duffy R (2022) The
portrayal of mental health in Irish mainstream news media. Int
J Soc Psychiatry 69(2):467—475. https://doi.org/10.1177/00207
640221111756

Gearhart S, Craig C, Steed C (2012) Network news coverage of obesity
in two time periods: an analysis of issues, sources, and frames.
Health Commun 27(7):653-662

Happer C, Philo G (2013) The role of the media in the construction of
public belief and social change. J Soc Polit Psych 1(1):321-336.
https://doi.org/10.5964/jspp.v1i1.96

Heinze RG (2020) Einleitung: das Coronavirus als aktueller Katalysa-
tor fiir Solidaritdt oder Desintegration? In: Heinze RG (ed)
Gesellschaftsgestaltung durch Neujustierung von Zivilgesells-
chaft, Staat und Markt. Springer VS, Wiesbaden, pp 1-37

Henry C (2015) Hospital closures: the sociospatial restructuring of
labor and health care. Ann Assoc Am Geogr 105(5):1094-1110.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00045608.2015.1059169

Hong T (2007) Information control in time of crisis: the fram-
ing of SARS in China-based newspapers and internet sources.
Cyberpsychol Behav 10(5):696-699. https://doi.org/10.1089/
cpb.2007.9968

Informationsgemeinschaft zur Feststellung der Verbreitung von Wer-
betrdgern e. V (2023) Quartalsauflagen. https://www.ivw.de/print/
quartalsauflagen/quartalsauflagen. Accessed 18 Feb 2023

Iyengar S (1991) Is anyone responsible? How television frames politi-
cal issues (1991). University of Chicago Press, Chicago

Jarlenski M, Barry CL (2013) News media coverage of trans fat: health
risks and policy responses. Health Commun 28(3):209-216

Jones MD, Peterson HL, Pierce JJ, Herweg N, Bernal A, Lamberta
Raney H, Zahariadis N (2016) A river runs through it: a multiple
streams meta-review. Policy Stud J 44(1):13-36. https://doi.org/
10.1111/psj.12115

Kamlage O (2021) Niedersédchsisches Kommunalverfassungsgesetz,
4th edn. Deutscher Gemeindeverlag, Stuttgart

Kang S (2013) Coverage of autism spectrum disorder in the US tel-
evision news: ananalysis of framing. Disabil Soc 28(2):245-59.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2012.705056

Kang S, Gearhart S, Bae H-S (2010) Coverage of Alzheimer’s disease
from 1984 to 2008 in television news and information talk shows
in the United States: an analysis of news framing. Am J Alzhei-
mers Dis Other Demen 25(8):687-697

Kenterelidou C (2012) Framing public health issues: the case
of smoking ban in Greece, public health policy framing
equals healthy framing of public policy? J Commun Healthc
5(2):116-128

Kim S-H, Willis LA (2007) Talking about obesity: news framing of
who is responsible for causing and fixing the problem. J Health
Commun 12(4):359-376

Kingdon JW (2014) Agendas, alternatives, and public policies. In:
Always learning. Pearson Harlow, London

Kneist S (2022) Senat macht Weg fiir Klinik-Verlagerung frei: Ret-
tungsstelle des Wenckebach-Krankenhauses zieht bald nach

@ Springer

Berlin-Schoneberg. Der Protest gegen die Verlagerung des Klini-
kums war umsonst. Die Senatsgesundheitsverwaltung gab griines
Licht fiir den Umzug wichtiger Abteilungen. https://www.tages
spiegel.de/berlin/rettungsstelle-des-wenckebach-krankenhauses-
zieht-bald-nach-berlin-schoneberg-8550943.html#:~:text=Senat%
20macht%20Weg%20f%C3%BCr%20Klinik%2DVerlagerung%
20frei%20Rettungsstelle%20des %20Wenckebach,f%C3%BCr%
20den%20Umzug%20wichtiger%20Abteilungen. Accessed:
15.02.24

Landis R, Koch G (1977) The measurement of observer agreement
for categorical data. Biometrics 33(1):159-174. https://doi.org/
10.2307/2529310

Major LH (2011) The mediating role of emotions in the relationship
between frames and attribution of responsibility for health prob-
lems. Journalism Mass Commun Quart 88(3):502-522

Major LH, Jankowski SM (2020) Health News and Responsibility.
Peter Lang Verlag, New York

Heinrich-Boll-Stiftung (2017) Gemeinwohl als Zukunftsaufgabe.
Offentliche Infrastrukturen zwischen Daseinsvorsorge und Finan-
zmirkten. Eine Studie von Jana Mattert, Laura Valentukeviciute
und Carl WaBmuth. Schriften zu Wirtschaft und Soziales, Band
20, Berlin

Miller CA, Guidry JPD, Fuemmeler BF (2019) Breast cancer voices on
pinterest: raising awareness or just an inspirational image? Health
Educ Behav 46(2_suppl):49-58

Myrick JG, Major LH, Jankowski SM (2014) The sources and frames
used to tell stories about depression and anxiety. Electron News
8(1):49-63

