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HOVERING BETWEEN STIGMA
AND TRIVIALISATION

WORLD CANCER DAY IN THE SPANISH PRESS

Lucia SAPINA AND MARTI DOMINGUEZ

Cancer is a prominent topic of public interest. While simultaneously reflecting and shaping social
values, the mass media convey an image of this disease that is not always as careful and informative
as it could be. This article analyses the media coverage of World Cancer Day during the last decade,
as reported by the four newspapers with the largest readership in Spain. The aim is to analyse how
they made use of the event to provide information on cancer, and whether the information was
accurate and rigorous or fell into the trap of stereotype and sensationalism.

Keywords: cancer, treatment of information, World Cancer Day, illness, sensationalism.

Information on health issues in the press has kind of death sentence, making it difficult for people
experienced a significant increase in recent decades. with the disease to live a fully integrated life. Why is
The dissemination of new technologies and the it so difficult to change this view of cancer? What role
inclusion of sections devoted to health and science does the mass media play in the public perception of
have boosted news related to these topics. In this this disease?

context, diseases receiving
most media coverage — like

B WORLD CANCER DAY
cancer — represented a secondary

«THE WORD ‘CANCER’ IS SO

topic of interest to the daily Commemoration of World
press between 1997 and 2006 LOADED WITH NEGATIVE Cancer Day is of recent origin,
(Revuelta and De Semir, 2008). CONNOTATIONS THAT dating back to the Charter of
However, apart from this FOR YEARS PATIENTS, Paris (statement of objectives
discreet — albeit continued — DOCTORS, MASS MEDIA AND in the f]ght against cancer in

presence of illness in the media, the new millennium) signed on

SOCIETY AT LARGE AVOIDED

we should ask ourselves whether February 4, 2000 by the French
the information provided to the PRONOUNCING IT> President at that time, Jacques
public can be considered rigorous Chirac, and the director of
and sufficient. This article UNESCO, Koichiro Matsuura.
focuses on a study of how the Spanish press portrayed The last point in the Charter suggested the 4th of
World Cancer Day, in an endeavour to identify the February should become World Cancer Day.
major trends. Undoubtedly international recognition of a date to
In Spain cancer is reported to be the leading cause commemorate an illness should encourage the mass
of death in men and the second in women since 2005 media to echo it. In the context of influencing public
(Cabanes et al.,2009). Lung cancer is the type causing  opinion, it is highly advantageous for an event to
highest mortality among men, while breast cancer be highlighted by the mass media, because a direct
comes top in women. Despite these data, overall relationship is established between what the media
survival has improved markedly since the nineties, highlights and what the public considers important
so it is increasingly common to find groups of people (McCombs, 2006).
who have survived one type of cancer or another, and Despite the increase in new media channels, the
who call for a less alarming vision of the disease. press continues to be a main reference, both for
Nonetheless, cancer is still too often identified with a citizens and for the other media, which often act as
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sounding boards for what the newspapers publish.
Therefore, our analysis of World Cancer Day has
focused on the four newspapers with the widest state
circulation El Pais, El Mundo, La Vanguardia and
ABC'. The study encompasses the last decade (2002-
2012) and looks at how the disease was reported and
whether it was dealt with in an accurate and rigorous
way or, conversely, if reporters tended to fall into the
traps of stereotype and sensationalism.

We have included information on cancer appearing
on the 4" of February, and those that made specific
reference to World Cancer Day, published on both the
day before and the day after this date.

The first reference found to World Cancer Day
in this decade was in 2004, in a news item in El
Mundo (5/2/2004). During the following years, news
appeared sporadically around the 4" of February. The
year 2008 saw an increase in information following
the contract signed between the researcher Erwin
Wagner and the Spanish National Cancer Research

«IN THE PRESS, AS WELL AS IN COMMON
EVERYDAY LANGUAGE, THERE IS

ANOTHER WAY OF APPROACHING CANCER:

ONE THAT USES A CLEAR ANALOGY WITH
WAR OR WARLIKE IMAGES»

Centre (CNIO), which took advantage of this event

to make this scientist known to the public. By 2011
and 2012 it would appear that this date had become
consolidated on the press’ agenda, although — as we
will see — treatment of the issue experienced a change
in some newspapers with a tendency for information
to become more market focussed.

