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Abstract
Objective:Newsmedia play a role in politics through the portrayal of policies, influ-
encing public and policymaker perceptions of appropriate solutions. This study
explored the portrayal of sugar and sugar-sweetened beverage (SSB) taxes in
UK national newspapers. Findings aid understanding of the role newspapers play
in shaping understanding and acceptance of policies such as the UK Soft Drink
Industry Levy (SDIL).
Design: Articles discussing sugar or SSB taxes published in six UK national news-
papers between 1 April 2016 and 1 May 2019 were retrieved from the LexisNexis
database. Articles were thematically analysed to reveal policy portrayal.
Setting/Participants: Analysis of UK newspaper articles.
Results: Two hundred and eighty-six articles were assessed. Sugar and SSB taxes
were discussed across the sample period but publication peaked at SDIL
announcement and introduction. Themes were split according to support for or
opposition to taxation. Supportive messaging consistently highlighted the negative
impacts of sugar on health and the need for complex actions to reduce sugar
consumption. Opposing messages emphasised individual responsibility for health
and the unfairness of taxation both for organisations and the public.
Conclusions: Sugar and SSB taxes received considerable media attention between
2016 and 2019. All newspapers covered arguments in support of and opposition to
taxation. Health impacts of excess sugar and the role of the soft drink industry in
reducing sugar consumptionwere prevalent themes, suggesting a joined-up health
advocacy approach. Industry arguments were more varied, suggesting a less
collaborative argument. Further research should investigate how other media
channels portray taxes such as the SDIL.
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Reduction of free sugar intake to<5 %of total energy intake
has been recommended by Public Health England(1), the
Scientific Advisory Committee on Nutrition(2) and the
WHO(3). Sugar-sweetened beverages (SSB) account for a
large proportion of sugar intake in the UK, particularly in
children and adolescents(2), and consumption has been
associated with obesity and dental cavities(1). As SSB con-
sumption continues to increase globally(4), SSB taxes have
been proposed and supported by public health advocates
to improve the food and beverage environment. SSB taxes
have been implemented in a number of countries globally
with evidence to support their effectiveness to reduce the
purchase and consumption of SSB(5) and their potential to
reduce population weight(6). The UK became one of the
latest countries to introduce an SSB tax when the UK

Government implemented the Soft Drinks Industry Levy
(SDIL) in April 2018(7,8).

However, the food and drink industry has strongly
opposed taxation(9). Taxation can reduce profits for the
industry since SSB consumption is reduced(10,11) and taxes
can spark substitution to other market actors such as those
making water or milk drinks(12). Opposing industry argu-
ments emphasise individual responsibility and using tactics
similar to those employed by the tobacco industry(13,14).
Self-regulatory programmes (such as the UK responsibility
deal)(15,16) have been supported by the food and drink
industry but have done little to reduce the obesogenic
environment whilst legitimising industry involvement in
regulation(15). Previous research suggests that individual
responsibility and paternalistic rhetorics are used to shift
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responsibility from industry onto individuals, thus influenc-
ing how government regulate products such as SSB(13,17).
The potential for the food and drink industry to oppose
taxation is possible because although the association
between SSB consumption and poor health is extensive,
the association, like the diseases themselves, is complex,
with some opposing findings(18,19).

The media has the power to shape what is on the public
agenda by focusing attention on certain topics(20). Solutions
to obesity are debated both politically and socially but how
such solutions are framed in news coverage can influence
public perceptions. A frame is a ‘package’ which delivers a
particular description of an issue and identifies causes and
solutions, either implicitly or explicitly(21). Framing involves
the selection or omission of certain information or making
certain aspects of an issue more salient(22). Regarding
policy, framing can determine how the public understand
the information they receive(23) and how accepting they are
of proposed solutions. Frames can also shape perceptions
amongst policymakers which can influence how political
decisions are made(24,25) and what policies are imple-
mented. The impact of frames has been demonstrated
across a range of public policy debates including those
related to alcohol, tobacco and mandatory car seat belt
wearing(26).

