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Dramas or News? The News Construction of
Female Cancer Patients

Yu-Chan CHIU

Abstract

Many people rely heavily on the medical news to provide and update their
health information. The news not only disseminates the newest medical
information but also reinforces the values and beliefs regarding health and
illness. Female cancer is often portrayed as one of the most feared diseases.
Therefore, this study aims to analyze the construction of female cancer patients
in medical news. Adopting a qualitative research approach, this study analyzes
three female cancers, including breast, cervical and ovarian cancers, in 277
news articles, published in the top four Taiwanese newspapers from 2010 to
2011. The results show that the news used the metaphor of the devil to
represent female cancers. Furthermore, the treatment was described as a war
against cancer, which implied that its outcome would be either a success or
failure, namely, either a cure or death.

In newspapers, female cancers were often framed in a dramatic plot, which
the living conditions of underprivileged women were portrayed to be dire and
female patients in general were represented to be ignorant, stupid, and
conservative. The news coverage of female cancers implied that most women
did not respond to the initial symptoms of cancer. Personal responsibility and

Yu-Chan CHIU (Associate Professor). Department of Bio-Industry Communication
and Development, National Taiwan University. Research interests: health
communication, risk communication, media representation.
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victim blaming were significantly emphasized. However, once female cancer
patients started to receive treatment, they were viewed as heroes who bravely
fought the disease and strived to help other cancer patients after their recovery.
The findings of this study indicate that the news coverage of female cancers
reproduces the traditional female role as a caregiver and delivers the dominant
biomedical perspectives on female cancers. Further research is needed to
explore how news effects women’s perceptions of female cancers and patients’
experiences with the disease.

Keywords: cancer, cancer patient, female role, news analysis, metaphor
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