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Abstract

This study examines the impact of COVID-19 on people’s attitudes and the
language used in the press, both in online and print media. Using a corpus-
based approach, the present study analyzed the data from the Coronavirus
corpus, which contained over one billion words, from March to November
2020. Sketch Engine, a database analysis software, was employed to identify
and examine COVID-19 collocations and their frequency in two different
periods. The results revealed that the collocations of COVID-19 can be
categorized into several semantic scientific, social, action, financial, and
political frames. The results also showed that COVID-19 collocations and
their frequency change over time, reflecting different attitudes and
perspectives toward the pandemic. It was found that COVID-19 significantly
impacted the attitudes of people and the language used in online and print
media. Moreover, COVID-19 significantly impacted the attitudes and
perspectives of people and the press language in online and print media,
highlighting their social responsibilities.
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1. Introduction

COVID-19, as a new phenomenon, has increasingly become a major global
challenge that affects human life's economic, social, and political aspects.
None of the other infectious diseases, such as 1SARS, influenza, and swine
flu, has been so serious as COVID-19. The World Health Organization
(WHO) declared COVID-19 a pandemic on March 11, 2020, due to the
alarming levels of spread and severity of the disease (Al Jazeera, 2020). This
issue, which is represented in a large variety of spoken and written
communication, has recently brought changes in the public discourse. This
change might be driven by a shift in attitude toward COVID-19. What can
be observed is a greater sense of pandemic and a more action-driven
approach, reflected in the language used in different media. From the
emergence of such a pandemic and specifically from its early global
outbreak, it has introduced new words and expressions, such as “social
distancing”, “lockdown”, and “herd immunity”. These terms have become
part of the everyday vocabulary of people worldwide. The pandemic has also

influenced the way people communicate, the culture and language of
different communities and regions.

In corpus-based studies, it is essential to have a consensus about which
representation of the target words is more appropriate to investigate when
attitude direction is intended to be considered through collocate frequency.
A quick search in Sketch Engine and the English corpus for both terms
showed a considerable increase in the frequency of COVID-19 and its
collocations According to the Economist website (2020), COVID-19 has

been heavily covered in mass media and news in different ways, reflecting
various representations such as the virus and COVID-19 as a serious concern
that needs urgent action to prevent its spread.

COVID-19 discourse can result in new senses and topics, represented in
collocations. It is theoretically valuable to demonstrate how language varies
in the social context across pandemics. One approach was to divide a corpus
into different diachronic subcorpora and synchronic corpora and compare
the word's collocational behavior in the COVID-19 discourse. Based on
comparing the data between March-October and November 2020, the study
showed how COVID-19 was framed differently in these periods and how it
indicated differences in medical and political policies. Thus, this study
aimed to explore that trend diachronically by investigating changes in
collocations’ frequency for " COVID-19 + noun" units by looking at their
distribution in the most recent data from the “English Coronavirus corpus”.
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Research Questions

RQ1: How has the attitude toward COVID-19 changed over the period
(March-October), as represented by the changes in collocations’ frequency
for the word COVID-19 in the English corpora?

RQ2: How do we talk about COVID-19 in November 2020, as represented
by collocations’ frequency in the English corpora?

RQ3: How can the current discursive attitude toward COVID-19 be
explained in light of the changes around it over the period?

2. Literature Review

COVID-19 became a new challenge spreading fast around the world.
Linguistically, the emergence of COVID-19 involved the world in many
ways, resulting in its specialized discourse. In addition to providing a
database for analysis, this discourse also led to various research methods.
From a sociolinguistic perspective, language theoretically mirrors the social
context events. Language is not an isolated object but depends on people's
behavior. Thus, the survey is based on a social and functional language
approach (see, for example, Halliday, 1997). With this view of language as
a base, we assume that linguistic collocations largely reflect the social
contemporary - what is going on in a place and what people are talking about.
Like any other non-linguistic phenomenon, the pandemic also seems to have
affected the language used in the social context. More clearly, it was
assumed that the COVID-19 corpus could mirror the collocations developed
in the pandemic. Therefore, several frames were more likely to elaborate on
the different aspects related to COVID-19.

Frame semantics, as a semantic theory, refers to semantic ‘frames’ based on
which the meanings of words are interpreted (Fillmore, 1982, Fillmore &
Atkins, 2000). As an example, the Compliance frame entails several
semantically related words such as adhere, adherence, comply, and
compliant. In addition, a social frame can identify the action that is judged
to be or not to be in harmony with the norms or rules that guide a person’s
behavior. With the semantic frame, it is possible to describe how different
words or collocations are realized by different parts of speech. However, in
frame semantics, the lexical unit is the unit of description, representing a
word in one of its senses.

