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Abstract

The news framing of assisted death in Portugal and the United Kingdom from 2016 to
2024 was analyzed across two dimensions. The first examined the overall frames through
source positions and occupations. The second observed argumentative structures by
coding argument characteristics: manifestation, origin, level, and evaluation. A total
of 7464 structures were identified from 1731 published stories in Expresso, Ptblico, The
Guardian, and The Telegraph. The research utilized a methodological framework based
on framing theory, creating direct connections between frame analysis and argumentative
structures to improve the validity of valence and thematic framing mechanisms. The
findings indicated significant differences between countries. The Portuguese news media
showed a marked inclination to present concentrated opposing arguments with a higher
argumentative density. In contrast, British newspapers displayed a greater diversity of
arguments in favor of assisted death, along with a more cohesive representation among
pro-assisted death sources. Three distinct argumentative profiles were identified, each
showing different divisions between Portugal and the UK. These results reveal that
argumentative structures in assisted death coverage reflect deeper systemic values and
news media structures, positioning these quality newspapers as influential actors in
representing arguments about moral legitimacy around bioethical issues. The study makes
a valuable contribution by offering a comprehensive understanding of how these four
newspapers frame arguments about assisted death while proposing an innovative analytical
model applicable to comparative studies of other news media.

Keywords: assisted death; news coverage; framing theory; argument structures; argumentation

1. Introduction

Researchers have well documented how the news media provide health-related
information and reduce risky behaviors and mentalities among the population (Aratjo
et al., 2016). Assisted death is widely regarded as the right to die without pain or suffering,
accompanied by medical assistance and personal consent (Monteiro, 2020). It is a topic
that is frequently covered in news media, as it possesses several news values that guide
the journalistic routine (Harcup & O’Neill, 2001). Key news values that lead a journalist to
choose to report on assisted death include negativity, surprise, the disruption of the natural
order, social significance, and thought-provoking responses from different institutions. The
choice to compare news coverage between Portugal and the United Kingdom offers a
methodological design for examining how news media systems across different institutional
and cultural contexts frame bioethical debates (Costa et al., 2026b). These two countries
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represent distinct news media system models within the Western context. Drawing on
Hallin and Mancini’s framework, Portugal exemplifies the Mediterranean or polarized
pluralist model, in which news media systems exhibit greater political parallelism and
remain more permeable to institutional and ideological influence (Fernandez-Viso &
Fernandez-Alonso, 2024; Hallin & Mancini, 2004). The United Kingdom exemplifies the
liberal model, characterized by professional autonomy, market-driven dynamics, and
minimal state intervention (Hallin & Mancini, 2004). Beyond media structure, these
countries differ in institutional arrangements relevant to assisted death coverage (Costa
et al., 2026b). Portugal established a public palliative care system in 2004 with significantly
constrained resources compared to the UK (Resolucao do Conselho de Ministros n.”
129/2001, 2001; Marques et al., 2023). The UK instituted formal palliative care in 1967
through the founding of St. Christopher’s Hospice and maintains extensive accessibility to
end-of-life services (Saunders, 2008). Legislatively, Portugal approved its law on assisted
death in 2023 (Lei n. © 22/2023, 2023), whereas the UK Parliament continues developing
policy on assisted death (BBC, 2025). These contextual differences—institutional, legislative,
and healthcare-related—create a theoretically meaningful comparison. Additionally,
language differences matter for this study. Portuguese and English possess distinct
linguistic conventions for framing moral concepts (Pan, 2024). Argumentative structures,
the primary analytic unit of this research, are shaped by linguistic and cultural traditions
(Sinelnik & Hovy, 2024). A comparison across a full European Union context would
obscure these language-specific dynamics and fragment the analytical depth required
to examine how argumentative logic operates within distinct linguistic cultures. Research
demonstrates that news media framing differs across linguistic contexts, particularly for
morally contested topics (Costa et al., 2025; Sinelnik & Hovy, 2024). Restricting the analysis
to two countries with different news media systems, institutional contexts, and linguistic
traditions allows for a systematic examination of how news media argumentatively
construct legitimacy around bioethical issues while controlling macro-level variables and
maintaining methodological coherence.

The two countries have pursued different legislative pathways. Portugal’s legalization
process proved more contentious, with Parliament approving the legislation in May 2023
(Lein. ©22/2023, 2023) after a lengthy legislative process involving multiple versions of the
bill, several Constitutional Court reviews, and presidential vetoes. The approved “medically
assisted death” framework permits two distinct practices: medically assisted suicide, where
individuals self-administer medication under medical supervision, and voluntary active
euthanasia, where physicians administer the lethal medication. In contrast, the British
Parliament is considering the “Terminally Ill Adults (End of Life) Bill”, which permits
terminally ill individuals to self-administer physician-prescribed medication. The bill
progressed through Commons approval in June 2025 and now faces House of Lords scrutiny
(BBC, 2025). The 2022 European Values Study reveals that the Portuguese adult population
exhibited an average justification for assisted death of 4.86 points on a scale ranging
from 1 to 10 (1 representing “never justified” and 10 signifying “always justified”). The
British adult population showed an average justification for assisted death of 6.55 points
(Costa, 2025). These contextual and legislative differences—Portugal’s broader legalized
framework versus the United Kingdom's narrower, patient-centered approach still under
deliberation—occur within different public contexts, where British citizens express greater
acceptance of assisted death than their Portuguese counterparts.

A substantial body of research has demonstrated that news media framings exert a
significant influence on the public’s perception of the gravity of various illnesses (Young
et al., 2013), the risks associated with contracting diseases (Niu et al., 2020), behavioral
patterns related to seeking medical assistance (Grilli et al., 2002), and the reduction in
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prejudice connected to illnesses (Clement et al., 2013). Concurrently, news media framing
can function as a catalyst for the intensification of pre-existing attitudes (Mo Jang, 2019). For
instance, news media coverage of suicide methods can increase the risk of imitative
suicide (Gould et al., 2003). In addition to influencing perceptions of illness, news media
framings create additional psychological effects, including increased death anxiety (Chen
et al., 2022), elevated crime rates (Capellan et al., 2020), desensitization to violent death
(Thomas, 2023), and the aspiration for self-knowledge concerning one’s own mortality
(Khoo, 2018). While research on news media framing of end-of-life issues has accumulated
over two decades (Brassolotto et al., 2023; Holody, 2011), comparative analysis of how
news media construct legitimacy around assisted death across distinct news media systems
remains underdeveloped (Costa et al., 2025). Existing evidence suggests that contextual,
affective, and situational factors influence public perception of end-of-life issues (Van
Brussel, 2018), yet most studies have focused on single-country contexts rather than
examining how structural news media system differences shape argumentative framing
(Costa et al., 2025).

Framing is defined as the selection of specific aspects of a perceived reality in
favor of a particular perspective (Entman, 1993). As a vehicle of power that constructs
social reality and establishes a link between the production and consumption of news
(Graber, 1989), frames offer their audience a common way of evaluating the world and
creating collective identities (Brekhus, 2015). In practice, frames serve four key functions:
defining the problem, interpreting causes, making moral assessments, and recommending
solutions. Their relevance is especially pronounced in topics such as assisted death, where
a range of arguments, interpretations, values, and interests vie for prominence in the
journalistic coverage. The arguments for and against assisted death can be categorized
into 11 dimensions (Table 1) (Costa et al., 2025; Nunes et al., 2020). The 11-dimensional
framework presented here consolidates previous categorical systems for organizing assisted
death arguments. Five dimensions represent arguments typically expressed favorably
toward assisted death legalization (autonomy and self-determination, dignity and suffering,
legal and ethical issues, social and ethical concerns, and other arguments). Six dimensions
represent arguments expressed as concerns or opposition (respect for human life, palliative
medicine and redemptive suffering, ethical and legal issues, concerns about process and
consequences, health network and alternatives, and other arguments). This organization
integrates the foundational argument taxonomy developed by the Portuguese National
Council of Ethics for Life Sciences (CNECV) (Nunes et al., 2020) and a scoping review of
how news media frames present these arguments across 30 international studies (Costa
et al., 2025). Each dimension represents a thematic cluster of arguments identified across
these sources, organized by argumentative direction (favorable vs. unfavorable to assisted
death legalization).

Table 1. Classification dimensions of arguments on assisted death.