As the media is an important factor in how readers,
including policymakers, understand and act upon societal
issues(27), multiple stakeholders engage in power struggles
to shape public perceptions of an issue. In relation to policy
issues, the Advocacy Coalition Framework suggests that
these stakeholders are the coalitions of actors that argue
for or against a certain policy(28). The coalitions, as they
relate to health policies such as SSB and sugar taxes,
are public health and private industry. These coalitions
are typically in opposition, engaging in battles to frame
debates in relation to individual freedom and collective
responsibility(29). In doing so, the groups push frames of
market justice and social justice(30). Advocates of social
justice argue for shared responsibility (and thus support
fiscal policies such as taxation), whilst those advocating
market framing push individual freedom (and oppose
government regulations)(29). According to the Advocacy
Coalition Framework, the ‘Secondary Aspects’ of personal
beliefs, such as those that relate to the implementation of
policy can be changed through framing, as people learn
about the issue in question and the policy effects(31).

There are inequalities in political and media influence
with the messages presented in newspapers from those
who are the most powerful(32). What is published in the
media is also shaped by the ideology of the media sources
itself, which in turn is often influenced by the preferred
messaging of the most powerful, that is, the political and
corporate elites, upon which mainstream news media rely
for funding and information(33). When certain frames
become dominant and appear in the news media more

frequently than others, it not only suggests a greater influ-
ence of the stakeholders sharing that message but also can
lead to alterations in perceptions and impact whether or not
an issue reaches the political agenda(26), highlighting the
power of the media. If the market frame (that pushed by
industry in opposition to political regulations such as taxes)
becomes dominant, policy implementation can be slowed,
avoided or repealed(34). Investigating what is published in
the media regarding SSB taxes and how solutions to the
reduction of sugar consumption are portrayed can improve
understanding of what the dominant frames were and how
they may have influenced the political agenda(20) as well as
public acceptance of such strategies.

To understand what messages were prominent in the
news media in relation to SSB and sugar taxation, we
investigated the portrayal of SSB and sugar taxation in
UK national newspapers. The UK has a large and resilient
newspaper scene including at least fifteen national news-
paper titles, most of which are published daily(35). There
is an equally large and diverse national readership, with
newspapers read by approximately 38 % of UK adults(36).
As a result, newspapers are a relevant platform upon
which to investigate how societal issues, such as public
health policies, are portrayed. Previous research(37,38) has
investigated how newspapers have framed the SDIL.
Findings of these studies suggested that SSB were increas-
ingly discussed in newspapers and that private industry
arguments in opposition of government intervention were
prevalent in 2014, decreased in 2015 but reappeared in
2016 following the announcement of the SDIL, echoing
portrayal in previous policy debates(39). The aim of the
current study was, for the first time, to investigate how
the SDIL was portrayed between 2016 and 2019, covering
the announcement, implementation and 1st anniversary of
the policy.

Method

Data sources
Qualitative analysis of newspaper articles reporting
on sugar, sugar taxes or the SDIL between 1 April 2016
and 1 May 2019 was conducted. The analysis period
incorporates the announcement of the SDIL on 16 March
2016, the Government consultation process on the policy
(summer 2016), the implementation of the SDIL on 6
April 2018 and the first year anniversary of the policy in
April 2019(8). Newspaper articles were freely available on
the online database LexisNexis(40). The search string used
was ‘sugar’ and ‘tax’. Articles were ordered according to
relevance on LexisNexis. The first fifty articles from
each newspaper title that met the inclusion criteria
were retrieved. Articles were downloaded between
19 September and 21 September 2019.
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Article selection and inclusion
Articles included were published between April 2016 and
May 2019, in one of the six of the most highly circulated
UK national newspapers (The Daily Telegraph, The
Times, The Daily Mirror, The Sun, The Express and The
Daily Mail). The focus of all articles included was on sugar
or SSB taxation, with most focusing specifically on the UK
SDIL. Articles published as editorials, features or letters
were excluded, as were articles published in Ireland. The
newspapers were selected based on their high circulation
figures (as of 2019)(41) and their representation of the three
newspaper groups present in the UK circulation (text-led
newspapers (otherwise called broadsheet or quality
newspapers) and tabloids, which can be been further split
into ‘middle-market dailies’ and ‘red top’ newspapers). The
newspaper groups differ based on the style of articles
published and their readerships(42). Text-led newspapers
traditionally publish articles that are serious in their content
with few images. Tabloids (red top newspapers and
middle-market dailies) typically have a more sensationalist
news style with a celebrity-orientated news agenda.
Text-led newspaper readers are predominantly from the
AB, upper professional and managerial, socio-economic
groups, whilst tabloid readers are predominantly in the
C2-E socio-economic group(42). Using this three-way typol-
ogy in the analysis of newspaper articles helps to ensure
representation of the different ways that newspapers
present a story or issue and has been employed and sup-
ported in previous research(38).