Previous research on the linguistic impact of the coronavirus pandemic and
other infectious diseases mainly concentrated on the metaphorical
conceptualization of infectious diseases, which has largely enriched our
understanding of metaphors in the discourse (see Balteiro, 2017). To the best
of our knowledge, a limited number of studies have been done to find out
how the phenomenaa affect the language in use and how the words are
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conceptually framed to express the attitudes and beliefs toward the target
word in a corpus-based study. Hence, the present study tried to fill this gap.
Katermina and Yachenko (2020) reported how the phenomenon of COVID-
19 influenced culture and language by looking at the collocations of
COVID-19. The results showed that the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic
on language connoted a serious social crisis. In another study on 15
Facebook postings about COVID-19 by Azizan et al. (2020), the findings
revealed that Malaysians were united in collaboration to fight against
COVID-19. Wong et al. (2015) reported that the African government
informed people of misinformation about the Ebola virus to frequently
address fear about it on social media (tweets). In a Corpus analysis of
COVID-19 language by OED (2020, April 15), the twenty top frequent
collocations with COVID-19 and coronavirus from January to March were
examined. The results of data analysis showed that keywords such as social
distancing, self-isolation, self-quarantine, and lockdown reflect the social
frame of COVID-19, issues regarding medical considerations, and the
scientific frame.

Results on words that collocate with COVID-19 and coronavirus resonate
with the results of the past studies about Ebola, SARS, and Flu, whereby
COVID-19 was also conceptualized as war or crisis conveying negative
connotations. It is in line with Halliday’s (1977) assumption of discourse,
based on which a text's denotative, connotative, or expressive meaning is
related to its meaning and construction. Following a presentation of
theoretical underpinnings, the present study focuses on relevant concepts
and frames such as ‘crisis', ‘pandemic’, 'risk’, and 'threat' in the COVID-19
corpus. It will then show how the discursive processes associated with using
those frames concerning a range of social, scientific, and economic
phenomena are also salient in constructions of COVID-19 across eight
months.

3. Methodology

Data for this study were collected from the Ccoronavirus corpus and
analyzed(https://www.english-corpora.org/corona/).  The  Coronavirus
corpus consists of nearly 1.5 billion words of data in about 1.9 million
texts from January 2020 to December 2022, and it is designed to keep a
record of the social, cultural, and economic effects of the coronavirus during
this period. The corpus enables us to extract the frequency of collocations
month by month and even day by day since January 2020, as shown in Figure
1. It also shows the patterns (discourses) in which collocations appear.

By using the keyword COVID-19, 20 top frequent collocations on COVID-
19 (N+N) dated from March 1st (early global outbreak) until November 20,
2020, were extracted based on their occurrences and were then organized
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orderly in an Excel file for analysis (word frequency lists and collocation
lists). More clearly, each month was examined to identify words that were
markedly more frequent in that month than in the corpus as a whole
(‘keywords’ for those months). Moreover, to make a synchronic comparison,
the most frequent collocations in November were also extracted. To be more
focused on the common and closest occurring collocations on COVID-19,
one word after the node COVID-19 was regarded as a collocation. However,
it might be a deviation from the usual definition of collocation, where
usually five words on either side of the node word should be under
investigation. Then, the top ten frequent collocations forming mainframes
were selected and coded by different colors as conceptual frames in a
separate table to highlight the changing trend of collocations diachronically
over the period. We realized that some of these collocations did not belong
to any frame or were not frequent enough to appear continuously over the
period, such as relief, response, hotline, diagnosis, victims, etc. Accordingly,
cells containing such unrelated words were left uncolored. The top ten
collocations were intuitively selected and color-coded.

A COVID-19 corpus was also built and analyzed in Sketch Engine to support
and evidence the collocations’ frequency and attitude direction in COVID-
19 discourse. We lemmatized the COVID-19 corpus created in Sketch
Engine for the study. For example, plural forms of nouns are present in the
corpus, and the list of frame-related words is also composed of inflected
word forms and not simple lemmas. To analyze the data, we used both
descriptive and inferential statistics. In descriptive statistics, the mean, SD,
and frequency distribution of data over the period were measured and
presented in charts. In this way, descriptive information on collocations’
frequency was comparatively reported.

