Abstract

With the COVID-19 pandemic came another issue, known as an, “infodemic”, in which an
overabundance of information regarding the pandemic both truthful and otherwise is released
and spread, often online through social media. The vast amount of information makes it very
difficult for people to distinguish between true and false, leading to a lack of awareness and
understanding of the virus.

Sentiment analysis is a natural language processing technique used to extract emotion from a
text and has been used in the past to distinguish between factual and false information. It has
also been used in machine learning approaches to improve accuracy in false information
detection. This research aims to add to this previous work, by exploring potential statistically
significant differences in sentiment between news reports and opinion pieces that are related
to COVID-19 from news publications. Potential differences across different types of
publication were also explored.

LexisNexis was used to gather a corpus of over 16,000 articles, containing approximately
8,000 opinion pieces and 8,000 news reports from publications in the United Kingdom. The
articles were analysed for positive and negative sentiment using Rocksteady, an affect
analysis tool developed at Trinity College Dublin. This sentiment was analysed for
statistically significant differences by comparing means of different populations of sentiment
data. The research found a statistically significant difference in both positive and negative
sentiment between all news reports and opinion pieces. This finding was consistent across
both tabloids and broadsheets. The research did not find a significant difference in sentiment
across different types of publication.

The research also examined the relationship between sentiment and another linguistic feature,
readability. Readability is a measure of the easiness of a text to read. The research found a
significant negative correlation between readability and total sentiment in both news articles
and opinion pieces related to COVID-19.

The dissertation outlines the motivation and goals for the research, the background research
undertaken, the tools used and methodology implemented throughout the research, and the
results found. The dissertation also includes a discussion of results, an overview of the
limitations of the research and suggestions for future work.



