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Abstract

:

This paper addresses the problem of how Spanish digital media reported income inequality during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic. In this way, the goal was to study the framing of definition, contextual aspects, and depth. For this article, a tool was designed to analyse the content of the items. An analysis of news published by six digital media in Spain from March 2020 to February 2021 was conducted using content analysis. Within a sample of 2727 media stories in which there was a connection between the coronavirus and inequality, a stratified sample was used (n = 958) according to the content production by quarter and by media. The results of this study show that income inequality was the most common type of inequality reported in the media, and they cantered more on the micro level. Also, it appeared to be linked to the social gap and showed poverty as the main consequence. The frame was focused on social issues, international and national contexts, and expert sources. Finally, different levels of depth can be observed in the news items analysed, depending on the frame.






Keywords:


COVID-19; digital media; framing; income inequality; media coverage; Spain












1. Introduction


In 1971, Simon Kuznets was awarded the Sveriges Riksbank Prize in Economic Sciences in Memory of Alfred Nobel in recognition of his empirical contribution to the interpretation of economic growth. His research made possible a new and deeper vision of the economic and social structure and the development processes linked to them (Lindbeck 2001). In summary, he measured the impact of income inequality on a country’s economic growth. We already had the famous Kuznets curve (Ekins 1997; Dinda 2004; Stern 2017; Ravallion and Chen 2022) and a seminal concept of the 21st century: income inequality.



Four decades later, it is usual for the idea of income inequality to appear in the political sphere and mass media. In 2015, the United Nations approved the Sustainable Development Goals, which consist of seventeen objectives to transform our world, to make it better, “to promote prosperity while protecting the planet” (UN n.d.). The first goal is to abolish poverty; the last one is to develop partnerships for achieving the goals; and in tenth position, we find the goal to reduce inequalities. Governments around the world are striving to achieve these goals. For example, in Spain, it is the Ministry of Social Rights and Agenda 2030 (n.d.) that defines the 2030 Sustainable Development Strategy to comply with the Development Goals. This includes accelerating policies and action priorities that are required to comply with the 2030 Agenda as well as developing a system for monitoring progress in these. One of these priorities is, again, to reduce income inequality. It is noteworthy that Spain is one of the European states with the widest gaps between the salaries of its population, which is reflected in the Gini coefficient. In 2019, Spain scored 34.3 on the indicator, a far cry from the 24.4 of Slovenia, the Eurozone country with the best data (World Bank n.d.). Nevertheless, the average wage in Spain is ostensibly higher than in Slovenia. Therefore, Spain has the third highest value in the Eurozone, ranking among the countries with the highest wage inequality.



Currently, in this context, the global pandemic has made the poor poorer (Dizioli et al. 2020). In Spain, poverty has increased. For the first time since the pandemic began, there are official income data that take into account the impact of COVID-19 on Spanish households. The Living Conditions Survey of the National Statistics Institute (NSI 2022) has confirmed the worst estimates of the last two years: the percentage of the population at risk of poverty or social exclusion has increased and now stands at 27.8%, which is the highest rate since 2016. Likewise, the coronavirus crisis has conditioned the media’s own treatment of inequality since 2020 (Masip et al. 2021; Odriozola-Chéné and Pérez-Arozamena 2022a; Van Aelst and Blumler 2021).



The aim of this article is to shed some light on how the media, specifically in Spain, treated the increasing income inequality during the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, it is necessary to consider that the media have historically influenced the economic policies to confront inequality (Guardino 2019). In addition, due to journalistic routines, the media rely on information sources that, depending on their position on this situation of inequality, use positive or negative frames (Dover 2022).



This research seeks to know how, in the context of a new situation, COVID 19, which has increased the problem of inequality, the media define it and what aspects resulting from journalistic routines affect this process of conceptualisation.



1.1. Inequality and Media


Between 1971 and 2015, the problem of income inequality increased, at least in terms of its visualisation in the media, in the 1980s (“media is a key dimension of global inequality” as stated by Couldry and Rodríguez 2016), following the advance of economic liberalism and the deregulation of financial markets established by the governments of Ronald Reagan in the United States and Margaret Thatcher in the United Kingdom. After that, media focus disappeared until 2007–2008, when the issue of economic and social inequalities slowly regained mainstream political and media attention in Western capitalist countries (Preston and Silke 2017; Odriozola-Chéné et al. 2020). We set the start date as 2007–2008, because that was the largest global economic crisis in recent history (Erkens et al. 2012), known as the Great Recession (Mussida and Sciulli 2022). The work of economists such as Joseph Stiglitz (2012), Branko Milanovic (2012), and Thomas Piketty (2013) has brought the concern about inequality between countries and, even more so, between social groups and classes, to the forefront of current affairs.



However, the attention on any topic fluctuates over time (Downs 1972), and when the financial problems were overcome, the media’s attention disappeared once again until March 2020 (Carlsson-Szlezak et al. 2020; Tooze 2020). Only three months after Chinese authorities reported a new coronavirus disease, which would become known as COVID-19, the WHO declared a global pandemic (Legido-Quigley et al. 2020). The famous COVID-19 has caused dramatic changes in the health system, which has influenced not only the economic world order (Ito 2020; Nicola et al. 2020; Wójcik and Ioannou 2020) but also the media landscape (Fletcher et al. 2020; Serrano-Tellería and Díaz-Noci 2020). It was then that interest increased dramatically once again, and income inequality became a trending topic as a consequence of the pandemic (Buklemishev 2020).



Although the concept of economic inequality has been present in the academic world for a long time, its relevance in society, and therefore its importance, has increased over time. As explained above, there have been a few historical moments of peak interest: First, the 1980s, and then the 2008 and 2020 crises. Thus, the concept of income inequality has been constructed from different perspectives. The Model of Ideology Diffusion explains the cycle, which starts in academia, then politics, and then the ideology arrives to the broader media. According to Strodthoff, Hawkins, and Schoenfeld, in a first phase, a disambiguation of the problem is necessary to obtain a better definition of it (Strodthoff et al. 1985, p. 135). During this phase, actors who are explaining the idea are focused on specialised media. Therefore, in this phase, the aim is to increase the visibility of the problem and also reach a specialised audience. In the second phase, the problem is legitimised and transferred to the agenda of the mainstream media to persuade a wider audience of its relevance. Then, in the third phase, the relevance of the topic increases, and the topic’s ability to access the agenda does not depend exclusively on the development of specific events linked to it. Throughout this process, the message evolves according to three levels of abstraction: (a) general, which is focused on defining the problem and its importance; (b) doctrinal, which defines the foundations of the problem, its causes and consequences; and (c) substantive, which is established to address priority or substantive issues (Strodthoff et al. 1985, pp. 140–41).



In order to understand the process of disambiguation of inequality, it is necessary to consider the influence of the new hybrid media system (Chadwick 2017) and how in the digital landscape, legacy media gives voice to social actors who, historically, had not had an important role in the media agenda due to the hegemony of political sources (Bennett and Livingston 2003; Entman 2004; Gans 1979). Thus, the emergence of new spaces such as blogs facilitates the incorporation of new actors, which can modify the definition of inequality in the media.




1.2. Framing Inequality


The issues reported by the media are defined and characterised as they are developed in their news; in other words, when the media report on an event, they frame it. The framing theory refers to this ability to define and fix the public’s attention on a specific way of understanding social problems (Scheufele 1999). Thus, through the selective exposure of some specific aspects and through the repetition of these frames, a way of understanding the social reality is reinforced (Entman 1993). For this purpose, the media rely on aspects connected to the newsworthiness of the issues (Harcup and O’Neill 2001, 2017; Galtung and Ruge 1965), but also by other influences present in the journalistic production process (Shoemaker and Reese 2014).



An audience’s understanding and evaluation of public affairs are determined not only by the topics that become news, but also the framing effects. “These occur when (often small) changes in the presentation of an issue or an event produce (sometimes large) changes of opinion” (Chong and Druckman 2007, p. 104). To understand journalistic texts, it is important to understand how they are crafted by professionals who provide a framework for the audience to interpret the texts (Druckman 2001). Hence, media and journalism play a critical role in the production and reproduction of any topic, even inequality (Guardino 2019; Petrova 2008; Silke et al. 2019). For example, Rieder and Theine (2019) found how Piketty’s economic policy proposals were delegitimised in four European paper media.