Argument Type  Dimension Description
The individual’s right to make autonomous decisions about their life and
Autonomy and death without interference from third parties. Arguments in this dimension
Favorable S . : .
self-determination = emphasize personal freedom, agency, and the primacy of individual
conscience in end-of-life decisions.
Dienitv and Intolerable physical suffering and loss of dignity justify assisted
Favorable suig:;ferii]lg death. Arguments in this dimension emphasize the need to end life with

dignity when medical interventions become futile or prolong suffering.

https://doi.org/10.3390 /journalmedia7010016


https://doi.org/10.3390/journalmedia7010016

Journal. Media 2026, 7, 16

4 of 26

Table 1. Cont.

Argument Type  Dimension Description
The need for clear legal frameworks and ethical safeguards to regulate
Legal and ethical assisted death. This dimension’s arguments emphasize the importance of
Favorable . o - . S L
issues establishing clear criteria, ensuring accountability, and maintaining
responsible medical practice.
. . Tensions between individual freedom and state paternalism. Arguments in
Social and ethical o . o . L T .
Favorable this dimension emphasize inconsistencies in criminalizing assisted death
concerns o o o . .
and highlight inequalities in access to dignified end-of-life options.
The compatibility between assisted death and palliative care in cases where
Favorable Other arguments pain relief is insufficient. Arguments in this dimension emphasize the
informed and compassionate integration of both practices.
The sanctity and inviolability of human life as an ethical, religious, or
Respect for human I o e . .
Unfavorable life constitutional principle. Arguments in this dimension emphasize moral
opposition to any form of legalizing assisted death.
Palliative medicine = The belief that palliative care offers ethical and effective alternatives to
Unfavorable and redemptive assisted death. Arguments in this dimension emphasize the spiritual or
suffering existential value of suffering and the need for compassionate care.
. Doubts about patients” autonomy when facing psychological or physical
Ethical and legal " T . . . . .
Unfavorable issues vulnerability. Arguments in this dimension emphasize the risks of involving
healthcare professionals in ending life.
Concerns about Potential social and institutional risks related to assisted death
Unfavorable process and legalization. Arguments in this dimension emphasize slippery slopes, state
consequences overreach, and pressures on vulnerable populations.
Health network The insufficient development of palliative, continued, and home-based
Unfavorable . care. Arguments in this dimension emphasize that assisted death should
and alternatives o ;
not be debated until dignified alternatives are guaranteed.
Positions that fall outside dominant categories. Arguments in this
Unfavorable Other arguments dimension emphasize distrust in the political process, critiques of pro-death

ideology, and the need for public consultation through referenda.

Research on argumentative structures within news frames is currently fragmented and

requires a cohesive theoretical framework (Costa et al., 2025). Argumentative structures

refer to the ways in which arguments are constructed, expressed, and evaluated in news

frames. The structures of arguments include the degree of manifestation (explicit, implicit,

or fallacious), the origin of the argument (whether it is a direct quotation or the source’s

own formulation), the level of citation (first, second, or third degree), and how the argument

is evaluated by other sources of information (Weiss, 1992). Consequently, this study did not

formulate hypotheses and instead adopted an exploratory approach. The study’s objective

was to analyze the framing of assisted death through the argumentative structures of

news coverage in Portugal and the UK between 2016 and 2024. However, the research

was grounded in the theoretical expectation that there could be significant differences in

the structure of arguments between Portugal and the UK. This assertion was based on

the recognition of the divergent characteristics inherent in the news media systems and

journalistic cultures (Hallin & Mancini, 2004; Hanitzsch, 2007). It was anticipated that these

distinctions could be further influenced by contextual disparities in health systems, legal

frameworks, and public opinion (Brassolotto et al., 2023). This study sought to address the

following research questions:

RQ1. How are the arguments for and against assisted death framed in news coverage of
Portugal and the UK?
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RQ2. What are the differences between Portugal and the UK in the degree of manifestation,
origin, level, and evaluation of arguments about assisted death?

RQ3. How do the news sources’ positions differ across the newspapers?

RQ4. What argumentative profiles emerge in the coverage of assisted death in Portugal and
the UK?

2. News Frames and Assisted Death Argumentation

Journalistic coverage of assisted death has been framed through moral, medical, legal,
and political dimensions, reflecting broader social values that vary according to the political,
economic, and cultural contexts of each country (Brassolotto et al., 2023; Weicht & Forchtner,
2023). In Western news media, there are recurring dichotomies, such as the “right to die”
versus the “defense of life” (Booth & Blake, 2022). The use of dramatized and personalized
frames focused on autonomy, physical suffering, and dignity in death has also been noted
(McInerney, 2006, 2007). This type of coverage has been observed to value individual
agencies and silence structural debates about palliative care or inequalities in access to
a “good death” (Woodthorpe, 2014). In certain nations, such as the UK, a technocratic
frame is prioritized, with a focus on legal and medical arguments, frequently depoliticizing
the subject and marginalizing ambivalence (Banerjee & Birenbaum-Carmeli, 2007). In the
United States of America, coverage ranges from episodic to thematic frames, reinforcing
the idea of choice as a core value (Lauffer & Baker, 2020). Research conducted in Colombia
and Canada has revealed a gap between the dominant news media frames surrounding
palliative care and the sentiments expressed by the public. This discrepancy suggests
potential biases in how sources are utilized and how favorable or opposing arguments are
assessed (Burlone & Richmond, 2018; Sarmiento-Medina et al., 2019). In Spain, the tone,
form, and content of arguments demonstrate a robust influence on framing. Those in favor
employ emotional appeals, while those against resort to legal or bioethical grounds (Usanos
et al., 2025). Collectively, these studies illustrate that news media framing of assisted death
reflects universal patterns—such as the recurring tension between individual autonomy
and the sanctity of life—and national variation shaped by news media systems, political
cultures, and the strategic rhetorical choices of competing actors.

Assisted death remains a highly controversial issue, given its moral implications
and the ethical, religious, legal, and cultural issues it raises. Contemporary society is
characterized by contentious debates surrounding a range of issues, including individual
autonomy, the sanctity of life, the role of medicine, and the limits of state intervention. These
issues have led to a heightened level of sensitivity and political polarization in public
discourse (Crumley et al., 2019; Smer, 2024). This debate occurs within a news media
landscape described as polylogue, where various discursive actors compete for legitimacy,
presenting differing interpretations, values, and interests (Aakhus et al., 2016). Consequently,
the analysis of argumentation is a fruitful method for understanding how framing structures
operate. Arguments serve the fundamental functions of frames, which include defining the
problem, identifying causes, making moral judgments, and proposing solutions (Entman,
1993). Additionally, these arguments influence the visibility and acceptability of specific
social practices. They are central instruments in the construction of moral legitimacy (Weicht
& Forchtner, 2023).

More broadly, argumentation theory is part of an effort to reconstruct and evaluate how
reasons are presented and contested in public arenas (Weiss, 1992; Lewinski, 2014). While
this theory has normative roots, recent studies indicate that descriptive approaches that
value context, performativity, and the discursive effects of argumentative structures in
news media debate environments are also applicable (Aakhus & Lewinski, 2011). Yet
applying argumentation theory to assisted death requires attending to deeper bioethical,
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philosophical, and sociological complexities. In the context of bioethical deliberation in
news media, it is imperative to attend to the bioethical critique of the overvaluation of
autonomy as an absolute value, cautioning against the perils of biopower and the obscurity
of vulnerability (Petersen & Dige, 2023; Tsiakiri, 2022). The philosophy of autonomy also
addresses the limits of self-determination when mediated by social pressures or structural
inequalities (Richards, 2025). Equally, the sociology of death highlights how dignity and the
sense of autonomy are influenced by social class, cultural norms, and religious values, often
stated by elites (Bingley et al., 2006; Menezes, 2023). These interdisciplinary perspectives
clarify why news media analysis becomes essential. In this context, news media assume a
dual role: they serve as a mirror to society’s ongoing debates while concurrently shaping
the moral and political landscape surrounding death.

3. Method
3.1. Sample and Procedures

The data for this study were news stories on assisted death (n = 1731) published on the
digital platforms of the Portuguese newspapers Expresso (n = 616) and Ptblico (n = 502)
and on the British newspapers The Guardian (1 = 400) and The Telegraph (n = 213). The
stories included a variety of forms, such as news, extended interpretative journalism,
interviews, editorials, opinion columns, and letters to the editor. The selection of these news
media was predicated primarily on their status as quality newspapers. These newspapers
were also the most widely read established traditional news media in each country. A
similar rationale supported their selection due to their dominance in the online news sector,
an observation evidenced by the highest number of paying customers (Newman et al.,
2025). Recognizing the prevalent assumption of Portuguese newspapers as politically
impartial (Costa & Antunes, 2024), two British newspapers, The Guardian and The
Telegraph, were selected to represent the center-left and center-right political spectrums,
respectively (Garcia-Blanco & Bennett, 2021). This decision was made with the objective of
ensuring a more extensive ideological diversity of sources and averting potential bias in the
results. The Sunday editions of The Observer (The Guardian’s sister newspaper) and The
Sunday Telegraph (The Telegraph’s sister newspaper) were also included based on their
distinct characteristics. These newspapers are independent of their weekday counterparts,
have different journalists in their newsrooms, and often take divergent political positions.