Data analysis

Thematic analysis
Article titles were first read to ensure relevance, and then
each article was read in full by the lead researcher. The
actors who were mentioned or quoted were recorded.
Initial codes were developed to highlight topics in the
articles, and then codes were collated into potential
themes. The themes were reviewed by a member of the
research team and were then defined and named. The
themes developed aimed to capture important arguments
and notions within the data in relation to sugar and taxation
in UK national newspapers. Themes were grouped accord-
ing to their support for or opposition to taxation. Extract
examples were selected to represent each theme. The
thematic approach employed here has been described in
detail by Braun and Clarke(43). Microsoft Excel and QSR
International’s NVivo 12 software(44) were used to organise
and code the data.

Results

An initial search of LexisNexis retrieved 1998 articles from
the six newspapers selected: The Times (n 640), The Daily

Telegraph (n 336), TheMirror (n 229), The Express (n 126),
The Sun (n 447) and The Daily Mail (n 220). Of those
articles, only the most relevant articles (assessed according
to the LexisNexis search function which ordered articles
according to the presence of the search string words
(‘sugar’ and ‘tax’) and on brief reading of the article by
the lead researcher to assess the topic of discussion) were
downloaded, with an aim for fifty articles per newspaper.
Fifty articles were considered as an appropriate number
for this analysis since thematic saturation was reached.
Two hundred and eighty-six articles were included in the
analysis (n 50 from The Times, The Daily Telegraph, The
Sun and The Daily Mail, n 47 from The Daily Mirror and
n 39 from the Daily Express).

The length of the articles varied from <100 words to
over 1000. Articles discussing sugar or SSB taxes were
published across the sample period, with some indication
that articles peaked at key SDIL events (such as the
implementation of the SDIL in 2016). The highest
publication number per newspaper occurred in 2016 and
2018 (n 10). Whilst in 2017 and 2019 (a period of inactivity
in terms of SSB policy change in the UK), an average of five
articles were published across the sample period. (As the
number of months of publication included in the analysis
varied (i.e. 9 months for 2016, 12 months for 2017 and
2018 and 5months for 2019) the average number of articles
published per month across newspapers was assessed).

Three broad categories of stakeholder group were
identified in the articles: (1) civil society and public health
interest groups (quotes/mentions supported the negative
health impacts of sugar and the need to implement
sugar/SSB taxes); (2) the soft drink industry, food and
drink retailers and civil society interest groups (quotes/
mentions opposed the benefits of taxation on health and
described the potential negative impact on businesses) and
academics (quotes/mentions both supportive of sugar/SSB
taxes and in opposition, depending on research being
presented).

Results of the thematic analysis
Themes are described, and examples to evidence their
presence in newspapers are provided in the text below.
Figure 1 shows the themes identified during the analysis
and the codes that make them up.

Arguments for sugar taxes

Sugar consumption and impacts on health
Excessive sugar consumption, which in the UK was
reported to be ‘the world’s seventh highest : : :with the
average person consuming 93·2 grams a day’ by the
Times(45), was linked with a number of health conditions.
The three conditions described most frequently were
obesity, diabetes and dental decay. Obesity was the most
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frequently discussed effect on health with most articles
describing at least the prevalence of obesity in the UK.
For example, ‘More than a quarter of British adults are
classified as obese’(46). As obesity is increasing in preva-
lence, many articles described the condition as a ‘growing
crisis’(47), an ‘epidemic’(48) or even as ‘the greatest public
health threat’(49) for the UK, highlighting the necessity for
action. Some articles went on to state that Britain is on its
way to becoming a chronic “nation of fatties’’(50), and likely
to ‘become the “fat man of Europe” within a decade’(51).