In short, framing “is an invitation, an incentive, to read a news item in a certain way” (Ardèvol-Abreu 2015). But, framing, as a strategy for producing influence, or political capital, also involves choosing the right path for delivering information to policymakers (Gandy 2016). Lastly, framing refers to the organisation and structure of information in three areas: (1) the problem; (2) the parties responsible for that problem; and (3) the solutions (Entman 1993). Furthermore, it is remarkable that scholars draw a “framing pool” composed of various frames to analyse any cross-national issue. Thus, there are three categories in this framing pool: (1) generic frames, applied across issues and regions; (2) domestic frames, used in a different way across countries when similar or identical issues are covered; and (3) issue-specific frames, applied exclusively to an issue (Guo et al. 2012, pp. 1924–27).



Income inequality has been, to this point, more than sufficiently defined. However, for this research, it is important to remember that, traditionally, income inequality between nations/countries has been differentiated from that which refers to the variations in the standards of life quality between citizens (McKay 2002; Hulme and McKay 2013). The first case, the global one that focuses on nations (Anand and Segal 2008; Milanovic 2012; World Economic Forum 2021), is included in other concepts, such as globalisation, the wealth of countries, and poverty (Brett 2009; Seligson and Passé-Smith 2008). However, inequality between citizens is related to the disparity that leads to some individuals having access to certain living conditions, while others do not (Ray 1998, p. 170). Usually, the latter is linked to issues of public health (Arcaya et al. 2015), education (Rodríguez-Pose and Tselios 2009), violence, social mobility, sustainability, and poverty (Redden 2011). Therefore, inequality of opportunity is also a main topic in relation to gender, family, education, social class, and especially place of birth, which are related to income disparity (Pérez-Mayo 2019). Therefore, there are socio-economic issues, such as lack of education, cultural and religious discrimination, overpopulation, unemployment, and corruption, that have an impact on economic activity (Kirilova 2018). In addition, Therborn (2013) believes inequality has a deep connection to other phenomena. According to this author, inequality goes beyond money, income, and wealth resources. He argues that a socio-cultural order creates inequality and affects our health, our self-respect, our sense of self, and our abilities to act and participate in our world (Therborn 2013). Therefore, researchers have examined what contributes to reducing this inequality. Generally, they distinguish negative forces, such as wars, civil conflicts, and epidemics, from positive ones, such as politics, public education, and access to healthcare or technological changes (Milanovic 2016).



This gap even goes beyond the strictly material to the symbolic, a field in which the media play a decisive role (Lindell 2020). The role of the media and economic inequality has begun to be decisively researched during the last two decades, as we have reflected in several previous contributions (Pérez-Arozamena and Odriozola-Chéné 2020; Pérez-Altable et al. 2020). This research has followed an academic tradition initiated by, for example, Petrova (2008), Redden (2011), Byrne (2012), Bandyopadhyay (2014), and Duca and Saving (2017) to understand how inequality is defined by media, in this instance, in relation to the global event of the last decade: the coronavirus crisis.




1.3. The Spanish Media System


To truly understand how Spanish media covers stories, it is essential to examine its structural foundations. The media landscape in Spain is characterised by two primary forms of ownership: public and private. Public broadcasters like RTVE (Radiotelevisión Española) are government-funded entities that prioritise news and cultural programming. Conversely, private enterprises such as Mediaset España and Atresmedia dominate the commercial television sector (Medina Nieto and Labio-Bernal 2019). Print media in Spain offers a diverse spectrum, with major newspapers like El País owned by PRISA, ABC by the traditional business VOCENTO, El Mundo by RCS Group, and La Vanguardia by the Catalan family-owned group Godó. Additionally, digital platforms like eldiario.es and elconfidencial.com, operated by independent companies, are increasingly influential, disrupting traditional media dynamics (as observed in Table 1).



Thus, the media system in Spain aligns with the framework established by Hallin and Mancini (2004) in their seminal work Comparing Media Systems, where they classify it under the polarised pluralism model. Recent studies further reinforce this characterisation, indicating a strong governmental intervention and presence, underscoring the prevalence of polarised pluralism with significant state involvement (Fernández-Viso and Fernández-Alonso 2024; Labio-Bernal et al. 2024).




1.4. Research Aim, Questions, and Hypothesis


The aim of this research is, as previously mentioned, to know how the Spanish media reported on inequality in the journalistic stories focused on the coronavirus, in order to be able to go deeper into the conceptualisation of inequality as well as into the elements that influence its definition:




	RQ 1

	
How was inequality framed in the media during the first year of the pandemic according to media coverage?




	RQ 1.1

	
How was inequality defined in the media, from the perspective of issue-specific frames (types of inequality, the associated gaps, the micro/macro frame, and the main consequence of inequality) during the first year of the pandemic according to news coverage?




	RQ 1.2

	
How have other contextual aspects, from the perspective of domestic frames, related to news routines (main topic, the geographical area or the main source), influenced the framing of inequality?










	RQ 2

	
What was the degree of depth of the coverage of inequality, from the perspective of issue-specific frames, by the media analysed during the pandemic?




	RQ 2.1

	
Do contextual aspects (main topic, geographical area, and main source) influence the quality of the reporting carried out?




	RQ 2.2

	
Are there other elements, related to the influences in the journalistic production processes, such as media ideology, authorship, media location or journalistic function, that influence this level of deepening of the coverage?

















2. Materials and Methods


This research is based on a quantitative content analysis (Krippendorff 2004) that makes it possible to (a) understand the process of framing inequality within the framework of the pandemic in the agenda of the Spanish online media and (b) determine each story’s level of depth as well as the aspects that influence its media coverage.



For the analysis, we chose six Spanish online media: abc.es, elconfidencial.com, eldiario.es, elmundo.es, elpais.com, and lavanguardia.com. According to Comscore, these were among the most visited online media in the months prior to the analysis (Dircomfidencial 2019). Except for elconfidencial.com and eldiario.es, which are the most read digital-born media in Spain, all the others are online editions of legacy daily newspapers.



The longitudinal study covers the period from March 2020, when the WHO declared the coronavirus crisis to be a global pandemic (Ghebreyesus 2020) and governments, including that of Spain, began to establish measures that would paralyse economic activity (Jones 2020), until 28 February 2021. Thus, a descriptive analysis of a sample of 2727 media stories in which there is a connection between the coronavirus and inequality was carried out to describe the communication and make possible inferences about its meaning (Riffe et al. 2019). The sample was obtained from an advanced Google search in each of the media for the terms “inequality” and “coronavirus”. After this first selection, a manual review of each content was carried out to determine whether the coincidence of these terms was coincidental or causal, eliminating from the population those publications in which the relationship between the two was not direct. Then, a stratified sample of each selected media was used (n = 958) according to the content production by quarter and by media.



The analysis of the news items was carried out by the authors of the article, who, being the designers of the research and relying on a codebook (Odriozola-Chéné and Pérez-Arozamena 2022b), were able to develop a correct coding. In addition, before the analysis of the total sample, the intercoder agreement was calculated using Krippendorff’s alpha index (Krippendorff 2004). The degree of agreement for each variable can be seen below when each variable is mentioned.



To achieve the objectives, we first developed a series of measurement variables: the types of inequality present, i.e., income (α = 0.706), wealth (α = 0.747), opportunities in education (α = 0.907), opportunities in health (α = 0.795), and opportunities in research (α = 0.796); the gaps to which they are linked, i.e., gender (α = 0.796), race (α = 0.823), class (α = 0.665), or age (α = 0.728); the specific frame based on addressing differences between macro- and micro-communities (α = 0.773); and the consequences of inequality with categories such as poverty, political and economic actions, changes in the current social system, others, and none (α = 0.683). These variables were used to determine how inequality is framed in the news according to an issue-specific context and also to create a scale that measures the degree of depth of the coverage of each story.



Moreover, further variables were analysed that help to frame inequality by putting it in context: the main topic (α = 0.739), geographical area (α = 0.822), and the main source (α = 0.753). Finally, some variables linked to the processes of journalistic production have been developed to analyse the news: media ideology (α = 1.000); authorship (α = 0.962); media location (α = 0.896); and journalistic function (α = 0.919). These variables are related to the domestic frame.



The level of depth in addressing inequality is calculated using a scale between 0 and 11 points, based on the presence/absence of each of the inequalities measured (0–5), the presence/absence of each of the gaps measured (0–4), the presence/absence of a geographical context (0–1), the presence/absence of a specific framing (0–1), and the presence/absence of a main consequence (0–1).