The stories were published between 1 January 2016 and 1 January 2024. This timeframe
comprises the two years preceding the introduction, deliberation, and vote on the inaugural
bill to decriminalize assisted death in the Portuguese parliament (2018). It also signifies
the period when academic research on the British news media’s coverage of assisted death
is lacking (Costa et al., 2025). A researcher specializing in programming was asked to
develop a tool for automatically extracting stories from newspaper websites. The objective
underlying the provision of this instrument was twofold. Firstly, it was to provide the
necessary resources for the present study. Secondly, it was to ensure the availability of the
instrument for future research endeavors. The Guardian/The Observer API constituted
the sole means of creating software in Python (version 3.12.10), with the newspaper’s team
aiding during the iterative programming process (Santos, 2024). The search engines of the
other newspapers’ websites were manually utilized to extract the stories. A comprehensive

"o

collection of stories including the following terms was conducted: “euthanasia,” “medically

7o 7o

assisted death,” “assisted suicide,” “assisted death,” “palliative care,

7o

pain and agony,”

7o 7o i

“end-of-life care,” “terminal illness,” “mercy killing,” “right to die,” “euthanasia tourism,”

7o

“death tourism,” “assisted suicide abroad,” and “suicide travel.” These stories were then
subjected to a subsequent phase of analysis, during which any that did not feature assisted

death as a central theme were excluded from the sample.
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3.2. Variables

The study analyzes the news framing of assisted death across two dimensions. The
first dimension examines overall frames through source positions and occupations. The
second dimension explores argumentative structures by examining their key characteristics:
manifestation, origin, level, and evaluation. The study adopted a methodological approach
that aligns with the recommendations of Matthes and Kohring (2008). It is grounded in
the theoretical framework positing that news frames unveil underlying patterns in news
media discourse, which have the capacity to influence the public (D’Angelo, 2002). The
method entailed a direct linkage between the framing analysis and objective textual
indicators, particularly argumentative structures. The objective was to enhance the validity
of the analysis concerning valence framing and thematic framing mechanisms (Entman,
1993; Goffman, 1974). The initial component includes the positive, neutral, or negative
representation of assisted death. The latter pertains to the justification of assisted death.

Each unit of analysis corresponded to an individually coded story. The variables were
constructed from the seminal work of Weiss (1992) to enable content analysis (Krippendorff,
2019), drawing on methodological precedent established by Holody (2011) in news media
framing analysis of bioethical issues. The initial coding of the stories was based on three
variables: the country of publication (Portugal and the UK), the newspaper (Expresso,
Publico, The Guardian, and The Telegraph), and the occupation of the information sources
(head of state, politicians and public officials, specialists, religious figures, health and social
workers, other professionals, citizens, and unidentified).

The arguments were coded based on their content and systematically organized into
categorized lists. The argument categories were derived from a synthesis of empirical
news media analysis and ethical framework development. Research in media studies has
revealed common patterns in the way arguments about assisted death are presented in
news coverage (Rietjens et al., 2013; Sarmiento-Medina et al., 2019). These empirically
identified patterns were subsequently formalized through comprehensive ethical analysis
and systematic taxonomy development, particularly the framework established by the
CNECV (Nunes et al., 2020). This integration of empirical news media patterns and
ethical formalization provides the foundation for my coding framework, which is further
grounded in a recent scoping review mapping how these argument dimensions appear
across 30 international studies of journalism and assisted death (Costa et al., 2025).
Tables 3 and 4 present these lists. One variable compiled the arguments in favor of assisted
death. Another addressed the arguments against it. The table presented in the introduction
offers a consolidated overview of the arguments organized by conceptual dimension. The
argument dimensions presented in Table 1 are not mutually exclusive. A single news story
could present multiple arguments from different dimensions, reflecting the complexity of
journalistic discourse on assisted death. For example, a story might have both arguments
for and against assisted death. Each argument instance was coded independently of others
appearing in the same story. Consequently, the total count of arguments coded (1 = 7464)
exceeds the number of stories analyzed (n = 1731), with an average of 4.3 argument instances
per story. This approach allows for analysis of argumentative density—how many distinct
justifications appear within each story—while recognizing that real journalistic texts rarely
present a single, isolated argument.

The position of the information sources in relation to assisted death was coded as
“against” when it denoted the mobilization of arguments against the practice. The stance
was coded as “neutral” when it was informative. The position was classified as “in favor”
when it indicated the use of arguments supporting the practice. The designation of “not
applicable” was applied when it was unclear whether a source adopted a position due to
conflicting arguments. Furthermore, the story was marked as “not applicable” in instances
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where it failed to present any arguments. The assignment of source positions in Table 2 was
derived from the prevalence of arguments identified in Tables 3 and 4. For each information
source, all arguments were first identified and categorized by their dimension. The source’s
overall position was then determined based on argument count: if a source presented more
favorable arguments, the position was assigned as “in favor”; if unfavorable arguments
predominated, the position was coded as “against”; if arguments balanced in number or
were absent, the position was coded as “neutral” or “not applicable”. This procedure means
that Table 2 represents a synthesis of the argumentative patterns shown in Tables 3 and 4,
with each source’s position determined by its argumentative composition.

Relying on the conceptual framework established by Weiss (1992), the degree of
manifestation of argument is defined as the extent to which it is presented in the news
story. Arguments were coded as manifest when their evaluative structure was clearly stated
and directly expressed by the source. For example, the sentence “Assisted death respects
the right to individual autonomy” clearly and directly expresses the argument’s stance on
the matter. These arguments were classified as latent when the argumentative intent was
not explicitly stated but could be inferred from the broader context or implication (e.g.,
“Human life should not be interrupted, regardless of the circumstances”). Furthermore, two
distinct subtypes of fallacious argumentation were coded. A manifest offensive fallacy was
identified when the argument directly attempted to delegitimize an opposing actor’s
discourse through personal, professional, or ideological disqualification, often using
emotional or uncivil language (e.g., “Those who support assisted death are playing God
and have no respect for human life, just like those who advocate for abortion”). A latent
offensive fallacy was coded when such delegitimization was suggested implicitly, without
direct verbal attacks (e.g., “Some so-called medical professionals now think it’s acceptable
to end life instead of saving it”).

The origin of the argument was coded as either “quoted” or “voice opinion.” An
argument is regarded as quoted when it is explicitly attributed to a source. This attribution
is often made through direct or indirect quotation (e.g., “According to Dr. Smith, assisted
death should remain illegal to preserve medical ethics”). Conversely, an argument was
classified as a voice opinion when it was presented as the source’s personal evaluative
stance, without attribution to another individual (e.g., “I believe assisted death gives
patients the dignity they deserve at the end of life”).

The level of argumentation was operationalized across three hierarchical levels. A
first-level argument was coded when the source presented the argument directly, thereby
expressing a discernible personal stance (e.g., “I support assisted death because people
should not suffer unnecessarily”). A second-level argument ensued when a source cited
another source’s statement (e.g., “As the Health Minister recently said, assisted death
contradicts the ethical duties of doctors”). A third-level argument was coded when a source
referenced another source who, in turn, cited the original author of the argument (e.g.,
“According to the newspaper Publico, a report by the Medical Ethics Council quoted a
physician warning that legalizing assisted death may erode trust in the healthcare system”).

Finally, each argument was coded according to its evaluation, whether it was subsequently
evaluated or left unevaluated by another source in the story. For example, if a religious leader
arqued that “assisted death violates the sanctity of life” and a doctor later stated that “his view
ignores the patient’s right to autonomy,” the arqument was coded as evaluated. If no other actor
in the story engaged with the argument, it was considered not evaluated. This variable was not
applicable to first-level arquments, which are presented without any mediation or subsequent
response. Collectively, these variables offer a systematic approach to reconstructing the argumentative
structure embedded in assisted death news frames.
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3.3. Inter-Coder Reliability

The Krippendorff alpha was employed to assess the inter-coder reliability of the coding
scheme (Marzi et al., 2024). Such a statistical measure is particularly well-suited for studies
that adopt content analysis with varying degrees of measurement (Hayes & Krippendorff,
2007). A researcher external to the project provided the coding for 10% of the sample, which
was then statistically compared with the data coded by the author. The Krippendorff alpha
coefficient exhibited an average value of 0.914, indicating reliable coding (Krippendorff,
2019). A thorough examination of the data revealed that only the variable “arguments
against assisted death” registered a value lower than 0.8, specifically 0.795.