The association between sugar intake and diabetes was
also mentioned frequently. Like obesity, the prevalence of
diabetes was often stated. For example, ‘More than four
million Britons are blighted by diabetes’(52). Excess sugar
consumption was touted as being a ‘leading cause of
diabetes’(53), with high SSB consumption reported to be
‘one of the central causes of high sugar intake’(54). The links
between high sugar intake and health conditions including
obesity and diabetes were widely supported by research,
increasing their legitimacy. For example, key findings from
sugar intake reports were shared: ‘children aged five are
gorging on sugar by eating four times the recommended
limit’(55). The third condition associated with excess sugar
and SSB consumption was poor oral health. The impacts
of this that were reported largely were related to children.
For example, stating that ‘children are suffering an “oral
health crisis” as more than 100 a day go to hospital to have
several rotten teeth removed’(56).

Many articles went on to describe the consequences of
conditions associated with excess sugar consumption.
Some focused on the individual impacts. For example,

the link between obesity and ‘major health problems,
including heart disease, cancer and diabetes, in later life
and low self-esteem’(57) were described. The increased risk
of cancer was particularly prevalent in articles, with many
describing obesity (caused by excess sugar consumption)
as ‘the biggest cause of cancer after smoking’(58). Poor oral
health was touted to cost ‘children around 60 000 d off
school a year’(59), likely affecting educational attainment.
Whilst, having teeth removed due to decay was described
as ‘very traumatising’(60). Societal impacts of excess sugar
consumption were also prevalent across articles, with most
stating concerns for the National Health Service (NHS). For
example, stating that diabetes is a ‘threat to the sustainabil-
ity of the NHS’(61). Others described poor oral health in
children as ‘an epidemic : : : costing the NHS £50million
a year’(62). Some articles extended these financial concerns
to the whole economy, describing increasing rates of non-
communicable diseases as ‘an economic catastrophe’(63).

Proposed actions to reduce sugar consumption
Taxation of SSB was cited as an effective method to reduce
overall sugar consumption across newspapers. Support for
taxation was largely from public health advocates. Jamie
Oliver was the most frequently cited advocate for such a
tax, arguing that it ‘would be the “single most important”
change that could bemade’(64) as ‘soft drinks are the biggest
source of sugar among school kids and teenagers.’(65).
Exemplifying the influence of the celebrity chef, he was
touted as being ‘themost influential person in the UK’s food
and drink industry’(66).

Arguments for sugar/
SSB taxes

Sugar consumption and its 
impacts on health

Sugar consumption high 
Energy drinks 
Obesity 
Diabetes 
Oral health 
Impacts of obesity   
Pressure/ influence public 
health 
Positive impacts of sugar 
taxes    
Jamie Oliver 
Private sector responsibility 

Descriptions of taxes 
and proposed 

alternative policies 

Description of sugar/ SSB 
taxes

Reformulation 
Revenue 
Industry responses 
Consumer responses 
Government/ MP responses

Limitations of sugar/ SSB 
taxes and alternative options

Too simplistic
Non taxed products  
Limitations/ unintended 
consequences 
Other policies/ next steps

Arguments against
sugar/ SSB taxes

Sugar/ SSB taxes are unfair

Regressive
Brexit/ EU 

Individual responsibility

Pressure/ influence private 
sector
Nanny state  

Fig. 1 Main themes and codes identified in the newspaper articles
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The UK sugar tax was implemented in 2016, with the
aim of encouraging reformulation of SSB. Despite industry
opposition, months before the implementation, extensive
reformulation had occurred as ‘The mere threat of impos-
ing sugary drinks levies : : : sent manufacturers scrambling
to reduce their levels to below 5 g per 100 ml’(67). Some
industry spokespeople were quoted in relation to reformu-
lation, with many presenting their efforts in a positive light:
‘We’ve been working hard to reduce the sugar in Fanta
even further, without compromising on the taste.’(68). As
a result of the changes to sugar content: ‘Drinks now con-
tain 45 million fewer kilos of sugar’(69), and also to positive
consumer responses to the tax: ‘consumers are switching to
healthier options’(70). Newspapers also mentioned the
results of international sugar taxes, for example, in
Mexico, describing their impacts on sugar consumption
and touting taxation as an effective solution.