The analysis of the results, carried out using the SPSS, combines descriptive statistics to calculate frequencies for nominal variables, as well as means and standard deviations for ratio variables with inferential statistics. Statistics such as chi-squared and ANOVA were applied to determine the level of significance of the relationships detected.




3. Results


3.1. Defining and Framing Inequality


To analyse how the coverage of inequality was framed during the pandemic (RQ 1), it is necessary to contrast how inequality was defined in the news regarding issue-specific frames (RQ 1.1) as we can see in Table 2.



First of all, an analysis of the types of inequality reported in the news shows that income inequality is the most common type in the journalistic texts analysed (68.4%). Other types appeared to a lesser extent: wealth inequality (28.8%), inequality of opportunities in health (23.5%), and inequality of opportunities in health education (21.4%). Inequality of opportunities in research was not addressed by the media (1.5%). During this first year, the news coverage of the different forms of inequalities changed at specific time points. However, a regular increase was only observed from the third quarter onwards (Sep–Nov 2020) in the case of inequality in health opportunities.



These inequalities are focused more on the micro level, i.e., measuring differences between people in the same community (49.8%), than the macro level, i.e., measuring differences between communities (19.5%). However, from the third quarter onwards, as in the case of inequality in health opportunities, the salience of the macro approach increased. It is relevant to highlight that in 22.9% of the news items analysed, neither of the two frames were present.



In terms of the gaps associated with the different types of inequality, the social gap is the most reported in the Spanish online media (41.3%). In second place is the gender gap (20.6%), and to a lesser extent the racial gap (12.9%) and the generational gap (11.6%). The data show that it was more difficult for gender, racial, and generational gaps to capture the media’s attention in the early stages of the pandemic, although their relevance increased as time went on.



Poverty is the consequence linked to inequality most often covered in the news (53.1%) compared to others such as policy and economic actions (13%) or changes to the current social system (5.6%). Again, it should be noted that a high percentage of news items (14.1%) do not include any type of consequence.



Finally, to analyse how news reports define inequality according to these four criteria, it is important to note that 1 in 10 news reports do not refer to any specific type of inequality (10.2%); 4 out of 10 do not refer to any type of gap (40.6%); 2 out of 10 do not identify a specific framework (micro, macro, or both) (21.9%); and just over 1 in 10 do not mention any of the consequences of inequality (14.1%).



Moreover, Table 3 shows how, when inequality is framed, there are other contextual elements connected to domestic frames that have an impact on this process (RQ 1.2) beyond those related to the conceptual definition.



First, it is necessary to consider in which topics inequality appears, in which geographical frame, and also what the main sources of these news items are; in other words, it is important to know the frame from which inequality is reported.



Four topics were the most common: social issues, such as education, health, social mobility, etc. (37.1%); politics, such as political debates, legislative proposals, etc. (21.6%); business/economy (17.8%); and labour, such as wages, unemployment, and work–life balance (15.7%). Moreover, politics is the only issue that decreased in relevance as time went on. There are other news items that focused on other issues where inequality is addressed, but their presence is minimal: science and technology (2%); culture (2%); social demonstrations (2%), safety (0.9%); environment (0.8%); and wars (0.5%).



The geographical context of the news story is also important for understanding the characterisation of inequality. In this case, inequality is reported as an international (36.1%) and national (30.1%) event. Regional (11.9%), EU (5.9%), or local (4.5%) coverage is less important. It is interesting to highlight how, over the months, media coverage of inequality became more internationalised, as the weight of international coverage and coverage of the European Union increased compared to more local, regional, and even national approaches.



Furthermore, it is interesting to observe how expert sources (19.1%) surpass government sources (15.8%), which have traditionally been the most used by the media. Other important sources when inequality was reported were supranational organisations such as the WHO, OECD, and IMF (12.8%) or from other non-governmental organisations or social movements (9.8%). The evolution over the months clearly shows that while there is a decreasing tendency to use governmental sources, there is an increasing tendency to use expert sources and supranational organisations.




3.2. Analysis of In-Depth Media Coverage


The treatment of inequality in the stories analysed ranged from a simple mention of the term to a full development of the different aspects that contribute to defining and contextualising it. In other words, different levels of depth can be observed in the news items (RQ 2).



The depth of inequality coverage in the online media analysed is based on a scale between 0 and 11 points. This scale, as explained above, has been constructed based on the presence/absence of the following: the main social inequalities (0–5 points); the main social gaps (0–4 points); the specific inequality frame (macro, micro or both); and the consequences of inequalities (0–2 points).



Overall, the average score of the analysis is 3.93 (SD = 1.712). The scale measurement shows that the mean relative to the presence of social inequalities is 1.44 (SD = 0.861). The mean related to the presence of social gaps is 0.86 (SD = 0.94). Finally, the mean relative to the presence of specific framing and the consequences of inequality is 1.63 (SD = 0.576).



However, this deepening of inequality coverage is related to the contextual variables through which the issue is presented (RQ 2.1).



First, related to the geographical context of the news, a more global view of inequality is reinforced in the news of an international context outside Spanish and European borders (M = 4.35, s.d. = 1.611). The other geographical frames show a level of depth below the average, and the differences detected are statistically significant (F(5, 592) = 12.347, p = 0.000, n2 = 0.061): local (M = 3.77, SD = 1.525); regional (M = 3.90, SD = 1.635); national (M = 3.88, SD = 1.638); EU (M = 3,65, SD = 1.706); and not applicable (M = 2.96, SD = 1.934).



It is necessary to remember that there were four main news topics in which inequality was included: social issues (37.1%), politics (21.6%), business (17.8%), and labour (15.7%). In this variable, statistically significant differences are also observed (F(9, 948) = 6.697, p = 0.000, n2 = 0.060), highlighting the coverage of inequality in labour issues (M = 4.43, SD = 1.676), followed by news focused on social issues (M = 4.11, SD = 1.658) and business (M = 4.01, SD = 1.722). Only the news focused on politics showed lower values than the average (M = 3.54, SD = 1.674). This situation also occurs in those topics where inequality is rarely addressed (culture, science and technology, security, environment, etc.). All of these have a lower degree of depth than the average of the analysis.



The depth of coverage of inequality also shows statistically significant differences according to the main source of the news (F(8, 949) = 8.419, p = 0.000, n2 = 0.066). It is noteworthy that the more traditional sources in the development of news coverage reflect less in-depth coverage when they are chosen as the main sources: government/MPs (M = 3.72, SD = 1.551) and political parties, trade unions, and business actors (M = 3.64, SD = 1.342). However, other sources that are not so common in the journalistic network show a higher level of depth when they are the main source: non-governmental organisations and other social movements (M = 4.60, SD = 1.996); supranational institutions (M = 4.57, SD = 1.761); civil servants (M = 4.49, SD = 1.721); and independent experts or scientists (M = 4.09, SD = 1.495).



In addition to these aspects, it is necessary to consider the influence of other factors related to journalistic production, such as the ideology of the media, the authorship of the information, the space where the news is placed, or the journalistic function of the text (RQ 2.2). Table 4 shows the statistically significant differences according to ANOVA for these variables.



Regarding ideology, the studied media represented liberal (elmundo.es, lavanguardia.com, and elconfindencial.com), conservative (abc.es), and social-democratic (elpais.com and eldiario.es) ideologies. Although we did not assess the number of news items published according to ideology, as the distribution was not balanced from the outset, it was found that the level of coverage varied according to ideology in a statistically significant way (F(2, 955) = 6.511, p = 0.002, n2 = 0.013): liberal (M = 3.70, SD = 1.839), conservative (M = 3.72, SD = 1.309), and social-democratic (M = 4.11, SD = 1.638).



The signature of the news items shows that 43.6% were written by journalists from the media, 23.2% by other non-journalist collaborators, and 26% came directly from agencies. It is not very common to see the media use the corporate signature (6.1%). Unsigned news is an exception in the practice of these digital media (0.9%). The statistically significant differences were maintained in this case (F(4, 953) = 3.387, p = 0.009, n2 = 0.014), with a greater depth when the texts come from non-journalist collaborators (M = 4.02, SD = 1.800), journalists from the media (M = 3.97, SD = 1.695), or agencies (M = 3.95, SD = 1.713) compared to when they have no signature (M = 2.36, SD = 0.924) or a corporate signature (M = 3.52, SD = 1.713).