3.4. Data Analysis

Descriptive analysis identified and characterized variables in Portugal and the
UK. Categorical variables were converted to quantitative counts by tallying how often
each category appeared in individual stories. The “Count Occurrences of Values within
Cases” command automated this process. This generated numeric variables that captured
the frequency of each category per story, ranging from zero to multiple occurrences. Mean
counts for each category were calculated separately for both countries and then compared
using independent samples t-tests with 5000 bootstrap samples. Results are presented
as percentages in contingency tables, reflecting the distribution of categories across
the full corpus. However, statistical analyses compare mean counts per story between
countries, with f-tests serving as the test of statistical significance. Categories were
recoded into conceptual dimensions before analysis and adjusted as needed to align with
theoretical frameworks.

The relationships between the quantitative variables were calculated using Pearson’s
correlation and 5000 bootstrap samples. A simple analysis of variance and 5000 bootstrap
samples were applied to determine whether the dependent variable (quantitative) was
influenced by one factor (qualitative variable).

The associations between the previously dichotomized variables (presence and
absence) were obtained by Multiple Correspondence Analysis (MCA). The supplementary
variables were projected onto the active variables to describe the most frequent argumentative
profiles. Next, cluster analysis was employed using the K-median optimization method
to segment stories through their argumentative profiles. The scores of objects in the two
dimensions of the MCA were utilized as input variables.

The IBM SPSS Statistics software (version 29.0) was utilized for all statistical analyses
with a significance level of 0.05. To be considered statistically significant, the result had
to display a probability of occurrence less than 5% (p < 0.05). In the “Total” columns of
the tables, the values in “n” correspond to the sum of the absolute frequencies of the
two countries. Meanwhile, the values in percentage indicate the arithmetic means of the
frequencies for each country.

3.5. Scope and Limitations of Content Analysis

This study utilizes content analysis to identify patterns in published argumentative
structures across four quality newspapers. Content analysis is particularly well-suited
for examining how arguments are presented, comparing presentation patterns between
different outlets and countries, and identifying systematic variation in argumentative
organization (Krippendorff, 2019; Matthes & Kohring, 2008). However, this methodology
has inherent limitations regarding causal inference. While the analysis reveals significant
differences in how Portuguese and British newspapers present assisted death arguments,
content analysis cannot directly determine the mechanisms producing these differences.
Specifically, this study cannot measure the following;:
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Editorial policy influences argument selection and presentation.
Journalist decision-making processes and source selection strategies.
Deliberate or unconscious editorial choices regarding argumentative framing.

Causal effects of coverage on audience perceptions or public opinion formation.

Tackling these causal inquiries necessitates supplementary qualitative research
methodologies, including comprehensive interviews with journalists and editors,
examination of editorial standards and news decision-making protocols, or ethnographic
observation within newsrooms. These approaches represent important avenues for future
research, building on the patterns identified in this content analysis.

4. Results

4.1. RQ1. How Are the Arguments for and Against Assisted Death Framed in News Coverage of
Portugal and the UK?

In Portugal, there was a higher prevalence of opposing positions (26.2%) than in the
UK (11.8%) (Table 2). The British press exhibited a higher proportion of favorable positions
(43.9%) compared to the Portuguese press (29.7%). Neutral positions revealed comparable
proportions in both nations, with 13.7% in Portugal and 14.1% in the UK. Approximately
30% of the sources did not present a clear position. The mean number of sources in
opposition varied significantly between Portugal and the UK (f (1729) = —5.561, p < 0.001,
d = —0.279), as did the number of neutral (t (1729) = 2.829, p = 0.005, d = 0.142) and positive
positions (¢ (1729) = 9.511, p < 0.001, d = 0.478).

A comparative analysis of Portuguese and British newspapers indicated that the
former exhibited a lower proportion (46.7%) of arguments in favor of assisted death
compared to the latter (53.3%). In both countries (see Table 3), the most frequently cited
dimensions were autonomy and self-determination, dignity and suffering, and legal
and ethical issues. The Portuguese press demonstrated slightly higher emphasis on
legal and ethical issues (30.1%), while the British press allocated greater attention to
dignity and suffering (28.6%). Additionally, the British press showed greater emphasis
on social and ethical concerns (12.9%) compared to the Portuguese press (5.9%). The
argumentative dimensions of “autonomy and self-determination” varied significantly
between countries (t (1729) = 8.527, p < 0.001, d = 0.429), as did “dignity and suffering”
(t (1729) = 8.938, p < 0.001, d = 0.449), “legal and ethical issues” (t (1729) = 6.042,
p < 0.001, 4 = 0.304), and “social and ethical concerns” (t (1729) = 10.021, p < 0.001,
d = 0.504). However, the “other arguments” dimension did not vary significantly
(t (1729) =0.929, p = 0.353, d = 0.047).

Table 2. Position adopted by the source of information on assisted death by country of publication.

Country of Publication
Portugal United Kingdom Total
n % n % n %

Against 1155 26.2 361 11.8 1516 20.3

Position adopted by Neutral 603 13.7 430 14.1 1033 13.8

_the source of In favor 1310 29.7 1344 439 2654 35.6
information on

assisted death Not possible to say 1337 30.4 924 30.2 2261 30.3

Total 4405 100.0 3059 100.0 7464 100.0
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Table 3. Dimensions of arguments in favor of assisted death mobilized by the information source by
country of publication.

Country of Publication
Portugal United Kingdom Total

n % n % n %

_ ) Autonomy and self-determination 229 28.4 252 27.4 481 27.8
Dimensions of Dignity and suffering 204 253 263 28.6 467 270
argf“m?ntsdlz fa"}‘l’r Legal and ethical issues 243 30.1 233 25.3 476 27.5

O Social and ethical concerns 48 59 119 129 167 97

information s};urce Other arguments 83 10.3 54 59 137 79
Total 807 100.0 921 100.0 1728 100.0

Portugal showed a higher proportion of arguments against assisted death (78.4%)
compared to the UK (Table 4), where the proportion was much lower (21.6%). The
press in the former country demonstrated a notable tendency to incorporate arguments
pertaining to health networks and alternatives (22.9%) and other arguments (22.5%),
while also emphasizing respect for human life (22.1%). A closer look at the British
press revealed a heightened occurrence of discourse surrounding health networks and
alternatives (30.9%) and concerns about the process and the consequences (18.5%). The
dimension “respect for human life” exhibited significant variation between the two
countries (f (1729) = —8.083, p < 0.001, d = —0.406), as did the dimensions of “palliative
medicine and redemptive suffering” (t (1729) = —2.665, p = 0.008, d = —0.134), “ethical and
legal issues” (t (1729) = —2.616, p = 0.009, d = —0.131), “health network and alternatives”
(t(1729) = —3.125, p = 0.002, d = —0.157), and “other arguments” (t (1729) = —8.574, p < 0.001,
d = —0.431). The “concerns about the process and the consequences” dimension evidenced
no significant variation across the countries (f (1729) = —0.329, p = 0.742, d = —0.017).

Table 4. Dimensions of arguments against assisted death mobilized by source of information by
country of publication.

Country of Publication
Portugal United Kingdom Total
n % n % n %

Respect for human life 260 221 35 10.8 295 19.6

Dimensions of Palliative medicine and redemptive suffering 142 12.1 52 16.0 194 12.9
arguments Ethical and legal issues 126 10.7 41 12.7 167 11.1
gga;}r:st af};tei Concerns about the process and the consequences 115 9.8 60 18.5 175 11.7
b‘;athen;‘gu;cfi p Health network and alternatives 270 229 100 309 370 246
information Other arguments 265 22.5 36 11.1 301 20.0
Total 1178  100.0 324 100.0 1502 100.0

4.2. RQ2. What Are the Differences Between Portugal and the UK in the Degree of Manifestation,
Origin, Level, and Evaluation of Arguments About Assisted Death?

Most of the arguments were classified as manifest in both countries (approximately
71%) (Table 5). The latent arguments constituted approximately 27.8% of the total, exhibiting
a slight predominance in the British press. The presence of offensive fallacies, both
manifest and latent, was notable, particularly in Portuguese news coverage. The dimension
of (manifest and latent) arguments demonstrated significant variation across countries
(t (1729) = 3.021, p = 0.003, d = 0.152), as did the dimension of (manifest and latent offensive)
fallacies (¢ (1729) = —2.860, p = 0.004, d = —0.144).
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Table 5. Degree of manifestation of the argument by country of publication.