Niitzel N (2019) Krankenhausreform: Streitfall KlinikschlieSungen.
https://www.deutschlandfunkkultur.de/krankenhausreform-strei
tfall-klinikschliessungen-100.html. Accessed 17 Feb 2023

Nyholt N (2023) Left behind: Voters’ reactions to local school and
hospital closures. Eur J Polit Res. https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-
6765.12622

OECD (2013) OECD reviews of health care quality: Denmark 2013.
In: Raising standards. OECD Publishing, Paris. https://doi.org/10.
1787/9789264191136-en

OECD/European Observatory on Health Systems and Policies (2021)
Germany: country health profile 2021, state of health in the EU.
OECD Publishing, Paris/Brussels. https://doi.org/10.1787/e4c56
532-en

Polin K, Hjortland M, Maresso A, van Ginneken E, Busse R, Quentin
W (2021) “Top-three” health reforms in 31 high-income countries
in 2018 and 2019: an expert informed overview. Health Policy
125(7):815-832. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthpol.2021.04.005

Pottker H (2003) News and its communicative quality: the inverted
pyramid - when and why did it appear? J Stud 4(4):501-511.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670032000136596

Preusker UK, Miischenich M, Preusker S (2014) Darstellung und
Typologie der Marktaustritte von Krankenhdusern Deutschland
2003 - 2013. Gutachten im Auftrag des GKV-Spitzenverbandes.
https://www.gkv-spitzenverband.de/media/dokumente/krank
enversicherung_1/krankenhaeuser/gutachten_marktaustritt_krank
enhaeuser/Gutachten_Marktaustritte_ KH_07-2014_gesamt.pdf.
Accessed 15 May 2023

Price V, Tewksbury D (1997) News values and public opinion: a theo-
retical account of media priming and framing. In: In Barnett GA,
Boster FJ (eds) Progress in the communication sciences, vol 13.
Ablex, New York, pp 173-212

Reichebner C, Berger E, Eriksen A, Kretzler M, Busse R (2020) Jah-
rzehnte der Transformation: Eine Analyse Ddnemarks Struktur-
und Krankenhausreform. GuS 74(4-5):21-30. https://doi.org/10.
5771/1611-5821-2020-4-5

Rossmann C, Meyer L, Schulz PJ (2018) The mediated amplification of
a crisis: communicating the A/HIN1 pandemic in press releases


https://doi.org/10.1258/jhsrp.2007.007093
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthpol.2023.104840
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthpol.2023.104840
https://doi.org/10.1177/00207640221111756
https://doi.org/10.1177/00207640221111756
https://doi.org/10.5964/jspp.v1i1.96
https://doi.org/10.1080/00045608.2015.1059169
https://doi.org/10.1089/cpb.2007.9968
https://doi.org/10.1089/cpb.2007.9968
https://www.ivw.de/print/quartalsauflagen/quartalsauflagen
https://www.ivw.de/print/quartalsauflagen/quartalsauflagen
https://doi.org/10.1111/psj.12115
https://doi.org/10.1111/psj.12115
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2012.705056
https://www.tagesspiegel.de/berlin/rettungsstelle-des-wenckebach-krankenhauses-zieht-bald-nach-berlin-schoneberg-8550943.html#:~:text=Senat%20macht%20Weg%20f%C3%BCr%20Klinik%2DVerlagerung%20frei%20Rettungsstelle%20des%20Wenckebach,f%C3%BCr%20den%20Umzug%20wichtiger%20Abteilungen
https://www.tagesspiegel.de/berlin/rettungsstelle-des-wenckebach-krankenhauses-zieht-bald-nach-berlin-schoneberg-8550943.html#:~:text=Senat%20macht%20Weg%20f%C3%BCr%20Klinik%2DVerlagerung%20frei%20Rettungsstelle%20des%20Wenckebach,f%C3%BCr%20den%20Umzug%20wichtiger%20Abteilungen
https://www.tagesspiegel.de/berlin/rettungsstelle-des-wenckebach-krankenhauses-zieht-bald-nach-berlin-schoneberg-8550943.html#:~:text=Senat%20macht%20Weg%20f%C3%BCr%20Klinik%2DVerlagerung%20frei%20Rettungsstelle%20des%20Wenckebach,f%C3%BCr%20den%20Umzug%20wichtiger%20Abteilungen
https://www.tagesspiegel.de/berlin/rettungsstelle-des-wenckebach-krankenhauses-zieht-bald-nach-berlin-schoneberg-8550943.html#:~:text=Senat%20macht%20Weg%20f%C3%BCr%20Klinik%2DVerlagerung%20frei%20Rettungsstelle%20des%20Wenckebach,f%C3%BCr%20den%20Umzug%20wichtiger%20Abteilungen
https://www.tagesspiegel.de/berlin/rettungsstelle-des-wenckebach-krankenhauses-zieht-bald-nach-berlin-schoneberg-8550943.html#:~:text=Senat%20macht%20Weg%20f%C3%BCr%20Klinik%2DVerlagerung%20frei%20Rettungsstelle%20des%20Wenckebach,f%C3%BCr%20den%20Umzug%20wichtiger%20Abteilungen
https://www.tagesspiegel.de/berlin/rettungsstelle-des-wenckebach-krankenhauses-zieht-bald-nach-berlin-schoneberg-8550943.html#:~:text=Senat%20macht%20Weg%20f%C3%BCr%20Klinik%2DVerlagerung%20frei%20Rettungsstelle%20des%20Wenckebach,f%C3%BCr%20den%20Umzug%20wichtiger%20Abteilungen
https://doi.org/10.2307/2529310
https://doi.org/10.2307/2529310
https://www.deutschlandfunkkultur.de/krankenhausreform-streitfall-klinikschliessungen-100.html
https://www.deutschlandfunkkultur.de/krankenhausreform-streitfall-klinikschliessungen-100.html
https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6765.12622
https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6765.12622
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264191136-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264191136-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/e4c56532-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/e4c56532-en
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthpol.2021.04.005
https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670032000136596
https://www.gkv-spitzenverband.de/media/dokumente/krankenversicherung_1/krankenhaeuser/gutachten_marktaustritt_krankenhaeuser/Gutachten_Marktaustritte_KH_07-2014_gesamt.pdf
https://www.gkv-spitzenverband.de/media/dokumente/krankenversicherung_1/krankenhaeuser/gutachten_marktaustritt_krankenhaeuser/Gutachten_Marktaustritte_KH_07-2014_gesamt.pdf
https://www.gkv-spitzenverband.de/media/dokumente/krankenversicherung_1/krankenhaeuser/gutachten_marktaustritt_krankenhaeuser/Gutachten_Marktaustritte_KH_07-2014_gesamt.pdf
https://doi.org/10.5771/1611-5821-2020-4-5
https://doi.org/10.5771/1611-5821-2020-4-5