Finally, the variable media locations (traditional sections, supplements/special issues, contents of other publications of the media group, and contributions from other media) and journalistic functions (factual reporting, analysis, and opinion) performed differently. The differences were much higher between the media location categories than in the journalistic function categories. However, in both, the observed differences were not statistically significant (p > 0.05). Table 5 shows these statistically significant differences determined with ANOVA.





4. Discussion


The definition and contextualisation of inequality in the news shows some dominant elements, although the way in which the issue is framed varies over time and also at specific moments in time.



According to the results, as shown in Table 6, when the media mention inequality in relation to the pandemic, they do it from an issue-specific frame, such as income inequality that affects people within a society/community due to a class gap, with the main consequence being poverty.



However, this preliminary statement needs to be clarified. Income inequality is the most common type of inequality highlighted in the news, maintaining its prevalence over the entire analysis period. However, wealth inequality also has a regular presence. Other types of inequalities have a more limited presence, even though there were specific moments in which their visibility increased. For example, inequalities of opportunity in education were more present in the September to November 2020 timeframe, coinciding with the start of the academic year, and inequalities of opportunity in health were more present in the period from December 2020 to February 2021, which coincided with the start of the vaccination process (DW 2020).



Indeed, the definition of inequality changed the most in this last quarter of the analysis, December 2020–February 2021. Firstly, inequality shifted from focusing on differences between members of a community/society (micro inequality) to focusing on differences between communities or societies (macro inequality). This is consistent with the differences in access to vaccines between developed and undeveloped countries (Mathieu et al. 2021; The People’s Vaccine 2020). In fact, the presence of racial and generational gaps in the news also increased in this last quarter of the analysis.



However, the class gap is the most common in stories about inequality, and the gender gap also increased in the second half of the year of analysis in line with the emergence of different research studies which confirmed that the pandemic had also affected the work–life balance of women more than men (Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 2021; European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions 2020; OECD 2020; United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women 2020).



Meanwhile, the centrality of poverty as the main consequence of inequality remained constant over the entire year. Over the first six months of the pandemic, the development of political and economic changes to deal with the crisis were more present than in the second half of the pandemic. Thus, the news reported on the debates over implementing a series of political and economic policies at the national (Bank of Spain 2020; Government of Spain 2020) and international levels—at the European level in the case of Spain as a member of the EU (Anderson et al. 2020; European External Action Service 2020), but it did not report so much on the subsequent development of these policies through specific actions. Finally, the capacity of the pandemic to build new foundations for the economic and social systems occasionally appeared during the entire analysis period.



However, it must be noted that sometimes the presence of the concept was merely superficial; indeed, not all news reports went in depth regarding the types of inequality, the gaps, the micro or macro frames, or the consequences of inequality. This deeper conceptualisation was related both to contextual elements that help to define inequality and to other more general elements of journalistic production processes.



Concerning the contextual elements, in the domestic frame, as shown in Table 7, when inequality was covered in social and labour topics, the level of depth increased compared to the usually dominant political and economic perspectives (Casero-Ripollés 2009; Gamson 1992; Gans 1979; Grossi 2007; Tuchman 1978). Thus, media coverage was more detailed when it focused on social issues (health, vaccination, education, educational technologies and virtuality, social exclusion, solidarity, young people and women) and labour issues (salaries, female employment, work–life balance, precariousness, and teleworking) than when it dealt with a political perspective on proposals or the implementation of policies to reduce the effects of the pandemic, or an economic perspective focusing on both the analysis of the economic crisis (macroeconomic data, forecasts of agencies, slowdown of the economy, impact on taxes, etc.), as well as its relationship with other political, environmental, and social aspects.



This lack of depth concerning the reporting of inequality is visible again when the main sources come from the political sphere (governments, parliamentarians or political parties) and the economic sphere (trade unions and business actors). An exception to this trend, however, was supranational political sources, which resulted in a more exhaustive news coverage, similarly to other sources that are not usually present in the news, such as NGO members, civil servants, or experts.



Moreover, in relation to the tendency to develop superficial international coverage, except in times of war (Allen and Hamilton 2010), as a result of shrinking media resources and the higher reliance on “second-hand” news (Riffe et al. 2018), the news items that focused on stories outside the Spanish or European Union contexts showed a stronger journalistic development. Thus, an analysis of international news, in addition to showing a more in-depth coverage in quantitative terms, also showed a greater use of analytical reporting (43.1% vs. 28.6% (x2 = 23.593, p = 0.000)) most usually in supplements (21.7% vs. 6.9% (x2 = 49.099, p = 0.000)), despite the slight increase in news coming from agencies (28% vs. 24.8%) and non-journalist collaborators (26.9% vs. 21.1%) (x2 = 13.666, p < 0.05). Thus, the appearance of new media locations in online media allow these social actors to improve their persuasive effects (Petrova 2008).



This example highlights how necessary it is to examine the level of depth of stories beyond the definition and contextualisation of inequality. Thus, ideology is one of the elements outside the concept itself that affects media coverage. Therefore, the media with a social-democratic ideology are configured as the preferential spaces to talk about inequality and to define it. They are also the specific media in which social actors related to the problem have a greater facility to share their discourses (Strodthoff et al. 1985).



Other elements such as authorship also condition the level of depth, with it being relevant that the news items carry a specific signature that comes from their own journalists, non-journalist collaborators, or even from the agencies that provided the news. This fact highlights how important the signature is to the quality of the news, as it improves the credibility of the news (Choi and Lim 2019).




5. Conclusions


The salience of inequality as a social problem has increased from 2007 as a consequence of the Great Recession resulting from the Global Financial Crisis. In Spain, this crisis, after twenty years of growth, led to an increase in inequality and poverty (Gethin et al. 2019). The Gini index shows a growth in inequality from 2005 (32.4), which accelerated from 2007 (34.1) to reach its peak in 2015 (36.2). Despite a decline from that year until 2019, inequality levels similar to the pre-crisis years have not yet been reached (World Bank n.d.). This increase in inequality has had two fundamental effects. Firstly, regional differences between rural and urban areas in terms of access to services have widened (Bank of Spain 2021). Secondly, there has been a stagnation or worsening of the living conditions of the middle class, who, if they leave the middle class, do not join the upper but rather the lower classes (OECD 2019), leading to a reduction in social mobility (OECD 2018).



The emergence of the coronavirus and the global effects of the pandemic triggered a renewal of media attention. However, it must be recognised that reporting on these kinds of social issues, which are not, at least for a long time, at the centre of media agendas, requires agents for change in inequality to seek specific channels that have editorial aims aligned with their own, as general audience channels tend to be substantially inaccessible. According to Strodthoff et al. (1985), serious attention will not be given to the concerns of a developing social cause by general audience channels until the basic tenets of the movement have been substantially clarified, the related issues are perceived as sufficiently salient, and a degree of legitimation has occurred in the perceptions of the gatekeepers for the general audience media organisations.



However, in the case of inequality, the shift from specialised to general channels has occurred inside the general media channels themselves. This is not applicable to all media, just to those that share a more ideological proximity to social agents of change related to inequality. Thus, media outlets that are close to social democracy are not only the media actors that report most about inequality, but also those that do so from a deeper and more holistic perspective. In these media, new social actors have managed to introduce inequality into new media spaces (blogs and special sections) that have appeared as a consequence of the hybrid media system (Chadwick 2017) and to transfer their perspectives and positions to the traditional sections of the media. Thus, the media salience of inequality is reinforced due to two news values: the agenda of news organisations, that is, stories that set or fit the news organisation’s own agenda, in this case due to ideological proximity, and follow-up, that is, stories about topics that are already news (Harcup and O’Neill 2017, p. 1482).



Moreover, the prominence of new media actors, different from the traditional political and economic sources, shapes the journalistic development of the inequality due to the power of the sources to set the issues and frame the news as well as to have an impact on the quality of the news (Berkowitz and Beach 1993; Kalogeropoulos et al. 2019; Zunino 2019). Thus, as alternative sources emerge, such as experts or sources from non-governmental organisations, a double effect is produced: (a) inequality framing is focused on social and labour issues rather than on political and economic issues and (b) the level of in-depth analysis of inequality increases. The final result is that the most common definition or issue-specific frame given by the media is the one that refers to the income inequality that affects people within a society/community in relation to a class gap whose main consequence is poverty. This definition was modified at specific points in time connected to central aspects of the pandemic and other contextual elements associated with domestic frames such as media ideology (Guo et al. 2012). As Guardino argues, this definition of inequality is extremely important because “the media can affect our policy perceptions and preferences, molding the popular political climates that facilitate government action (or inaction) on key issues” (Guardino 2019, p. 10).