Country of Publication
Portugal United Kingdom Total

n % n % n %

Degree of
manifestation of the
argument

Manifest offensive fallacy 10 0.5 2 0.2 12 0.4

Latent offensive fallacy 25 1.3 3 0.2 28 0.9
Latent argument 535 27.0 362 29.1 897 27.8
Manifest argument 1415 71.3 878 70.5 2293 71.0
Total 1985 100.0 1245 100.0 3230 100.0

An overwhelming majority of the arguments were presented as the source’s personal
perspective (Table 6), particularly in British newspapers, where this practice occurred in
99.7% of the cases. A mere 2.4% of the arguments presented were sourced from third
parties. The arguments quoted showed significant variation between Portugal and the
UK (t (1729) = —4.915, p < 0.001, d = —0.247), like the arguments presented as opinions
( (1729) = 3.429, p < 0.001, d = 0.172).

Table 6. Origin of the argument by country of publication.

Country of Publication
Portugal United Kingdom Total

n % n % n %

Origin of the
argument

Quoted argument 75 3.8 4 0.3 79 2.4
Argument as voice opinion 1910 96.2 1241 99.7 3151 97.6

Total 1985 100.0 1245 100.0 3230 100.0

It was observed that the primary level of argumentation (i.e., the level formulated
directly by the source) constituted the predominant proportion of the data, accounting
for 96.2% in Portugal and 99.7% in the UK (Table 7). The second level, which consisted of
quotations from other authors, was marginal, and the third level was absent in both news
coverages. The first level demonstrated significant variation between Portugal and the UK
(t (1729) = 3.450, p < 0.001, d = 0.173), a trend that continued at the following two levels
(t (1729) = —5.012, p < 0.001, d = —0.252).

Table 7. Level of the argument by country of publication.

Country of Publication
Portugal United Kingdom Total

n % n % n %

Level of the
argument

First level 1910 96.2 1241 99.7 3151 97.6

Second level 75 3.8 4 0.3 79 24
Third level 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0

Total 1985 100.0 1245 100.0 3230 100.0

There was a notable absence of external evaluation for the arguments reported (Table 8),
exhibiting slight variations across countries (95.5% in Portugal and 98.2% in the UK). A
mere 3.5% of the total arguments received validation or challenge. The non-evaluated
arguments varied significantly between Portugal and the UK (f (1729) = 3.324, p < 0.001,
d =0.167), as did the evaluated arguments (¢ (1729) = —2.898, p = 0.004, d = —0.146).
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Table 8. Scale of evaluation of the argument by country of publication.
Country of Publication
Portugal United Kingdom Total

n Y% n Y% n %
Scale of evaluation =~ Argument not evaluated 1895 95.5 1223 98.2 3118 96.5

in relation to the Argument evaluated 90 45 22 1.8 112 3.5
argument Total 1985 100.0 1245 100.0 3230 100.0

4.3. RQ3. How Do the News Sources” Positions Differ Across the Newspapers?

The newspaper Publico presented the highest number of positions against assisted
death (1.18, SD = 1.946), followed by Expresso (0.91, SD = 1.629), The Guardian (0.60,
SD =1.277), and The Telegraph (0.57, SD = 0.891). The results showed a significant difference
(F (3,1727) = 13.075, p < 0.001). The comparison tests revealed that Expresso is significantly
different from The Guardian (p = 0.004) and The Telegraph (p < 0.001), but not from Ptublico
(p = 0.060). While the correlation between the number of sources used in each story and the
number of opposing positions was positive (r = 0.515, p < 0.001), it was more pronounced
in Portugal (r = 0.587, p < 0.001) than in the UK (r = 0.448, p < 0.001). This result suggests
that the greater the number of sources included in a news story, the higher the probability
of unfavorable positions toward assisted death being reported.

The newspaper The Telegraph displayed the highest number of neutral positions (0.76,
SD = 1.211), followed by The Guardian (0.67, SD = 1.115), Expresso (0.54, SD = 1.061), and
Puablico (0.53, SD = 1.221). The results showed a significant difference (F (3, 1727) = 2.965,
p = 0.031). However, comparison tests revealed that Expresso did not differ significantly
from Publico (p = 0.999), The Guardian (p = 0.276), or The Telegraph (p = 0.095). Although
the correlation between the number of sources used in each story and the number of neutral
positions was positive (r = 0.303, p < 0.001), it was more pronounced in the UK (r = 0.319,
p < 0.001) than in Portugal (r = 0.286, p < 0.001). This result suggests that the greater the
number of sources included in a news story, the higher the probability of neutral positions
toward assisted death being reported.

The Guardian newspaper presented the highest number of positions in favor of
assisted death (2.40, SD = 2.692), followed by The Telegraph (1.80, SD = 1.625), Pablico (1.30,
SD = 2.173), and Expresso (1.07, SD = 1.805). The results showed a significant difference
(F (3,1727) = 35.100, p < 0.001). The comparison tests indicated that Expresso is significantly
different from The Guardian (p < 0.001) and the Telegraph (p < 0.001), but not from Publico
(p = 0.228). Although the correlation between the number of sources used in each story and
the number of in-favor positions was positive (r = 0.690, p < 0.001), it was stronger in the
UK (r = 0.720, p < 0.001) than in Portugal (r = 0.666, p < 0.001). This result suggests that
the greater the number of sources included in a news story, the higher the probability of
favorable positions toward assisted death being reported.

4.4. RQ4. What Argumentative Profiles Emerge in the Coverage of Assisted Death in Portugal and
the UK?

The Multiple Correspondence Analysis (MCA) depicted in Figure 1 identified two
primary dimensions that organize the argumentative space related to news coverage
of assisted death. In the first dimension (argumentative valence), a clear divide was
observed between arguments for and against assisted death, highlighting the polarization
of news coverage. This dimension reflects the semantic opposition between justifications
based on autonomy and dignity, on the one hand, and values linked to the sanctity of
life and concerns about social consequences, on the other. Dimension 2 (argumentative

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/journalmedia7010016


https://doi.org/10.3390/journalmedia7010016

Journal. Media 2026, 7, 16 14 of 26

explicitness) distinguished between stories that exhibited argumentative structures and
those that featured neutral positions or an absence of argumentation. This distinction
enabled the isolation of a discursive profile characterized by the absence of explicit
valuation. This second dimension, therefore, elucidates the placement of discourses that are
more descriptive or merely informative in nature. The intersection of these two dimensions
enabled the identification of three distinct argumentative profiles per country and in the
combined sample.

* Clusters
M Autonomy and self-determination (favorable)
Dignity and suffering (favarable)
# Legal and ethical issues (favorable)
B Sacial and ethical concerns (favarable)
== Other arguments (favorable)
@ Respect for human life (unfavarable)
§ Suffering and palliative medicine (unfavarable)
* ® Fthical and legal issues (unfavorable)
A Slippery slope (unfavorable)
W Healthcare network and alternatives (unfavarable)
Mo « Other arguments (unfavorable)
Mo Mo m

Mo v Mo . Mo
‘cNo -

Bl

Mo Mo Mo

Argumentative explicitness

Yes ‘fes
Yes . Yes

-1 * .
Yes

‘Yes es

Yes

-2 -1 o 1 2

Argumentative valence

Figure 1. Assisted death argumentative profiles in the combined sample.