B METAPHORS AND OTHER TROPES

The word cancer is so loaded with negative
connotations that for years patients, doctors, mass
media and society at large have avoided pronouncing
it (in this respect we often hear euphemisms like

«a long illness» to avoid the word in question).
Although things have begun to change, this word is
still associated with harsh medical treatment, physical
decline and even death. This means that cancer is

still feared, a strange and isolating concept, an ideal
candidate for stigmatisation

! According to a 2012 survey by the EGM (General Media Study).

50 METODE

e o, B
El Gobierno aprueba la opa con veinte
condiciones asumibles para Gas Natural

o arafTer e gt
Fonsh ini £ el ureeei i
Ll et TY & SealTal

i Ll b Ll vl et B
B % w0, Tl Gl LN
oL o LS Bl 3 Cooe

o [ L | orim i rim
e T s ey -

Pumpido decidird si

asesing de Hiperoor,
mﬂlﬂtmmﬁ

TR T 1 L
b by o mam l W I
Fulod L s e L

e

iﬁl'ul

Ot die i o el

“ﬂﬂ:‘—i‘ Viernes de ira musulmana
s e goifitra Eustopa por los chistes de Mahoma

b T ey TR S oot PP i . i Pl W L

«Europe is the cancer. Islam is the answer». Banner sported by
Islam protesters against the Mohammed cartoons published in
a Danish newspaper. It is precisely this usage of the word cancer
as a synonym of social destruction that medical and patient
associations denounce.

The sociologist Ervin Goffman stated that stigma
occurs when a person has «an undesirable difference
we had not anticipated» (Goffman, 1993). This
difference catches our attention and overshadows all
the other attributes so we only see a portion of the
person (in this case the disease) as the whole, as his or
her overall identity.

In the press, as well as in common everyday
language, there is another way of approaching cancer:
one that uses a clear analogy with war or warlike
images. The news items reviewed display several
concepts that are part of this semantic field: fight,
advance, battle, strategy, main weapons, attack,
threat, invade... are all good examples of these
military parallels drawn between the disease and its
cure.
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afectada mediante una com-

La aplicacion de una sola inyeccion es i i

te reversible. Después de ex:
traer todala sangre del brazoo

capaz de frenar un cancer de piel

El Hospital Universitario Virgen Macarena e la situacion: «Esta afectan-

que actita como un corazon ar-
tificial e incluye un intercam-
biador con el que se eleva la

do. La poblacion que sufreme-  po se suceden, a pesar de que  troduceladosis de quimio (has-

investi icacié lanomaestdcambiando. Lame. 1o existen e momento,trata.  ta diez veces mayor que una
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i i afio es de 37afios cuando antes  los casos. ‘mente sobre el tumor.

tratamientos para frenar la expansion era de entre 60y T0aios» La quimioterapia tradicio-

i '} En Espanael nit & i nal, a la que se recurria antes

tumoral cancerigena del melano.  Las condiciones para poder  dequeel hospital integrasecs

PALOMA GUIN

ma, el tipo de cancer cutaneo  usar esta técnica, que implica e tratamiento en 2006, se pre-
més frecuente, en los Gltimos  una sola inyeccion de quimio-  sentaba como una opeién poco
cesario precisamente, guiarse  seis afos, ha superado el 11%. terapia, son que el melanoma eficiente para casos tan locali
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surrounding the word cancer endures. In 2011,

on occasion of World Cancer Day, several groups

requested that the word cancer should not be used

as a synonym for destruction, and also that the

Royal Spanish Academy of Language (RAE) should

eliminate the fourth meaning in its dictionary, stating:

«Proliferation of destructive situations or events within

a social group. Drugs are the cancer of our society».
The proposal received a rapid but highly critical

response from two columnists. The first article stated:

por la imaginacion, solo remi- e tratafundamentalmente, de

se encuentre en un estadio

SEVILLA. Un hospital sevilla-
1o, el Virger in-
vestigadonuevos tratamientos

tirsealos porcen
Para Amalia

ntai an
Perez del de-  en forma de lunar en la mayo-

partamento de

ria de los pacientes y no suele

al cancerigel
llanoes el daluci:

hasta pasado un tiempo. Los

runladoy que so-
lo afecte a una extremidad. E1
procedimiento conocido como
«perfusion» consiste en aislar
enprimer lugay, la extremidad

zados, ya que, a pesar de redu-
cirla presencia de células can-
cerigenas, una vez en la san:
gre, afectaba tanto a la region
enferma como al resto de teji
dos sanos, dando lugar a efec-

To date the utmost people demanded was to replace one

capaz de frenar la expansion tos secundarios comola debili-
del melanoma mediante una so- tacion de las defensas, ane.
la inyeccion de quimioterapia mias, la elevacion del riesgo de
que resulta efectiva hasta en el sangrado o la intoxicacion del

90% de los pacientes. Este tipo aparato digestivo.
de procedimiento, supone una

alternativaradicalmente bene-
ficiosa, frente a la amputacion
olaradioterapia clasica.

La exposicion solar resulta

.
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aveces inevitable. Conlallega-
dadetemperaturas agradables = '
yelbuen tiempo, latendenciaa | R o iy
realizar actividades al aire li- | "
breaumenta. Hacerlo de mane- - p
ra irresponsable puede tener, ‘
un alto precio que no siempre
es posible pagar. Sin embargo, i u,
1o parecemos ser conscientes
deun hecho que también se ex- [
tiende de forma pararalela; Ta
incidencia de los riesgos de las
radiaciones ultravioletas enla
salud dela poblacion

La preocupacion general
por cambio climiticoy sus con
secuencias, ha puesto sobre el
tapete, datos que reflejan defor-
ma alarmante, los efectos que
el deterioro de la capa de 0zo-
10, va esta produciendo sobre

N

T En las consultas de todo el
mundo se han multiplicado los
pacientes que presentan algin
tipo de cancer de piel en la lti-
‘madécada. En paises como Ale-
maniaoEEUU. los nvestigado-
restrabajan en el desarrollode
prometedoras vacunas deanti-
cuerpos, producidos gendtica-
mente, que impiden con su im-
plantacion, 1 crecimiento de

?J

tratamiento para el cancer de
mama y colon entre otros.

Se trata de tipos de cancer
de origen viral en su mayoria,
pero
Este tipo de estudios permiti-
van ademés, en el futuro segtin
sus precursores disear pla-
nes de tratamiento més efica-
ces, hechosamedida, de acuer-
do con el codigo genético de ca-

rene Lop: , Luis de la Cruz, Amalia Pérez y Antonio Luque ¢ da persona.

This headline (<Administering a Single Injection Can Stop Skin
Cancer») resorts to sensationalism by exaggerating a piece of news
that is later on clarified and expanded. This contributes to raising
false expectations and confuses both patients and the general
public.

In her book Illness as Metaphor, the writer
Susan Sontag explained that the «militarisation»
of serious diseases emerged in the late nineteenth
century, with the identification of microorganisms
as causative agents of diseases: «bacteria were said
to “invade” or “infiltrate” the cells of the body».
Sontag, who wrote the book after being diagnosed
with cancer, recognised that what bothered her most
was to realise how much the reputation of the disease
itself increased the suffering of those affected by it,
pointing out how military metaphors contributed to
stigmatising certain diseases, and therefore all those
affected by them.