Finally, it is necessary to highlight that, although the research has made it possible not only to show how the media define inequality, but also the degree of depth of the reporting on inequality, this interest in presenting an overall vision has made it difficult to delve into other more specific aspects that make it possible to see how the construction of media messages is evolving in the new hybrid media system. A clear example of this is the case of news with an international focus. These news items, developed from a more analytical reporting style than usual and with a greater participation of both alternative sources and alternative content creators, mainly related to social movements, have a higher level of depth in reporting on inequality than local or national news written by the media’s own journalists. Moreover, the role of experts as sources should be examined to determine whether “the true source of a message is hidden behind a more ‘trusted’ source” (Gandy 2016, p. 97).



Thus, research should raise journalists’ awareness in order to improve their reporting on inequality. In order to avoid framing the issue in terms of conflict and political polemics, journalists can rely on the support of non-traditional sources of information that allow a delving into the different perspectives of this social problem. In addition, politicians should be aware that, confronted with an issue that has regained visibility on the media agendas, new actors have emerged from social movements, supranational organisations, or the scientific field, on which journalists can rely to satisfy the information demand of the audiences. Therefore, the issue can be relevant to the media without traditional political actors contributing to its definition.



Finally, it is necessary to highlight that other elements, which are neither implicitly nor explicitly reflected in the journalistic stories and which can influence the coverage of inequality, could not be measured as a result of the design of the analysis. Furthermore, the quantitative nature of the research limits its capacity to deepen some of the results obtained.







Author Contributions


Conceptualization, J.O.-C. and R.P.-A.; methodology, J.O.-C.; software, J.O.-C.; validation, J.O.-C. and R.P.-A.; formal analysis, J.O.-C.; investigation, R.P.-A.; resources, R.P.-A.; data curation, J.O.-C.; writing—original draft preparation, R.P.-A.; writing—review and editing, R.P.-A.; visualization, R.P.-A.; supervision, J.O.-C.; project administration, J.O.-C. and R.P.-A.; funding acquisition, J.O.-C. and R.P.-A. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.




Funding


This research was funded by the Ministry of Science, Innovation and Universities of the Spanish Government, grant number RTI2018-095775-B-C43.




Data Availability Statement


The original data presented in the study are openly available in Zenodo at https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.7388906.




Conflicts of Interest


The authors declare no conflicts of interest.




References


	



Allen, Cleo Joffrion, and John Maxwell Hamilton. 2010. Normalcy And Foreign News. Journalism Studies 11: 634–49. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Anand, Sudhir, and Paul Segal. 2008. What do we know about global income inequality? Journal of Economic Literature 46: 57–94. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Anderson, Jula, Simone Tagliapietra, and Guntram B. Wolff. 2020. A Framework for a European Economic Recovery after COVID-19. Intereconomics: Review of European Economic Policy 55: 209–15. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Arcaya, Mariana C., Alyssa L. Arcaya, and SSubu V. Subramanian. 2015. Inequalities in health: Definitions, concepts, and theories. Global Health Action 8: 27106. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ardèvol-Abreu, Alberto. 2015. Framing o teoría del encuadre en comunicación. Orígenes, desarrollo y panorama actual en España. Revista Latina de Comunicación Social 70: 423–50. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Bandyopadhyay, Sanghamitra. 2014. Are mass media and ICTs associated with Inequality and poverty? In Economic Well-Being and Inequality: Papers from the Fifth ECINEQ Meeting. Bingley: Emerald Group Publishing Limited, pp. 185–216. [Google Scholar]

	



Bank of Spain. 2020. The Main Post-Pandemic Challenges for the Spanish Economy. Appearance before the Parliamentary Committee for the Economic and Social Reconstruction of Spain after COVID-19/Congress of Deputies. Available online: https://bit.ly/3Ss7dId (accessed on 23 June 2023).

	



Bank of Spain. 2021. Access to Services in Rural Spain. Available online: https://bit.ly/3MJx4cG (accessed on 23 June 2023).

	



Bennett, Lance, and Steven Livingston. 2003. A Semi-Independent Press: Government Control and Journalistic Autonomy in the Political Construction of News. Political Communication 20: 359–62. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Berkowitz, Dan, and Douglas W. Beach. 1993. News Sources and News Context: The Effect of Routine News, Conflict and Proximity. Journalism Quarterly 70: 4–12. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Brett, Edwin Allan. 2009. Reconstructing Development Theory: International Inequality, Institutional Reform and Social Emancipation. New York: Palgrave Macmillian. [Google Scholar]

	



Buklemishev, Oleg V. 2020. Coronavirus crisis and its effects on the economy. Population and Economics 4: 13–17. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Byrne, Rebecca Jolene. 2012. Framing Income Inequality in the Media: Is There a Liberal or Neoliberal Bia. Master’s thesis, Georgia Southern University, Statesboro, GA, USA. [Google Scholar]

	



Carlsson-Szlezak, Philipp, Martin Reeves, and Paul Swartz. 2020. What coronavirus could mean for the global economy. Harvard Business Review 3: 1–10. [Google Scholar]

	



Casero-Ripollés, Andreu. 2009. The Political Control of Journalistic Information. Revista Latina de Comunicación Social 69: 354–56. [Google Scholar]

	



Chadwick, Andrew. 2017. Hybrid Media System: Politics and Power. Oxford: Oxford University Press. [Google Scholar]

	



Choi, Sujin, and Jihoon Lim. 2019. Determinant and Consequence of Online News Authorship Verification: Blind News Consumption Creates Press Credibility. International Journal of Communication 13: 1120–42. [Google Scholar]

	



Chong, Dennis, and James N. Druckman. 2007. Framing theory. Annual Review of Political Science 10: 103–26. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Couldry, Nick, and Clemencia Rodríguez. 2016. Why the Media Is a Key Dimension on Global Inequality. Available online: https://bit.ly/3yZUgO1 (accessed on 30 June 2023).

	



Dinda, Soumyananda. 2004. Environmental Kuznets curve hypothesis: A survey. Ecological Economics 49: 431–55. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Dircomfidencial. 2019. The Digital Media Audiences Ranking, Very Close to Reaching a Ceiling after Narrowing. Available online: https://dircomfidencial.com/medios/el-ranking-de-audiencias-de-medios-digitales-muy-cerca-de-tocar-techo-tras-estrecharse-20190123-0402/ (accessed on 25 June 2023).

	



Dizioli, Alla, Michael Andrle, and John Bluedorn. 2020. COVID-19 Hits the Poor Harder, but Scaled-Up Testing Can Help. Available online: https://bit.ly/3Tmfe1J (accessed on 25 June 2023).

	



Dover, Tessa L. 2022. Not all inequalities are created equal: Inequality framing and privilege threat for advantaged groups. Group Processes & Intergroup Relations 25: 746–67. [Google Scholar]

	



Downs, Anthony. 1972. Up and down with ecology—The “issue-attention cycle”. The Public Interest 28: 38–50. [Google Scholar]

	



Druckman, James N. 2001. The implications of framing effects for citizen competence. Political Behavior 23: 225–56. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Duca, John V., and Jason L. Saving. 2017. Income inequality, media fragmentation, and increased political polarization. Contemporary Economic Policy 35: 392–413. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



DW. 2020. Coronavirus: Where the Vaccine Has Been Rolled out. Available online: https://p.dw.com/p/3nHDw (accessed on 27 June 2023).

	



Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean. 2021. The Economic Autonomy of Women in a Sustainable Recovery with Equality (Special Report COVID-19, No. 9). Available online: http://hdl.handle.net/11362/46634 (accessed on 1 July 2023).

	



Ekins, Paul. 1997. The Kuznets Curve for the Environment and Economic Growth: Examining the Evidence. Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space 29: 805–30. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Entman, Robert M. 1993. Framing: Toward clarification of a fractured paradigm. Journal of Communication 43: 51–58. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Entman, Robert M. 2004. Projections of Power: Framing News, Public Opinion, and US Foreign Policy. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. [Google Scholar]

	



Erkens, David H., Mingy Hung, and Pedro Matos. 2012. Corporate governance in the 2007–2008 financial crisis: Evidence from financial institutions worldwide. Journal of Corporate Finance 18: 389–411. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



European External Action Service. 2020. EU Action against Coronavirus [Press Release]. Available online: https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/eu-action-against-coronavirus_en (accessed on 15 July 2023).