In the Portuguese news coverage, there was greater dispersion among the arguments
in favor (marked in green), with different types of fragmented justifications. Conversely,
the arguments that were presented in opposition (in red) exhibited a higher degree of
argumentative density (Figure 2). A closer look at British news coverage reveals a more
concentrated presentation of arguments in favor of assisted death, suggesting a higher
degree of internal homogeneity and rhetorical cohesion among sources expressing support
for the practice (Figure 3). Arguments against assisted death evidenced greater dispersion,
suggesting lower internal homogeneity and rhetorical cohesion among sources expressing
disfavor. The combined sample of Portuguese and British newspapers confirmed the
presence of substantial argumentative polarization, exhibiting a distinct divergence between
favorable and unfavorable clusters. Consequently, a notable diversity was observed among
pro-assisted death discourses, while a greater convergence was evident among anti-assisted
death discourses.

https://doi.org/10.3390 /journalmedia7010016


https://doi.org/10.3390/journalmedia7010016

Journal. Media 2026, 7, 16

15 of 26

A Clusters

M Autanamy and self-determinatian (favourable)

.D\gmty' and suffering (favourable)

# Legal and ethical issues (favourable)

0 Social and ethical concerns (favourable)

== Other arguments (favourable)

@ Respect for human life (unfavourable)

@ Suffering and palliative medicine (unfavourable)

® tthical and legal issues (unfavourable)

A Slippery slope (unfavourable)
Healthcare netwark and alternatives
(unfavourable)

< Other arguments {unfavourable)

* Clusters
W 2utonomy and self-determination (favourable)

.D\gmly and suffering (favourable)

# Legal and ethical issues (favourable)

0l Social and ethical concerns (favaurable)

= Other arguments (favourable)

@ Respect far hurman life (unfavourable)

# Suffering and palliative medicine (unfavourable)

= Ethical and legal issues (unfavaourable)

A Slippery slope (unfavaurable)

¥ Healthcare netwark and alternatives (unfavourable)
A Other arguments {unfavaurable)

2
1
3
*
- Mo
i No®
g "
s No Moo o
S 3¢ w |y
; o No Mo Mo
"
k=
5
£
£
= fes
<<
Yes
d
Yes
v
=1
Yes
+
Yes
- L}
Yes
Yes
s
-2
-2 -1 0 1
Argumentative valence
Figure 2. Assisted death argumentative profiles in Portugal.
3
2
1
2
%
@ Ho
£ T
S 1 o
= Mo o oo
N
5 o LY
= No N
£
5 Ves
E .
=
=
< Yes Yes
o
LV, ¢ .Yes
Yes veg 4 Yes
2 .
1 Yes  yes
Yes
L]
-2
-3
-3 -2 =1 0 1 2

Figure 3. Assisted death argumentative profiles in the UK.
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In the combined sample, the results suggest the centrality of political actors, public
officials, and unidentified sources in the clusters against assisted death (Table 9). The
preponderance of citizens and unidentified sources in the clusters that expressed support
suggests a more direct involvement of social actors in advocating for legalization. In
Portugal, the first profile (3rd quadrant) was predominantly associated with politicians,
public officials, and unidentified sources, with a preponderance of arguments in favor of
assisted death (Table 10). The second profile (fourth quadrant) included a greater number of
politicians, public officials, and unidentified sources, which characterized an unfavorable
cluster. The third profile (1st and 2nd quadrants) was predominantly characterized by
politicians, public officials, and heads of state, who advocated for neutral argumentative
stances. In the UK, the first profile (4th quadrant) referred to a group composed primarily of
politicians, public officials, and citizens, predominantly reflecting unfavorable arguments
(Table 11). The second profile (1st and 2nd quadrants) was associated with citizens and
unidentified sources, indicating argumentative neutrality. The third profile (3rd quadrant)
primarily included citizens, politicians, and public officials who tended to advocate for
assisted death.

Table 9. Characterization of the clusters in terms of occupation of the information sources in the
combined sample.

Argumentative Typology

Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Total
n % n % n % n %
No 352 88.7 273 74.2 642 66.5 1267 73.2
Head of state Yes 45 11.3 95 25.8 324 33.5 464 26.8
Total 397 100.0 368 100.0 966 100.0 1731 100.0
o No 222 55.9 188 51.1 476 493 886 51.2
gzﬁﬁli‘)ﬁi‘;‘;‘: Yes 175 441 180 489 490 50.7 845 48.8
Total 397 100.0 368 100.0 966 100.0 1731 100.0
No 290 73.0 282 76.6 742 76.8 1314 75.9
Specialists Yes 107 27.0 86 234 224 232 417 241
Total 397 100.0 368 100.0 966 100.0 1731 100.0
o No 374 94.2 319 86.7 921 95.3 1614 932
Rggﬁioe‘;s Yes 23 58 49 13.3 45 47 117 6.8
Total 397 100.0 368 100.0 966 100.0 1731 100.0
No 278 70.0 268 72.8 781 80.8 1327 76.7
Health and Yes 119 30.0 100 27.2 185 19.2 404 233
social workers
Total 397 100.0 368 100.0 966 100.0 1731 100.0
No 281 70.8 323 87.8 811 84.0 1415 81.7
profce) g;irnals Yes 116 29.2 45 12.2 155 16.0 316 18.3
Total 397 100.0 368 100.0 966 100.0 1731 100.0
No 176 443 280 76.1 707 73.2 1163 67.2
Citizens Yes 221 55.7 88 239 259 26.8 568 32.8
Total 397 100.0 368 100.0 966 100.0 1731 100.0
No 219 55.2 220 59.8 700 72.5 1139 65.8
Unidentified Yes 178 448 148 402 266 275 592 342
Total 397 100.0 368 100.0 966 10.0 1731 100.0
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Table 10. Characterization of the clusters in terms of occupation of the information sources in Portugal.

Argumentative Typology

Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Total

n 0/0 n 0/o n 0/0 n 0/0
No 142 71.7 173 69.2 360 53.7 675 60.4
Head of state Yes 56 28.3 77 30.8 310 46.3 443 39.6
Total 198 100.0 250 100.0 670 100.0 1118 100.0
Politicians and No 101 51.0 146 58.4 294 43.9 541 48.4
public officials Yes 97 49.0 104 41.6 376 56.1 577 51.6
Total 198 100.0 250 100.0 670 100.0 1118 100.0
No 145 73.2 200 80.0 559 83.4 904 80.9

Specialists Yes 53 26.8 50 20.0 111 16.6 214 19.1
Total 198 100.0 250 100.0 670 100.0 1118 100.0
No 187 94.4 218 87.2 643 96.0 1048 93.7

Religious figures Yes 11 5.6 32 12.8 27 4.0 70 6.3
Total 198 100.0 250 100.0 670 100.0 1118 100.0
. No 136 68.7 187 74.8 574 85.7 897 80.2
Health and social Yes 62 313 63 252 9% 143 21 19.8
workers Total 198 100.0 250 100.0 670 100.0 1118 100.0
Other No 174 87.9 228 91.2 617 92.1 1019 91.1

professionals Yes 24 12.1 22 8.8 53 7.9 99 8.9
Total 198 100.0 250 100.0 670 100.0 1118 100.0
No 146 73.7 213 85.2 599 89.4 958 85.7
Citizens Yes 52 26.3 37 14.8 71 10.6 160 14.3
Total 198 100.0 250 100.0 670 100.0 1118 100.0
No 116 58.6 157 62.8 539 80.4 812 72.6
Unidentified Yes 82 41.4 93 37.2 131 19.6 306 27.4
Total 198 100.0 250 100.0 670 100.0 1118 100.0

Table 11. Characterization of the clusters in terms of occupation of the information sources in the UK.
Argumentative Typology
Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Total

n % n % n % n %
No 89 97.8 282 95.3 221 97.8 592 96.6

Head of state Yes 2 2.2 14 4.7 5 2.2 21 3.4
Total 91 100.0 296 100.0 226 100.0 613 100.0
Politicians and No 35 38.5 182 61.5 128 56.6 345 56.3
public officials Yes 56 61.5 114 38.5 98 43.4 268 43.7
Total 91 100.0 296 100.0 226 100.0 613 100.0
No 65 714 183 61.8 162 71.7 410 66.9

Specialists Yes 26 28.6 113 38.2 64 28.3 203 33.1
Total 91 100.0 296 100.0 226 100.0 613 100.0
No 75 82.4 278 93.9 213 94.2 566 92.3

Religious figures Yes 16 17.6 18 6.1 13 5.8 47 7.7
Total 91 100.0 296 100.0 226 100.0 613 100.0

. No 62 68.1 207 69.9 161 71.2 430 70.1
Health and social Yes 29 319 89 30.1 65 288 183 29.9
workers Total 91 100.0 296 100.0 226 100.0 613 100.0
Other No 65 71.4 194 65.5 137 60.6 396 64.6
professionals Yes 26 28.6 102 34.5 89 39.4 217 354
Total 91 100.0 296 100.0 226 100.0 613 100.0
No 40 44.0 108 36.5 57 25.2 205 33.4
Citizens Yes 51 56.0 188 63.5 169 74.8 408 66.6
Total 91 100.0 296 100.0 226 100.0 613 100.0
No 48 52.7 161 54.4 118 52.2 327 53.3
Unidentified Yes 43 47.3 135 45.6 108 47.8 286 46.7
Total 91 100.0 296 100.0 226 100.0 613 100.0
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5. Discussion