Consistent with this, we found expressions like:
cancer «advances»; breast tumours
represent «the worst threat» to
the female population (ABC,

word for another, like blind for sightless. But now they
want something more sophisticated: to take a word like
one would take a layer of intestine, hollow it out and stuff
it with blood and onion; thereby turning cancer into a
sausage, free of negativity and destruction, suitable for
parlours.

ARCADI ESpADA, «Amable cancer» (Kind Cancer).

El Mundo, 3/2/2011.

The second, took a similar stand:

It is stupid to aspire through language not just to condition
the mind but to change physical reality, one that goes
beyond our subjective theatrical representations. Thus

we commit the folly of wanting to equate cancer with a
cold via a linguistic coup. And this habit spreads, extends
like a metastasis, like a cruel carcinoma. Bureaucrats

of language, ringleaders who attempt to take over the
dictionary, these are the real cancer of language.

PEDRO UGARTE, «Cancer» (Cancer). El Pais, 5/2/2011.

Our analysis of the decade shows that information
dominated opinion, contributing to provide objectivity
and neutrality on the subject. Only four of the items
belonged to the opinion genre: the two items mentioned
above (El Mundo, 3/2/2011 and El Pais, 5/2/2011),
an editorial on overcoming cancer (La Vanguardia,
4/2/2011) and an article written by specialists in
oncology (El Pais, 4/2/2012). The fact that the only
controversial element observed in articles on cancer
dealt with the language used to refer to the disease
exemplifies the negative connotations that society links
to the word cancer. Furthermore, the fact journalists

used the word cancer in the
same way as that objected to by
patients and medical associations

3/2/2009); Spanish institutions are «CANCER CONTINUES TO in order to criticise the request
involved in «the fight to combat BE PORTRAYED AS THE made («...[they] are the real cancer
the disease» (El Pais, 5/2/2008); ENEMY, A BATTLE THAT of language») shows how deeply
putting out your cigarette is not MUST BE FOUGHT AND WON, rooted the association of cancer

enough «to stay out of danger»

WHILE SENSATIONALISM IS

is with systematic destruction

(ABC, 5/2/2008). (of a society, of a language...). So
As evident in the information PERPETUATED, RUNNING THE  qych so, that some journalists are
analysed, the language debate RISK OF MISINFORMING» openly opposed to abandoning it.
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LA ENFERMEDAD
Y105 HéBITOS.
SALUDABLES

Tendencias

TENDENCIAS

Confianza en los médicos, actitud positiva, voluntad de
luchar, apoyo y hablar sin tapujos, claves para superar un

B THE PITFALLS OF SENSATIONALISM

With respect to the news items analysed,

many of them provided cancer-related : : 1
data reported by numerous agencies on Cinco hlSt(.)I'laS
the occasion of World Cancer Day. This llenas de vida
numerical and statistical information uaons

is often tedious to read and so — on
transmitting it to the public — the mass
media often resorts to sensationalism to

I4

CANCE

La vida después de un tumor

make it more attractive. Thus we found
some headlines like «Lung Cancer Kills

One Person every Half Hour» (El Mundo,
4/2/2005) or «One in Three Spanish
People Suffer Cancer once in their

Lifetime» (ABC, 3/2/2009). The latter news
item also used expressions such as «cancer
advances» or «devastating statistics»,
which help to spread the feeling of being in
imminent and alarming danger.

Another sensationalist way of dealing
with information was just the opposite, with
an overstatement of optimism which must
then be qualified within the text, like this headline from
ABC: «Administering a Single Injection Can Stop Skin
Cancer» (ABC, 2/4/2008). This is what is referred to as
«breakthrough syndrome» in some studies (Ransohoff
and Ransohoff, 2001). An exaggeration of the benefits
of therapies or clinical trials may lead, ultimately, to
creating false expectations among less well-informed
patients. In other cases shocking headlines out of
context could plant the idea in the public’s perception
that genetic determinism reigns over other variables:
«Giving birth over 39 increases the risk of daughters
developing cancer» (ABC, 4/2/2012)