	



European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions. 2020. Living, Working and COVID-19 (COVID-19 Series). Available online: https://bit.ly/3rsNBrv (accessed on 15 July 2023).

	



Fernández-Viso, Ana, and Isabel Fernández-Alonso. 2024. The Evolution of Government Intervention in the Mediterranean Media System: Spain, France, and Portugal. Media and Communication 12: 7738. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Fletcher, Richard, Antonis Kalogeropoulos, Felix M. Simon, and Rasmus Kleis Nielsen. 2020. Information Inequality in the UK Coronavirus Communications Crisis. Oxford: Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism. Available online: https://bit.ly/3S91oPG (accessed on 20 June 2023).

	



Galtung, Johan, and Marie Holmboe Ruge. 1965. The structure of foreign news: The presentation of the Congo, Cuba and Cyprus crises in four Norwegian newspapers. Journal of Peace Research 2: 64–90. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Gamson, William A. 1992. Talking Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. [Google Scholar]

	



Gandy, Oscar. 2016. Toward a Political Economy of Framing: Putting Inequality on the Public Policy Agenda. The Political Economy of Communication 3: 88–112. [Google Scholar]

	



Gans, Herbert J. 1979. Deciding What’s News: A Study of CBS Evening News, NBC Nightly News, Newsweek and Time. Evanston: Northwestern University Press. [Google Scholar]

	



Gethin, Amory, Clara Martínez-Toledano, and Marc Morgan. 2019. Rising Inequalities and Political Cleavages in Spain. World Inequality Database. World Issue Brief 2019/4. Available online: https://wid.world/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Issue_Brief_Spain-4.pdf (accessed on 3 July 2023).

	



Ghebreyesus, Tedros Adhanom. 2020. WHO Director-General’s Opening Remarks at the Media Briefing on COVID-19—11 March 2020. Geneva: World Health Organization. Available online: https://www.who.int/director-general/speeches/detail/who-director-general-s-opening-remarks-at-the-media-briefing-on-covid-19---11-march-2020 (accessed on 5 July 2023).

	



Government of Spain. 2020. Pedro Sánchez Presents a Recovery Plan to Guide Implementation of 72 Billion Euros from European Funds to 2023 [Press Release]. Available online: https://bit.ly/3Rtb8TX (accessed on 24 June 2023).

	



Grossi, Giorgio. 2007. Public Opinion: Theory of the Demoscopic Field. Madrid: CIS. [Google Scholar]

	



Guardino, Matt. 2019. Framing Inequality. Oxford: Oxford University Press. [Google Scholar]

	



Guo, Lei, Avery Holton, and Sun Ho Jeong. 2012. Transnational Comparative Framing: A Model for an Emerging Framing Approach. International Journal of Communication 24: 1918–41. [Google Scholar]

	



Hallin, Daniel C., and Paolo Mancini. 2004. Comparing Media Systems: Three Models of Media and Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. [Google Scholar]

	



Harcup, Tony, and Deirdre O’Neill. 2001. What is news? Galtung and Ruge revisited. Journalism Studies 2: 261–80. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Harcup, Tony, and Deirdre O’Neill. 2017. What is News? Journalism Studies 18: 1470–88. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Hulme, David, and Andy McKay. 2013. Identifying and measuring chronic poverty: Beyond monetary measures? In The Many Dimensions of Poverty. Edited by Nanak Kakwani and Jacques Silber. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 187–214. [Google Scholar]

	



Ito, Takayasu. 2020. Impact of the coronavirus pandemic crisis on the financial system in the eurozone. Journal of Corporate Accounting & Finance 31: 15–20. [Google Scholar]

	



Jones, Sam. 2020. Spain Orders Nationwide Lockdown to Battle Coronavirus. Available online: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/14/spain-government-set-to-order-nationwide-coronavirus-lockdown (accessed on 20 June 2023).

	



Kalogeropoulos, Antonis, Jane Suiter, Linards Udris, and Mark Eisenegger. 2019. News Media Trust and News Consumption: Factors Related to Trust in News in 35 Countries. International Journal of Communication 13: 3672–93. [Google Scholar]

	



Kirilova, Violina. 2018. Income Inequality and Relative Poverty among the EU States. Paper presented at 7th International Conference os ASECU Youth, Possidi, Chalkidiki, Greece, August 20–27; pp. 421–28. [Google Scholar]

	



Krippendorff, Klaus. 2004. Content Analysis: An Introduction to Its Methodology. Thousand Oaks: Sage. [Google Scholar]

	



Labio-Bernal, Aurora, Rainer Rubira-García, and Rasa Pocevicienė. 2024. Comparing Media Systems: A New Critical Academic Reading. Media and Communication 12: 8357. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Legido-Quigley, Helena, José Tomás Mateos-García, Vanesa Regulez Campos, Montserrat Gea Sánchez, Carles Muntaner, and Martin McKee. 2020. The resilience of the Spanish health system against the COVID-19 pandemic. The Lancet Public Health 5: e251–e252. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Lindbeck, Assar. 2001. The Sveriges Riksbank Prize in Economic Sciences in Memory of Alfred Nobel 1969–2007. In The Nobel Prize: The First 100 Years. Edited by Agnete Wallin Levinovitz and Nills Ringertz. London: Imperial Collefe Press and World Scientific, pp. 221–36. [Google Scholar]

	



Lindell, Johan. 2020. Battle of the classes: News consumption inequalities and symbolic boundary work. Critical Studies in Media Communication 37: 480–96. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Masip, Pere, Carlos Ruiz Caballero, and Jaume Suau. 2021. News consumption and COVID-19: Social perception. European Public & Social Innovation Review 6: 29–41. [Google Scholar]

	



Mathieu, Edouard, Hannah Ritchie, Esteban Ortiz-Ospina, Maz Roser, Jeo Hasell, Cameron Appel, Charlie Giattino, and Lucas Rodés-Guirao. 2021. A global database of COVID-19 vaccinations. Nature Human Behaviour 5: 947–53. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



McKay, Andrew. 2002. Defining and Measuring Inequality. Overseas Development Institute. Available online: https://bit.ly/3dAQqnj (accessed on 20 June 2023).

	



Medina Nieto, Margarita, and Aurora Labio-Bernal. 2019. ‘Production companies’ concentration and international capital in commercial Spanish television: Antena 3 and TeleCinco. Revista Latina de Comunicación Social 74: 857–72. [Google Scholar]

	



Milanovic, Branko. 2012. Global Income Inequality by the Numbers: In History and Now—An Overview. Policy Research Working Paper. No. WPS 6259. Washington, DC: World Bank Group. Available online: http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/959251468176687085/Global-income-inequality-by-the-numbers-in-history-and-now-an-overview (accessed on 20 June 2023).

	



Milanovic, Branko. 2016. Global Inequality: A New Approach for the Age of Globalisation. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. [Google Scholar]

	



Ministry of Social Rights and Agenda 2030. n.d. Strategy of Developing Sustainable 2030. Available online: https://bit.ly/3BHYSZQ (accessed on 20 June 2023).

	



Mussida, Chiara, and Dario Sciulli. 2022. The dynamics of poverty in Europe: What has changed after the great recession? The Journal of Economic Inequality 20: 915–37. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Nicola, Maria, Zaid Alsafi, Catrin Sohrabi, Ahmed Kerwan, Ahmed Al-Jabir, Christos Iosifidis, Maliha Agha, and Riaz Agha. 2020. The socio-economic implications of the coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19): A review. International Journal of Surgery 78: 185–93. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



NSI. 2022. Living Conditions Survey. Available online: https://bit.ly/3eQnJmG (accessed on 29 June 2023).

	



Odriozola-Chéné, Javier, and Rosa Pérez-Arozamena. 2022a. The salience of inequality in Spanish cybermedia in a pandemic year. Cuadernos.info 52: 136–59. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Odriozola-Chéné, Javier, and Rosa Pérez-Arozamena. 2022b. Dataset Content Analysis Framing Inequality in Spanish Online Media [Data Set]. Zenodo. Available online: https://zenodo.org/records/7388906 (accessed on 4 June 2024).