As a result of the positive effects of the sugar tax on
reducing sugar consumption, but given the continued
increases in obesity, and the continued industry
opposition, some articles presented the argument that
the tax is just a first step. Arguments for extension of the
sugar tax to other products were widespread with most
presented by public health advocates and academics. For
example, stating that ‘the sugar tax to be extended to milk
drinks(71), or ‘Junk food should be taxed and vegetables
subsidised to tackle our obesity crisis’(72). Other articles
presented arguments for the implementation of additional
policies. For example, arguing that there should be ‘a
crackdown on junk food advertising, with a 9 pm
watershed’(71), as well as ‘controlling the ‘deep discounting’
by supermarkets of unhealthy foods should be given a high
priority’(73).

Arguments against sugar taxes

A number of articles presented arguments in opposition
to sugar taxes. These arguments, which were largely pre-
sented by actors from the food and drink sector, included
the potential regressive effects of food and drink taxes, the
impacts of artificial sweeteners, concerns over Brexit, the
notion of individual responsibility and the unnecessary
over-involvement of the government. Opposing arguments
were apparent across the entire sample but were focused at
the announcement (2016) and implementation (2018) of
the SDIL.

Sugar taxes are unfair
First, opponents stated that taxes are unfair and thus
almost ‘certain to be blocked by Euro judges for being
“discriminatory”’(74). This argument related to the impact
of taxes on business performance (comparative to other
drinks makers), with the tax likely to affect the profit-
making ability of businesses across the entire soft drinks

supply chain. It also related to the regressive nature of taxes
since, according to quotes from opponents, they ‘hit the
poorest families hardest’(75), and ‘just drive poor people
further into poverty’(76) without reducing ‘sugar consump-
tion in a “meaningful way”’ (77). These arguments were
concentrated in early 2016, around the time of the SDIL
announcement, but continued throughout the sample
period.

A related argument against sugar taxes was the unfair
dual impact of the new sugar tax and the uncertain nature
of Brexit – an argument which first appeared in 2017. The
tax was touted as being an additional burden for soft
drink businesses in the UK. Opponents stated that ‘The
Government would be well advised to pause it [the sugar
tax] during Brexit negotiations : : : ’(78). Having to change
recipes would be a ‘“monumental distraction” when the
UK faced a no-deal Brexit’(79), that would, unnecessarily,
make it harder for them to operate and compete with other
organisations.

Artificial sweeteners
The third argument against sugar taxes was presented
largely by consumers of SSB who were concerned by the
increased use of artificial sweeteners. Some opponents
stated that the tax had negatively impacted people with
diabetes who ‘rely on Lucozade to boost blood glucose
[as they] will have to buy twice as much as the amount
of sugar in the drink is being halved : : : ’(80). Whilst others
stated that sweeteners may be associated with an increased
risk of health problems, presenting research to support
such claims. For instance: ‘men who had two diet drinks
a day were 23 percent more likely to develop heart fail-
ure’(81). Yet more opposition related to the altered taste
of SSB due to the increased use of sweeteners.

Individual responsibility
The penultimate argument related to the promotion of indi-
vidual responsibility. This was demonstrated by the
emphasis on behaviour change, the importance of physical
activity and the need for self-control. Education was
pushed as a preferential focus for efforts to reduce sugar
consumption, with articles presenting quotes such as:
‘The only realistic way of tackling obesity is to educate
people about nutrition and encourage them to exercise
self-control’(82) and ‘Children should simply be advised to
move about more and eat less’(83). In a similar vein, the soft
drink industry reported that education and voluntary sugar
reduction initiatives would be enough to control sugar
consumption in the population. Such individual framing
attributes blame to the individual, suggesting health issues
such as obesity and diabetes are the result of social devian-
ces and propose that public policy is unwarranted. This
individualistic framing by newspapers has been reported
previously(84). The final, but highly related argument
presented in opposition to sugar taxes, related to their
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paternalistic nature. This argument occurred across
newspapers and across the sample period and can be
demonstrated by quotes such as: ‘this is another example
of irresponsible meddling from the high priests of the
nanny state’(85).

