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Moral Panic

 “Moral panic” used to qualify situations in which 
there is a consensual, volatile, disproportionately 
hostile reaction to a specific group

 “Folk devils”: label applied to outsiders whose 
values, identities, behaviours seen to represent a 
“threat to societal values and interests”

 Not all panics are alike – varying levels of 
intensity, duration and social impact

 Mass media play a key role in the formation of 
moral panics: the prime movers and beneficiaries 
of these events



Moral Regulation
 Moral panic should be seen as rational and 

ordinary episodes that are fundamental 
components of moral regulation

 Moral regulation prompted by anxiety caused by a 
sense of crisis (real or imagined) and implies self-
regulation and policing the conduct of others

 Moral regulation commonly expressed through 
discourses of health and medical science – health 
scares emerge as episodes of acute collective 
insecurity

 Key to moral regulation is emergence of a discourse 
that promotes self-governance as a moral 
imperative linking the individual to the collective 



Study Design
 Content and discourse analysis of 11 national and 

regional daily newspapers and online news sites 
(Dec 2014-April 2015)

 Total sample of 331 front-page news reports, 
feature articles, editorials, op-eds and letters to the 
editor

 Focus: identify manifest and latent patterns of the 
coverage -- what was said and what it signifies 
about our conceptions of health, illness, morality 
and disease

 Objective: What is the tone of the media narrative 
about vaccines? What does this tell us about how 
to effectively communicate vaccine risk?



Key Findings
 Media coverage an expression of health panic, a crisis 

exacerbated by the media, targeting a particular group, 
calling for specific action

 Discourse was heavily pro-vaccine: measles as “extremely 
contagious” and vaccination framed as a “social 
responsibility” 

 Official sources achieved positions of definitional 
prominence (49% from health, medical, govt)

 “Anti-vaxxers” a catch-all term generally used to describe 
all parents worried about or opposed to vaccines 

 Solutions: mandatory vaccine policies, national registry, 
bans on homeopathy/naturopathy, promote knowledge 
of ‘anti-vaxxer’ beliefs and profiles



The Specter of the Anti-
Vaxxer
 Anti-vaxxers are generally absent as active 

voices in the coverage, however the ‘character’ 
looms large over the outbreak narrative

 Common descriptors: ignorant, scared, selfish, 
dangerous

 Considerable efforts paid by media to profiling 
anti-vaxxers, only to set them up for mockery and 
moral condemnation

 The complexity of vaccine hesitancy is for the 
most part subordinate to the morality discourse 
associated with the problem of anti-vaxxers



Implications 
 How do we think critically about the limitations of 

the ‘anti-vaxxer’ as a character in outbreak 
narratives

 Public health and medical professionals, and 
academic researchers may be unwittingly 
contributing to a panic discourse

 There are communication risks of focusing too 
heavily on the harms posed by strident anti-
vaxxers at the exclusion of others who fall 
elsewhere on the vaccine hesitancy spectrum
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