	



Odriozola-Chéné, Javier, Javier Díaz-Noci, Ana Serrano-Tellería, Rosa Pérez-Arozamena, Laura Pérez-Altable, Juan Linares-Lanzman, Lucía García-Carretero, Luis Mauricio Calvo-Rubio, Manuel Torres-Mendoza, and Adolfo Antón-Bravo. 2020. Inequality in times of pandemics: How online media are starting to treat the economic consequences of the coronavirus crisis. Profesional de la Información 29: e290403. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



OECD. 2018. A Broken Social Elevator? How to Promote Social Mobility. Paris: OECD. [Google Scholar]

	



OECD. 2019. Under Pressure: The Squeezed Middle Class. Paris: OECD. [Google Scholar]

	



OECD. 2020. Response, Recovery and Prevention in the Coronavirus (COVID-19) Pandemic in Developing Countries: Women and Girls on the Frontlines (OECD Policy Responses to Coronavirus). Paris: OECD. [Google Scholar]

	



Petrova, Maria. 2008. Inequality and media capture. Journal of Public Economics 92: 183–212. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Pérez-Altable, Laura, Rosa Pérez-Arozamena, Juan Linares-Lanzman, Javier Odriozola-Chéné, Ariadna Fernández-Planells, Ana Serrano-Tellería, and Javier y Díaz-Noci. 2020. The Crisis, the People and the Media: How Digital Public Opinion Debates on Economic Inequality. In Active Audiences.Empowering Citizens’ Discourse in the Hybrid Media System. Edited by Simón Peña-Fernández, Koldobika Meso-Ayerdi and Ainara Larrondo Ureta. Madrid: McGraw-Hill, pp. 131–43. [Google Scholar]

	



Pérez-Arozamena, Rosa, and Javier Odriozola-Chéné. 2020. Income inequality treatment in international cyber-media: Content analysis from media hybrid system perspective. Hipertext.net 20: 13–30. [Google Scholar]

	



Pérez-Mayo, Jesús. 2019. Inequality of opportunity, a matter of space? Regional Science Policy & Practice 11: 71–87. [Google Scholar]

	



Piketty, Thomas. 2013. Le Capital au XXIe siècle. Paris: Seuil. [Google Scholar]

	



Preston, Paschal, and Henry Silke. 2017. Economic Inequality. Contrasting Conceptions, Discourses and Studies of Economic Inequalities. International Journal of Communication 11: 4324–49. [Google Scholar]

	



Ravallion, Martin, and Shaohua Chen. 2022. Is that really a Kuznets curve? Turning points for income inequality in China. The Journal of Economic Inequality 20: 749–76. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Ray, Debraj. 1998. Development Economics. Princeton: Princeton University Press. [Google Scholar]

	



Redden, Joanna. 2011. Poverty in The News. Information, Communication & Society 14: 820–49. [Google Scholar]

	



Rieder, Maria, and Hendrick Theine. 2019. ‘Piketty is a genius, but…’: An analysis of journalistic delegitimation of Thomas Piketty’s economic policy proposals. Critical Discourse Studies 16: 248–63. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Riffe, Daniel, Seoyeon Kim, and Megan R. Sobel. 2018. News Borrowing Revisited: A 50-Year Perspective. Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly 95: 909–29. [Google Scholar]

	



Riffe, Daniel, Stephen Lacy, Frederick Fico, and Brendan Watson. 2019. Analysing Media Messages. Using Quantitative Content Analysis in Research. New York: Routledge. [Google Scholar]

	



Rodríguez-Pose, Andrés, and Vassilis Tselios. 2009. Education and income inequality in the regions of the European Union. Journal of Regional Science 49: 411–37. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Scheufele, Dietram A. 1999. Framing as a theory of media effects. Journal of Communication 49: 103–22. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Seligson, Mitchell A., and John T. Passé-Smith. 2008. Development and Underdevelopment: The Political Economy of Global Inequality. Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers. [Google Scholar]

	



Serrano-Tellería, Ana, and Javier Díaz-Noci. 2020. Media all over the world face the coronavirus crisis: How international digital media deal with public issues. In Jornalismo, sociedade e pandemia. Edited by Rita Paulino and Claudia Rodríguez-Hidalgo. Aveiro: Ria Editorial, pp. 219–32. [Google Scholar]

	



Shoemaker, Pamela J., and Sthepen D. Reese. 2014. Mediating the Message in the 21st Century: A Media Sociology Perspective. New York: Routledge. [Google Scholar]

	



Silke, Henry, Fergal Quinn, and Maria Rieder. 2019. Telling the truth about power? Journalism discourses and the facilitation of inequality. Critical Discourse Studies 16: 241–47. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Stern, David. 2017. The environmental Kuznets curve after 25 years. Journal of Bioeconomics 19: 7–28. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



Stiglitz, Joseph. 2012. The Price of Inequality: How Today’s Divided Society Endangers Our Future. New Yok and London: W. W. Norton & Company. [Google Scholar]

	



Strodthoff, Glenn G., Robert P. Hawkins, and Clay Schoenfeld. 1985. Media roles in a social movement: A model of ideology diffusion. Journal of Communication 35: 134–53. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	



The People’s Vaccine. 2020. Campaigners Warn That 9 out of 10 People in Poor Countries Are Set to Miss out on COVID-19 Vaccine Next Year. Available online: https://bit.ly/3e3oQ25 (accessed on 3 July 2023).

	



Therborn, Göran. 2013. The Killing Fields of Inequality. Cambridge: Polity Press. [Google Scholar]

	



Tooze, Adam. 2020. Is the coronavirus crash worse than the 2008 financial crisis? Foreign Policy Magazine. March 18. Available online: https://bit.ly/3r4VEut (accessed on 29 June 2023).

	



Tuchman, Gaye. 1978. Making News: A Study in the Construction of Reality. New York: Free Press. [Google Scholar]

	



United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women. 2020. From Insights to Action: Gender Equality in the Wake of COVID-19 (COVID-19 Reponse). Available online: https://bit.ly/3V1puxO (accessed on 5 July 2023).

	



UN. n.d. Sustainable Development Goals. Available online: https://bit.ly/3RbNrz2 (accessed on 20 June 2023).

	



Van Aelst, Peter, and Jay G. Blumler, eds. 2021. Political Communication in the Time of Coronavirus. New York: Routledge. [Google Scholar]

	



World Bank. n.d. Gini Index—Spain. Available online: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI?locations=ES (accessed on 8 July 2023).

	



World Economic Forum. 2021. These Charts Show the Growing Income Inequality between the World’s Richest and Poorest. Available online: https://bit.ly/3SEdYq5 (accessed on 8 July 2023).

	



Wójcik, Dariusz, and Stefanos Ioannou. 2020. COVID-19 and finance: Market developments so far and potential impacts on the financial sector and centres. Tijdschrift Voor Economische en Sociale Geografie 111: 387–400. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	



Zunino, Esteban Andrés. 2019. Who defines the agenda? The sources of information in the Argentinian digital press. Comunicación y Sociedad 16: 1–23. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]








 





Table 1. Digital media and ideology.






Table 1. Digital media and ideology.





	Media
	Ideology
	Ownership





	ABC.ES
	Conservative
	Vocento



	ELCONFIDENCIAL.COM
	Liberal
	Titania Compañía Editorial



	ELDIARIO.ES
	Social democratic
	Diario de Prensa Digital



	ELMUNDO.ES
	Liberal
	RCS MediaGroup



	ELPAIS.COM
	Social democratic
	PRISA



	LAVANGUARDIA.COM
	Liberal
	Godó







Source: authors’ own elaboration.