The findings of the initial research question indicate discrepancies between the two
nations regarding the way arguments for and against assisted death are presented within
the context of news frames. A comparative analysis of Expresso, Publico, The Guardian,
and The Telegraph reveals a divergent approach to presenting arguments about assisted
death. Portuguese news media exhibited a tendency to accentuate unfavorable positions
and arguments, while British coverage demonstrated a stronger inclination to highlight
favorable positions and arguments. These patterns reveal a distinct editorial orientation,
as well as divergent forms of argumentative articulation around assisted death. This
data provides evidence consistent with news media system models as reflected in these
quality newspapers (Hallin & Mancini, 2004), which postulate that the liberal model
(UK) fosters enhanced argumentative diversity and editorial autonomy. Furthermore,
the analysis unveils unanticipated intricacies, thereby expanding the existing body of
knowledge in this domain. Specifically, Portuguese coverage exhibited a tendency to
present more unfavorable positions and to concentrate these positions within a more
homogeneous argumentative structure, emphasizing dimensions such as respect for human
life, health network and alternatives, and other arguments. This news frame focuses on
arguments of religious, moral, and institutional nature. This phenomenon aligns with
the polarized pluralist model, in which the press becomes more permeable to ideological
discourse and less guided by principles of professional neutrality (Hallin & Mancini,
2016). The Guardian and The Telegraph demonstrated a noteworthy capacity to articulate
a more diverse array of favorable arguments in their coverage, including the dimensions
of autonomy and self-determination, dignity and suffering, legal and ethical issues, and
social and ethical concerns. This dispersion reinforces the characteristics attributed to
Anglo-American journalistic culture, which favors a plurality of voices and rational news
frameworks focused on civil rights and individual agency (Hanitzsch, 2007; Hanitzsch &
Vos, 2017). This element can also be interpreted as a reflection of a political environment
more open to public deliberation, where legislative debate is ongoing, in contrast to the
situation in Portugal, where legalization has already been consolidated (Costa et al., 2026b).

The analysis of the arguments in these newspapers also highlights structural tensions
in how these publications present different arguments about assisted death. Arguments in
favor of this position center on the dimensions of individual autonomy and self-determination
and the limits of suffering and dignity in both countries, thereby reinforcing a frame of
rights and dignity (Booth & Blake, 2022; Mclnerney, 2006, 2007). Unfavorable arguments in
Portugal reflect a moralizing normative frame, with the most prominent dimensions being
health network and alternatives, respect for human life, and other arguments, reflecting
strong religious and institutional influence (Weicht & Forchtner, 2023). This frame seeks
to preserve the existing order and avoid structural changes in the bioethical paradigm
(Sarmiento-Medina et al., 2019; Usanos et al., 2025). In the UK, unfavorable arguments
were characterized by greater emphasis on health networks and alternatives and concerns
about the process and consequences, reflecting a more pragmatic and regulatory concern
rather than explicitly moralizing grounds. These results suggest that argumentative profiles
in these quality newspapers reflect the sociocultural, religious, and political contexts of
each country (Burlone & Richmond, 2018; Lauffer & Baker, 2020). In Portugal, where the
Catholic Church maintains considerable influence and access to palliative care is limited
(Marques et al., 2023), resistance to assisted death is frequently supported by arguments
pertaining to protection, prudence, and democratic legitimacy. In the UK, where a liberal
and secularized culture is more prevalent and the end-of-life care system is more developed
(Saunders, 2008), arguments tend to emphasize freedom of choice and legislative progress.
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The second research question explored the structuring and presentation of arguments
in the news media, examining four central dimensions of journalistic rhetoric: degree
of manifestation, origin, level, and evaluation of arguments. These indicators offer a
more detailed reading of news frames (Entman, 1993), allowing for a comprehensive
understanding of the content of arguments and the mechanisms by which they are mediated,
legitimized, contested, or silenced in journalistic frames (Costa et al., 2025). The prevalence
of overtly expressed arguments in both countries was observed, with a slight predominance
of latent arguments in the British press. This significant presence of latent arguments may
be indicative of the use of implications and innuendo, suggesting editorial caution around
a morally controversial topic. This editorial caution appears to align with the logic of
rhetorical ambivalence characteristic of societies with greater pluralism of values (Aakhus
& Lewinski, 2011; Weiss, 1992). However, the distinguishing factor that sets these two types
of reporting apart is the presence of what can be characterized as “offensive fallacies,”
particularly within the Portuguese press. These fallacies, both overt and latent, correspond
to attempts to delegitimize others through ad hominem arguments or disproportionate
emotional appeals. The elevated prevalence of such content in Portugal may signify a less
stringent editorial oversight of extreme or polarized rhetoric, a phenomenon often observed
in news media environments characterized by diminished journalistic professionalism and
heightened discursive politicization (Hallin & Mancini, 2004; Hanitzsch, 2007).

The overwhelming majority of the arguments were coded as direct opinion, particularly
in British newspapers. The practice of quoting third parties was residual, but it was
primarily observed in Portugal. This pattern indicates that the news media places nearly
complete emphasis on the source of information, acting primarily as a platform for
individual viewpoints. There is little effort from journalists to mediate these perspectives
or to utilize discursive triangulation. This phenomenon raises questions about the role of
journalism in forming collective interpretations of bioethical issues (Aakhus et al., 2016;
Graber, 1989). The data indicates a noticeable inclination toward first-level arguments,
which are expressed directly by the source. Subsequent levels were practically nonexistent,
especially the third level, which did not appear in any story. This absence of complex
chains implies a simplified argumentative structure, characterized by minimal dialog and a
pronounced emphasis on the individual voice. While the liberal model advocates for greater
plurality in theory, empirical evidence indicates that discourse dynamics are predominantly
unipolar and direct. There is minimal replication of complex argumentative structures
(Aakhus & Lewinski, 2011). A salient piece of evidence in this regard is the near absence
of external evaluation of arguments. The failure of alternative sources to either validate
or refute these claims suggests that arguments are disseminated within the news media
without undergoing the requisite public scrutiny. This phenomenon directly contradicts
the esteemed tradition of journalism as a forum for rational discourse among varying
viewpoints (Costa et al., 2026a). The near-complete absence of argument evaluation—where
alternative sources neither validate nor refute the claims presented—creates what Aakhus
et al. (2016) term “asymmetric polylogue”: a journalistic space where multiple voices
exist but remain fundamentally disconnected, with contradictions unaddressed and claims
uncontested. These newspapers don’t have journalists act as middlemen who bring together
different points of view into a coherent discussion. Instead, they present arguments as
separate monologs. This structural absence of argumentative engagement compromises
both the quality of democratic discourse and the informed decision-making capacity of
citizens on bioethical issues. When people come across conflicting claims about assisted
death without journalists questioning or examining them, they’re left with opposing
views that don’t invite thoughtful discussion. Such coverage risks undermining the
epistemic foundations on which citizens base their judgments about morally contested
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policies (Costa, 2021). This finding holds implication given the life-and-death stakes of
bioethical deliberation, where argumentative rigor directly affects public confidence in
policy legitimacy. The collective findings of RQ2 indicate a predominance of coverage
models that prioritize exposure over argumentative interaction. Despite the evident
disparities between nations, both contexts exhibit a deficiency in dialogic articulation. This
pattern is especially salient considering the concept of argumentative structures, which
involves not only the content of arguments but also how they articulate with other voices,
are validated or refuted, and build social consensus or dissent (Weiss, 1992).

The third research question sought to identify whether the position taken by
information sources on assisted death (pro, con, or neutral) varies depending on the
newspaper publishing the story. This intermediate analysis introduces an additional layer
between the news media system and news frames. This dimension is particularly relevant
to news media systems theory (Hallin & Mancini, 2004), insofar as it posits that editorial
routines and journalistic values are shaped by structural factors such as professional
autonomy, political parallelism, and market organization. The results indicated that
Expresso differed significantly from British newspapers on opposing positions. However,
the comparison between the two Portuguese newspapers did not achieve statistical
significance. The Guardian and The Telegraph showed lower mean counts of opposing
positions compared to Expresso. A subsequent analysis revealed statistically significant
discrepancies among the newspapers. Specifically, Expresso manifested divergent statistical
characteristics compared to both The Guardian and The Telegraph, though these differences
were not observed in Pudblico. In the Portuguese case, the correlation between the number
of sources and the number of opposing positions was stronger, reinforcing the fact that
these newspapers tend to offer greater visibility to discourses opposing assisted death. This
variation may be associated with the influence of the Catholic Church, the polarized nature
of legislative discourse, and a news media tradition that is more reactive and dependent on
institutions (Papathanassopoulos & Miconi, 2023).