Journal of Public Health

and press coverage in Europe. Risk Anal 38(2):357-375. https://
doi.org/10.1111/risa.12841

Schattauer G (2023) Ende eines Mythos. Das beste Gesundheitssys-
tem der Welt? Hort endlich auf damit. https://www.focus.de/gesun
dheit/das-beste-gesundheitssystem-der-welt-hoert-endlich-aufda
mit_id_184183772.html. Accessed 15.06.2023

Scheufele DA (2000) Agenda-setting, priming, and framing revisited:
another look at cognitive effects of political communication. Mass
Commun Soc 3(2-3):297-316

Suran M, Holton AE, Coleman R (2014) Topical Punch. Journalism
Mass Commun Quart 91(4):725-739

Valenzuela SMM (2019) The agenda-setting role of the news media. In:
Stacks DW, Salwen MB, Eichhorn K (eds) An integrated approach
to communication theory and research, 3rd edn. Routledge, Lon-
don, pp 99-112

Weingarten P, Steinfiihrer A (2020) Daseinsvorsorge, gleichwer-
tige Lebensverhéltnisse und ldandliche Rdume im 21. Jahrhun-
dert Z Politikwiss 30(4):653-665. https://doi.org/10.1007/
$41358-020-00246-z

Wiedicke A, Stehr P, Rossmann C (2023) Issue fatigue over the course
of the Covid-19 pandemic. Eur J Health Commun 4(3):114-137.
https://doi.org/10.47368/ejhc.2023.307

Wu L (2017) US media representation of post-traumatic stress disorder:
a comparative study of regional newspapers and national newspa-
pers. ] Ment Health 26(3):225-231

Yang Y, Parrott S (2018) Schizophrenia in Chinese and U.S. online
news media: exploring cultural influence on the mediated por-
trayal of schizophrenia. Health Commun 33(5):553-561

Zhang Y, Jin Y, Tang Y (2015) Framing Depression. Journalism Mass
Commun Quart 92(1):99-120

Zhang Y, Jin Y, Porter, Porter J, Stewart S (2016) Thematic or epi-
sodic? How US print and broadcast media framed the public
health issue of depression in the past three decades. 26(1&2)

Publisher's Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

@ Springer


https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.12841
https://doi.org/10.1111/risa.12841
https://www.focus.de/gesundheit/das-beste-gesundheitssystem-der-welt-hoert-endlich-aufdamit_id_184183772.html
https://www.focus.de/gesundheit/das-beste-gesundheitssystem-der-welt-hoert-endlich-aufdamit_id_184183772.html
https://www.focus.de/gesundheit/das-beste-gesundheitssystem-der-welt-hoert-endlich-aufdamit_id_184183772.html
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41358-020-00246-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41358-020-00246-z
https://doi.org/10.47368/ejhc.2023.307

	The media's coverage and framing of hospital reforms: The case of Germany
	Abstract
	Aim 
	Subject and methods 
	Results 
	Conclusion 

	Background
	Theoretical background
	Material and methods
	Selection of newspapers
	Selection of articles
	Coding of articles
	Statistical analyses

	Results
	Intercoder reliability
	Newspapers and articles included
	Coverage
	Main topic
	Framing – context of coverage
	Framing – tone of coverage

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	References