If we check the sources used by most of the news
items studied they prove to be reliable (researchers,
medical institutions and patients). So what underlies
this tendency to resort to sensationalism? It stands
to reason that the original information presented is
accurate and that the process of distortion occurs later
in the drafting of the news report.
In this respect, studies such as that
by Brechman, Lee and Cappella
(2011) indicate that distortion (in
the case of the genetic information
they investigated) takes place
between the press release and
news items. They explain that
first scientific research results are
published in academic journals.
These journals have press
offices that emit press releases,
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«COMMODIFICATION
OF CONTENT ALSO
CONTRIBUTES TO
TRIVIALISATION OF THE
DISEASE, CREATING A
MORE FLIPPANT IMAGE AND
TURNING IT INTO A BUSINESS
TARGET»

.....

La Vanguardia’s report published on the occasion of World Cancer
Day in 2011 and 2012. The 2011 article was appealing and rigourous,
while in 2012 the newspaper chose to publish a special booklet
entitled «Investing in Health» where information was mixed with
publicity.

transmitting the results to the mass media, which
eventually publicise the information. Often, there is a
big gap between the original article and the news that
finally appears in the newspaper. These inaccuracies
are attributed to the very nature of journalism: the
information must be simplified so it can be understood
by a broader audience. However, according to these
authors, sometimes it is the press office which issues
news in sensationalist tones to ensure better press
coverage of the topic. Indeed, it has been found that the
general press coverage of scientific studies increases
their citation indexing within the scientific community
(Phillips et al., 1991), and in some cases this media
impact can even influence the leading research areas
within cancer studies (Smith et
al., 2010). Thus, the relationship
between the press and research
in cancer is much more closely
interwoven and complex than
might be supposed at first sight.

M FLIPPANCY AND MARKETING

Another way to ensure coverage
in the mass media is by paying
for an advertising campaign.
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Traditionally, there was a clear distinction
between advertising and information based on
reader’s choice of press: newspaper, magazine,
journal, etc. It is only within the current context
of an economic recession, which is hitting

the printed press particularly hard, can we try
to «understand» (not justify) certain changes
observed in the news coverage of World Cancer
Day.

Thus, the daily newspaper La Vanguardia,
which had provided faultless coverage of the
event in 2011 (with a report, inviting readers to
participate in a forum on the subject on the web
and tips about healthy habits), took a turn around
in 2012, changing its approach by publishing a
questionable blend of information and advertising.
On February 4, 2012 almost all the information
published in this daily related to World Cancer
Day (except one page) was published in a special
booklet entitled «Investing in Health». The
booklet, with its own masthead (listing those
responsible), sported two logos: Publi Press
Media, in charge of selling advertising for the

media communications company Grupo Godd,

and the industrial press group known as Editorial
de Prensa Industrial, Grupo HORO. Reference was
also made to a webpage (Wwww.guiadeprensa.com)
which, in the «press» section states: «Your company
has a lot to tell, and Grupo HORO offers you access
to large national communications media reaching a
huge audience to inform them about your company,
and what products and services it provides». In other
words, the paper took advantage of the event to
publish a strictly commercial booklet.

The supplement devoted numerous pages to clinics,
laboratories and institutes, both public and private,
in a hybrid format that did not distinguish between
information and advertising. Nowhere did it specify
that it was a commercial supplement. The pages
included texts describing the features and benefits of
the places advertised (number of beds and equipment
when referring to clinics, new techniques, etc.).
Below the text, one could find the respective contact
information (address and telephone number) and, in
some cases, the logo of the company in question.

The messages conveyed were particularly positive,
so it was easy to relate scientific and technological
advances to the «brand» being advertised. Discourse
employed could imply a correlation between better
results, even longer survival, and the centres being
advertised, using phrases like: «The aesthetic results
of photodynamic therapy are excellent and non-
scarring» (La Vanguardia, special supplement, p. 7)
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MYTHS

worldcancerday.org

CANCER - DID YOU KNOW?

There are many myths out there. On 4 February 2013 get the facts.