In contrast, The Guardian displayed the highest mean count of sources with
favorable positions, followed by The Telegraph, Ptblico, and Expresso. A more significant
correlation between the number of sources and favorable and neutral positions was
revealed by British newspapers in comparison to Portuguese newspapers, indicating
a more deliberative and balanced approach to story construction (Briiggemann et al.,
2014; Esser & Umbricht, 2013). These findings partially align with expectations of the
British liberal model, particularly regarding The Guardian’s greater representation of
favorable positions. However, the lack of significant difference between Expresso and
Publico suggests that this model distinction is not uniformly applied across all Portuguese
outlets, indicating that editorial positioning may be influenced by ideological factors
beyond structural news media system characteristics (Hanitzsch, 2007; Hallin & Mancini,
2004). In consideration of neutral positions, The Telegraph emerged as the publication most
frequently adopting this stance, followed by The Guardian, Expresso, and Ptblico. Despite
the observed differences, comparative tests revealed no statistically significant variations
between Portuguese and British newspapers on an individual basis. Because post
hoc tests revealed no significant pairwise differences, it cannot be concluded that
newspapers systematically differ in their adoption of neutral positions. Instead, neutral
positioning appears to vary at the story level rather than representing consistent newspaper
patterns. This variation may be influenced by internal variables such as editorial line,
story type, and source characteristics, though further analysis would be needed to
confirm these specific factors. One potential explanation for this phenomenon is the
ideological disparity between The Guardian, which is characterized by a center-left political
orientation, and The Telegraph, which is positioned in the center-right (Costa & Antunes,
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2024; Garcia-Blanco & Bennett, 2021). In this sense, these indicators point to distinctive
argumentative and editorial patterns, thereby partially confirming the assumptions of
systemic models. However, the lack of significant within-country differences suggests that
the country-level variable (Portugal vs. UK) remains more systematically predictive than
individual newspapers. While editorial ideologies (as reflected in The Guardian vs. The
Telegraph) introduce some secondary variation, the news media system model appears
more influential in determining argumentative framing patterns than organizational factors.

The fourth research question enabled the mapping of the argumentative configuration
of news frames on assisted death, leading to the identification of two main axes
of argumentative variation. The first component (argumentative valence) highlighted
the polarization between argumentative structures that are favorable and those that
are contrary to assisted death. The second differentiation (argumentative explicitness)
focused on distinguishing stories with explicit argumentative structures from those with
neutral or non-evaluative structures. Through this methodological approach, empirical
operationalization of the concept of argumentative profiles was enabled. These profiles are
defined as clusters of journalistic discourses that are organized according to patterns of
positioning, justification, and the actors involved. Contrary to the approach of preceding
studies, which examined arguments in isolation (e.g., Sarmiento-Medina et al., 2019;
Usanos et al., 2025), this research offers an integrated perspective on the relational logic
between arguments and the actors who mobilize them. As such, it contributes to a more
profound understanding of how the news media structure complex moral debates (Aakhus
& Lewinski, 2011; Weiss, 1992).

The analysis yielded a discernible distinction between favorable and unfavorable
clusters, accompanied by substantial variations between the two countries. In Portugal, the
pro-argumentation positions exhibited a greater diversification, reflecting a heterogeneity of
argumentative structures without the presence of a predominant frame. The counterarguments
exhibited a higher degree of rhetorical complexity, indicating a more consolidated
argumentative trend. This phenomenon may be associated with the influence of
Catholic tradition and the presence of moral and institutional authority discourses
(Papathanassopoulos & Miconi, 2023). In this scenario, the Portuguese news media’s
apparent defensive posture aligns with the polarized pluralist model (Hallin & Mancini,
2004). In contrast, in the UK, the arguments in favor formed denser and more cohesive
clusters, indicating greater internal homogeneity and rhetorical alignment among sources
advocating the legalization of assisted death. Opposing discourses, on the other hand, were
more fragmented, which may reflect a lower institutional presence of these actors or their
ideological heterogeneity. This pattern appears to align with the dynamics of the liberal
model, which prioritizes the autonomy of sources and the pluralism of discourses, even in
the context of controversial issues (Esser & Umbricht, 2013; Hanitzsch, 2007).

The results also demonstrated that political actors, public officials, and unidentified
sources predominated in clusters that expressed opposition to assisted death, while citizens
and unidentified sources were more prevalent in clusters that expressed support for assisted
death. This finding indicates a divide between institutional discourses, which are opposed
to assisted death, and social discourses that support it. This divide has potential implications
for democratic deliberation, especially considering how news media recognition of citizens’
voices can legitimize the causes they advocate for (Aakhus et al., 2016; Weicht & Forchtner,
2023). In this sense, argumentative profiles serve a dual function: they represent empirical
groupings and reveal distinct ways of morally framing assisted death in news frames. These
profiles function as indicators of how public legitimacy on the issue is constructed.
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Limitations and Contributions

A consideration of the study’s limitations is necessary for a comprehensive interpretation
of the results. The sample was restricted to four quality newspapers, excluding tabloid
publications or native digital platforms. This restriction may limit the generalization of the
results to other segments of the news media ecosystem. The employment of broad terms in
the data collection strategy (e.g., “pain and agony” or “suicide tourism”) may have included
some stories peripheral to the topic, despite the implementation of a thorough manual
check to ensure the relevance of the content. In terms of inter-coder reliability, although
Krippendorff’s coefficient was robust for most variables, the dimension of “arguments
against assisted death” was slightly below the recommended value (x = 0.78), which may
reflect the greater semantic and inferential complexity of these categories.

This study employs content analysis to identify patterns in published argumentative
structures across newspapers. While the analysis reveals significant variation in how
newspapers present assisted death arguments, content analysis cannot determine the
causal mechanisms producing these differences. Questions of editorial policy influence,
journalist decision-making processes, or deliberate source selection strategies would
require complementary qualitative methods such as journalist interviews, analysis of
editorial guidelines, or newsroom ethnography. These approaches represent avenues for
future research.

Despite these limitations, the study proffers relevant theoretical and methodological
contributions. The proposed approach is innovative in its integration of frame and
argumentative structure analysis based on empirical indicators, effectively reinforcing
the dialog between theories of journalism and public argumentation. The identification
of argumentative profiles provides an original lens for understanding how news frames
shape polarized discourses on bioethical issues such as assisted death, revealing relevant
variations between two distinct news media systems. The analytical model developed in
this study could be applied to future comparative studies in other areas of news coverage.

6. Conclusions

This study aimed to understand how assisted death is framed in four quality
newspapers (Expresso, Publico, The Guardian, and The Telegraph) through argumentative
structures. To that end, it comparatively analyzed news coverage in Portugal and the UK
between 2016 and 2024. The findings offer partial validation of the assumptions inherent in
news media system models and journalistic cultures. The Portuguese press demonstrated
a propensity to adopt a more defensive and convergent stance in their coverage of
assisted death. Meanwhile, the British press was characterized by greater diversity and
fragmentation in their favorable discourses, reflecting a higher degree of pluralism and
professionalism. The analysis of argumentative profiles offers a significant theoretical
contribution: quality newspapers organize arguments in patterns that correspond to news
media system models, revealing how institutional structures and journalistic cultures shape
the framing of bioethical debates. Within these discourses, the structure of arguments,
the types of sources used, and the rhetorical distance between them were crucial for the
moral legitimization of social practices. Theoretically, this study lends further support to
the integration of framing theory with approaches to public argumentation. Indeed, frames
have been demonstrated to operate both through the selection of topics and through the
structural organization of arguments in news media discourse (Entman, 1993). In practice,
these findings demonstrate that news media structure how ethical and legal debates are
publicly articulated through selective presentation of argumentative profiles, emphasizing
the need for journalistic practices that ensure balance, transparency, and diversity of voices.

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/journalmedia7010016


https://doi.org/10.3390/journalmedia7010016

Journal. Media 2026, 7, 16 23 of 26

This analytical framework—integrating frame analysis with argumentative structure
coding—provides a replicable methodology for comparative news media analysis of
bioethical discourse. Future research must engage in three complementary directions. First,
applying this model to other topics (such as abortion, reproductive technologies, or organ
transplantation) would clarify whether news media system effects on argumentative
framing are topic-specific or represent systematic patterns across moral debates. Second,
companion qualitative studies—including in-depth interviews with journalists, editors, and
news directors—would address the causal limitations of content analysis, explaining why
argumentative patterns differ between Portugal and the UK beyond mere description. Third,
audience reception studies could examine whether and how different argumentative
profiles influence public opinion formation, testing whether news media system differences
in coverage correlate with divergent public attitudes toward assisted death legalization. Such
integrated approaches would advance understanding of how quality newspapers contribute
to or constrain democratic deliberation on bioethical issues.
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