 





Table 2. Media definition of inequality: issue-specific frames.
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MAR20–MAY20 (n = 288)

	
JUN20–AUG20 (n = 226)

	
SEP20–NOV20 (n = 233)

	
DEC20–FEB21 (n = 211)

	
MAR20–FEB21 (n = 958)






	
Main social inequalities

	
Income inequality (n = 655) *

	
67.4%

	
67.7%

	
76.4%

	
61.6%

	
68.4%




	
Wealth inequality (n = 276) *

	
30.2%

	
32.3%

	
21%

	
31.8%

	
28.8%




	
Inequality of opportunities in education (n = 205)

	
20.5%

	
19.5%

	
27.5%

	
18%

	
21.4%




	
Inequality of opportunities in health (n = 225) *

	
22.6%

	
10.2%

	
24.5%

	
37.9%

	
23.5%




	
Inequality of opportunities in research (n = 14)

	
1.4%

	
0.4%

	
1.7%

	
2.4%

	
1.5%




	
Main social gaps

	
Gender gap (n = 197) *

	
15.3%

	
10.6%

	
31.3%

	
26.5%

	
20.6%




	
Racial gap (n = 124)

	
9%

	
10.6%

	
15%

	
18.5%

	
12.9%




	
Social class gap (n = 396) *

	
48.6%

	
41.6%

	
32.6%

	
41.3%

	
41.3%




	
Generational gap (n = 111) *

	
6.9%

	
4.4%

	
14.2%

	
22.7%

	
11.6%




	
Inequality frame

	
Micro (n = 477) *

	
62.8%

	
73%

	
33.9%

	
24.6%

	
49.8%




	
Macro (n = 187) *

	
14.9%

	
9.3%

	
24%

	
31.8%

	
19.5%




	
Both (n = 75) *

	
7.6%

	
11.9%

	
5.2%

	
6.6%

	
7.8%




	
Not applicable (n = 219) *

	
14.6%

	
5.8%

	
36.9%

	
37%

	
22.9%




	
Consequences of inequalities

	
Poverty (n = 509) *

	
54.5%

	
38.9%

	
61.8%

	
56.9%

	
53.1%




	
Policy and economic actions (n = 125) *

	
13.2%

	
21.7%

	
7.3%

	
10%

	
13%




	
Changes to the current social system (n = 54)

	
6.6%

	
3.1%

	
5.6%

	
7.1%

	
5.6%




	
Other (n = 135)

	
10.4%

	
16.4%

	
16.3%

	
14.2%

	
14.1%




	
None (n = 135) *

	
15.3%

	
19.9%

	
9%

	
11.8%

	
14.1%








Note. * p < 0.05. Micro denotes inequalities between societies. Macro denotes inequalities within societies. Source: authors’ own elaboration.













 





Table 3. Contextual elements in media coverage of inequality: domestic frames.






Table 3. Contextual elements in media coverage of inequality: domestic frames.





	

	

	
MAR20–MAY20 (n = 288)

	
JUN20–AUG20 (n = 226)

	
SEP20–NOV20 (n = 233)

	
DEC20–FEB21 (n = 211)

	
MAR20–FEB21 (n = 958)






	
Main topic *

	
Politics (n = 207)

	
25.7%

	
21.7%

	
20.2%

	
17.5%

	
21.6%




	
Business (n = 171)

	
13.5%

	
22.1%

	
18.9%

	
18%

	
17.8%




	
Labour (n = 150)

	
15.3%

	
7.5%

	
21.9%

	
18%

	
15.7%




	
Social issues (n = 355)

	
39.6%

	
41.6%

	
29.6%

	
37%

	
37.1%




	
Security (n = 9)

	
1.4%

	
0%

	
1.3%

	
0.9%

	
0.9%




	
Science and technology (n = 19)

	
1%

	
1.3%

	
2.1%

	
3.8%

	
2%




	
Environment (n = 8)

	
1%

	
0%

	
0.4%

	
1.9%

	
0.8%




	
Culture and entertainment (n = 19)

	
1.4%

	
1.3%

	
4.3%

	
0.9%

	
2%




	
Wars (n = 1)

	
0%

	
0%

	
0%

	
0,5%

	
0%




	
Social demonstrations (n = 19)

	
1%

	
4.4%

	
1.3%

	
1.4%

	
2%




	
Geographical area (based in a Spanish context) *

	
Local (n = 43)

	
4.5%

	
6.2%

	
5.2%

	
1.9%

	
4.5%




	
Regional (n = 114)

	
16%

	
7.5%

	
13.3%

	
9.5%

	
11.9%




	
National (n = 288)

	
34,4%

	
35%

	
25.3%

	
24.2

	
30.1%




	
EU (n = 57)

	
3.8%

	
4.4%

	
7.3%

	
9%

	
5.9%




	
International (n = 346)

	
33%

	
41.2%

	
27%

	
45%

	
36,1%




	
Not applicable (n = 110)

	
8.3%

	
5.8%

	
21.9%

	
10.4%

	
11.5%




	
Main source *

	
Government (n = 151)

	
21.9%

	
19.5%

	
9.4%

	
10.4%

	
15.8%




	
Civil servants (n = 35)

	
3.1%

	
5.3%

	
4.3%

	
1.9%

	
3,7%




	
Political parties, trade unions, and business actors (n = 75)

	
9%

	
8%

	
6.4%

	
7.6%

	
7.8%




	
Supranational institutions (WHO, OECD, IMF…) (n = 123)

	
9.4%

	
12.4%

	
12.4%

	
18.5%

	
12.8%




	
Non-governmental organisations and other social movements (n = 94)

	
10.4%

	
8.8%

	
9.4%

	
10.4%

	
9.8%




	
Independent experts or scientists ((n = 183)

	
16.3%

	
19.5%

	
20.6%

	
20.9%

	
19.1%




	
Other media (n = 14)

	
1%

	
0.4%

	
1.3%

	
3.3%

	
1.5%




	
Others (n = 82)

	
6.9%

	
7.1%

	
11.6%

	
9%

	
8.6%




	
None (n = 201)

	
21.9%

	
19%

	
24.5%

	
18%

	
21%








Note. * p < 0.05. Geographical area is based on the Spanish context. Government/MPs denote political governmental sources such as presidents, ministers, members of parliaments, and representatives. Civil servants denote people employed in the public sector hired on professional merit rather than appointed or elected. Other traditional social actors denote political parties, trade unions, and business actors. Supranational institutions denote international organisations, whereby member states transcend national boundaries like the OMS, WHO, and EU. NGOs and others denote non-governmental organisations and other social movements related to activism. Experts/scientists denote independent experts or scientists. Source: authors’ own elaboration.













 





Table 4. ANOVA results for contextual elements of inequality.
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	Geographical Area
	Sum of Squares
	df
	Mean Square
	F
	Sig.



	Between groups
	170.895
	5
	34.179
	12.347
	0.000



	Within groups
	2635.419
	952
	2.768
	
	



	Total
	2806.314
	957
	
	
	



	Main Topic
	Sum of Squares
	df
	Mean Square
	F
	Sig.



	Between groups
	167.757
	9
	18.64
	6.697
	0.000



	Within groups
	2638.557
	948
	2.783
	
	



	Total
	2806.314
	957
	
	
	



	Main Soruce
	Sum of Squares
	df
	Mean Square
	F
	Sig.



	Between groups
	185.963
	8
	23.245
	8.419
	0.000



	Within groups
	2620.352
	949
	2.761
	
	



	Total
	2806.314
	957
	
	
	







Source: authors’ own elaboration.













 





Table 5. ANOVA results for other factors related to journalistic production.
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	Media Ideology
	Sum of Squares
	df
	Mean Square
	F
	Sig.



	Between groups
	37.752
	2
	18.876
	6.511
	0.002



	Within groups
	2768.563
	955
	2.899
	
	



	Total
	2806.314
	957
	
	
	



	Authorship
	Sum of Squares
	df
	Mean Square
	F
	Sig.



	Between groups
	39.341
	4
	9.835
	3.387
	0.009



	Within groups
	2766.974
	953
	2.903
	
	



	Total
	2806.314
	957
	
	
	



	Media Location
	Sum of Squares
	df
	Mean Square
	F
	Sig.



	Between groups
	22.803
	4
	5.701
	1.952
	0.100



	Within groups
	2783.511
	953
	2.921
	
	



	Total
	2806.314
	957
	
	
	



	Journalistic Function
	Sum of Squares
	df
	Mean Square
	F
	Sig.



	Between groups
	5.984
	2
	2.992
	1.020
	0.361



	Within groups
	2800.331
	955
	2.932
	
	



	Total
	2806.314
	957
	
	
	







Source: authors’ own elaboration.













 





Table 6. Issue-specific frame analysis.
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	Types of Inequalities
	Inequality Level of Inequality
	Social Gaps
	Main Consequence





	Income inequality: 67.4%
	Micro level: 62.8%
	Social class: 48.6%
	Poverty: 54.5%



	Wealth inequality: 30.2%
	Macro level: 14.9%
	Gender: 15.3%
	None: 15.3%



	Inequality of opportunities in health: 22.6%
	Both: 7.6%
	Racial: 9%
	Policy and economic

actions: 13.2%



	Inequality of opportunities in education: 20.5%
	Not applicable: 14.6%
	Generational: 6.9%
	Other: 10.4%



	Inequality of opportunities in research: 1.4%
	
	
	Changes to the current social system: 6.6%







Source: authors’ own elaboration.













 





Table 7. Domestic frames and other variable analysis: in-depth med