2013 World Cancer Day poster. This year it has emphasised the
importance of banishing myths and false ideas about the illness.
More information available at <www.worldcancerday.org>.

World Cancer Day 2013

or even «improved survival of cancer patients treated
by multidisciplinary teams» (p. 9).

So without going into deeper assessment, we find
that in this case biased information — often produced
by the clinics themselves and unsigned by journalists —
is reaching the public disguised as neutral information:
informative structure, newsy writing style and included
in a prestigious newspaper on the occasion of World
Cancer Day.

This is the clearest case of commodification of
content. Furthermore, we found some more subtle ways
of trying to generate profits from this information, as in
the case of the newspaper EI Mundo, which published
areport on February 3, 2012 — to commemorate World
Cancer Day — entitled «Ten “forgotten” questions
about cancer». It was a selection of ten questions of the
twenty-four published by the National Cancer Institute
(NCI) on the Internet. At the end of the item, the reader
was encouraged to visit Orbyt (the newspaper’s paid-
access platform) to read an analytical review by José
Luis de la Serna (in-house physician and consultant
on health issues published in the newspaper) and
consult the NCI project. This was a way of attracting
readers to Orbyt, when the full content of the questions

54 METODE

raised by the NCI was available on the free-access site
Provocative Questions?.

B A WELL INFORMED SOCIETY?

Thus far, can we say that our society is well
informed about the problems of cancer? Obviously, it
is maybe too bold to draw decisive conclusions with
such a limited corpus of analysis; however, we may
pick out certain issues. Overall, considering the news
items analysed in this article, there has been scarce
information in the newspapers on World Cancer Day
for the past decade, especially in the early years,
although it did increase in volume over time. This can
be attributed to the fact that the event has not been fully
consolidated yet and also that the concept of cancer in
general does not stir up as much interest as, say, breast
cancer, which has come to the forefront of news items.

Our analysis also warns of a dual trend in the
information analysed. On the one hand, cancer
continues to be portrayed as the enemy, a battle that
must be fought and won, while on the other, certain
sensationalism is perpetuated. The danger of this
stance is that it can lead to misinformation, raising false
expectations among readers who may then become
sceptical and dismiss valid advice like adopting a
healthy lifestyle. Furthermore, the commodification of
content also contributes to trivialisation of the disease,
creating a more flippant image and turning it into a
business target. Despite the current economic recession,
the value of news cannot be replaced by economic or
business interests. Otherwise, the press risks losing
its credibility, the very foundation upon which its
relationship with the reader is built.

In short, we found the commemoration of World
Cancer Day received dissimilar treatment in the
newspapers and time span analysed, with the event
often leading to sensational headlines in an attempt
to make the information more attractive. Another
danger that has come to light is the confusing blend
between information and advertising that can mislead
the reader. Cancer is an issue that seriously affects
people’s health and wellbeing and therefore deserves
rigorous and contextualised reporting, to provide
the public with a degree of realistic and truthful
knowledge about the disease. Clearly this is not the
sole responsibility of the mass media — far from
it — and should involve institutions, researchers,
associations and other information agencies involved
in this process. However, the mass media in general
— and the press in particular — plays a fundamental

2 <http://provocativequestions.nci.nih.gov>.
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When a friend of his became ill, the fashion photographer David
Jay began what has come to be known as The SCAR Project
(www.thescarproject.org).

alking about cancer in general does not

seem that interesting to the press. Rather,

attention is focused on certain types of
cancer, especially breast cancer, which currently
receives most media attention. According to the
2011 report by the Quiral Project, Observatory of
Scientific Communication, dedicated to analysing
news about cancer in the Spanish press that year,
breast cancer took the lead — at a great distance from
the other tumours — in the information published.

But does this increased presence of information

lead to a better understanding? Some voices, mainly
in the United States, have begun to criticise what they
consider to be a trivialisation and commercialisation

role in converting information into knowledge that is
accessible to the wider public. ®
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