Results

Figurel illustrates the dominance of social frames revealed by collocations
of vaccine, protocols, dashboard, and caseload in November 2020. In
contrast, the science frame was retrieved by the collocation’s cases, patients,
and outbreak.
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Figurel. Comparison of the Conceptual Frames Within the Two-Time Spans
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Results also showed that the social and action frames are more frequently
used than the scientific and economic frames in the COVID-19 discourse in
November 2020. However, as shown in Figure 2, the collocations regarding
the social and action frames appear in a balanced trend at the end of the
period (September/October 2020). Despite the high frequency of
collocations related to scientific and economic frames in the early period
(March-October 2020), it is observed that the collocations are experiencing
a significantly decreasing trend toward the end of the period. It is thus
implied that there are changing trends of attitudes toward COVID-19 from
scientific and economic framing into more social and action framing during
the period from the early spreading of COVID-19 to November 2020. In this
regard, the conceptual framing can be partially explained by new debates
entering the discourse, simultaneously with the spread of COVID-19.

Figure2. Fluctuations of the Frequent Collocations during March-October
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5. Discussion

The present study findings are congruent with the reports of the studies by
Azizan et al. (2020) and Chung (2011), in which the language of COVID-19
in social media and press shows Malaysians' efforts to unite and collaborate
to fight against the COVID-19 and SARS outbreak. Likewise, the findings
of the current study are aligned well with the study by Freedman and Wilder-
Smith (2020), in which they asserted that health protocols engage the public
in playing their social roles in response to COVID-19. The words in the
scientific and economic frames reflect the issues regarding the pandemic
spread, its diagnosis, and its effects on living aspects of people’s lives (e.g.,
outbreak, cases, crisis, patients, and infection).

On the other hand, words in the social and action frames seem to relate to
the events associated with the control and prevention of the pandemic (e.g.,
vaccine, protocol, dashboard, and caseload). Similarly, in the collocation
analysis by OED (2020), keywords such as social distancing, self-isolation,
self-quarantine, and lockdown reflect the social frame of the COVID-19
overlapped with the keyword protocols that occurred in COVID-19
discourse in the present study. Words within these frames are nouns and can
be arguably used to frame the discourse of COVID-19. These collocations
are identified by their frequency, more reflecting negative connotations
related to the meaning and construction of the text based on Halliday (1977).
Concerning the first question, it is suggested that there is a sharply
decreasing trend to the end of the period. The trend shows that the panic
created by the increasing number of confirmed and positive cases infected
with COVID-19 forces governments and medical experts to take emergency
steps to handle the crisis. Because the critical situation caused by the
pandemic required urgent actions, people had better do their social
responsibilities based on the determined health protocols for COVID-19.
Furthermore, attitudes toward COVID-19 could be affected by the pandemic
framed in different ways through the language in-use. As evident, it is not
surprising to say that the use of COVID-19 itself instead of coronavirus has
changed the attitude toward it from a socially negative connotation to a less
threatening issue. The frequent collocations such as vaccine, protocol,
dashboard, and caseload refer to the social and action frames and connote
the social responsibilities that make the public comply with them.
Regarding the third research question, the comparison of the collocations
frequency over the period revealed that the analysis of the collocation’s
occurrence is discursive as the pandemic moves into a different stage. For
instance, when attitudes toward the pandemic changed from diagnosis to
considerations concerning physical and mental health, safety through
exploring vaccines, observing protocols, and providing updated information
related to COVID-19, we witnessed a discursive move.
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The findings of this study provide essential information in attitude mining
and can be used to reflect people’s common beliefs and feelings regarding
COVID-19. Taken together, the results report the effect of the role of social
and action frames in forming the public discourse on COVID-19. The
attitudes toward COVID-19 show the changing trends from non-practical
aspects of the pandemic to practical considerations (social) through corpus
analysis, implicitly reflecting the sensational attention to humanity. In
comparison, the political frame might show a lack of emotion toward human
suffering, and some parties' financial and political interests in the COVID-
19 situation.

6. Conclusion

The collocation analysis in English corpora and Sketch Engine reveals
changing trends of attitude in the COVID-19 discourse from the scientific
and economic frames to the social and collaborative actions. This attitude
tendency creates the hope of discovering an effective cure, reducing the
number of infected cases by making vaccines until November 2020. At the
beginning of the period, March-October, the collocations related to the
scientific and economic frames occurred to form the COVID-19 discourse.
Furthermore, replication analyses were done on COVID-19, but corpus
analysis from different sources indicated that the obtained results were
approximately similar across corpora and therefore consistent. Nevertheless,
small variations between corpora were probably due to the keywords and
discourse employed to create the datasets.
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