Discussion

The aim of this study was to assess the portrayal of sugar,
SSB taxes and the UK SDIL in UK national newspapers from
2016 to 2019. This period represents the announcement,
implementation and anniversary of the SIDL and has not
been investigated previously. The SDIL has become a
prominent topic in UK national newspapers as evidenced
by the number of articles published and assessed in this and
previous studies(37,38). The peaks in newspaper coverage
between 2016 and 2019 coincided with key policy events:
the announcement of the SDIL (March 2016), the public
consultation which concluded in October 2016, and the
introduction of the SDIL (April 2018). Buckton et al.(38)

observed a similar pattern of coverage between 2015
and 2016. The results of the present study highlight the con-
tinued political interest in sugar, the society-wide health
problems that SSB pose and the governmental solutions
to overconsumption.

Supportive messages, presented by public health
advocates, academics and celebrity endorsers were largely
consistent across the sample period. The negative health
impacts of excess sugar intake were frequently discussed
and often supported by research linking sugar or SSB
consumption with poor health(86). Similar messages have
been found in earlier analyses(37,38). SSB taxation including
the SDIL was also portrayed as a positive action with the
potential to reduce SSB intake. Public health groups high-
lighted the importance of industry taking at least some
responsibility for public health, describing them of vectors
of disease. This has been found to be effective in shifting
blame from individuals to the industry in other contexts,
such as tobacco control(87). As has been found in previous
analyses, supporters also portrayed industry corporate
social responsibility programmes (such as the sponsorship
of events) as disingenuous(88), whilst highlighting the
unnecessary overzealous marketing of SSB and related
products to children(17). The consistency of support for
the SDIL across newspapers may reflect media advocacy
efforts of public health groups which pushed social justice
frames(89). It is also possible that the fame of Jamie Oliver,
who acted as a policy entrepreneur, could have helped to
push supportive messages. It is possible that the supportive
frames presented in the media may also have played a part
in the alteration the ‘secondary aspects’ of personal beliefs
to garner political and public support for the SDIL(90), as
theorised by the Advocacy Coalition Framework(28).

Opposing messages for SSB taxation were also preva-
lent across the articles analysed. However, they were less

cohesive than those presented by supportive groups. This
lack of cohesion may be due to the unexpected announce-
ment of the UK SDIL, but other possible reasons have been
hypothesised previously(17). Opposing messages were
apparent throughout the sample, but were most frequent
at key policy events, such as at SDIL announcement, imple-
mentation and its anniversary. This may suggest efforts to
promote the individual responsibility rhetoric and encour-
age the repeal of the SDIL. Individual companies focused
on positive messages, for example, highlighting their
efforts to reduce sugar via reformulation and their corpo-
rate social responsibility programmes, which they touted
as being part of the solution. Similar actions have been
described in previous media analyses(30). Neutral indus-
try-wide groups such as the Food and Drink Federation
were often quoted in relation to opposition for taxation
and the health harms of SSB.

Whilst industry stakeholders stated that obesity is a seri-
ous problem that needs a solution, they did not agree with
the proposed solutions advocated by public health, nor did
they agree that industry is to blame for the problem.
Although opposing messaging appeared valid, when read
in isolation, they were contradictory when considered
together. For example, arguments against taxation included
the ineffectiveness of SSB taxes to reduce consumption, the
benefits of voluntary self-regulation (and the sugar reduc-
tion already done by the sector), the unfairness of taxation
both for the public and industry themselves, and the poten-
tial impact of an SSB tax on the economy especially in light
of the uncertainties of Brexit. This confused argument to
support a single point (that SSB taxes should not be imple-
mented) has been reported previously(91) and has been
considered as a form of kettle logic(92). Similar confused
opposing arguments from SSB manufacturers have been
reported previously, with some additional reports of the
industry inflating the effects of SSB taxation on the
economy (including greater job losses and reduced public
revenue generation) to reduce acceptance of taxation(91).
The arguments put forward by industry add detail in the
context of specific national nutrition policy, namely the
SDIL, and also support the market justice frame identified
in prior studies(21,39). Framing conditions such as obesity in
this way is an oversimplification, suggesting that health is
controllable and also ignores the role of the environment,
in which research has shown to play an important role in
the development of the condition(93).

The study presents how a recent public health policy
debate was portrayed in national newspapers. Findings
improve understanding of the stakeholders involved in
SSB or sugar tax policy debates and also highlight the
opposing messages presented. For public health, the find-
ings may be useful for future policymakers in anticipating
private industry frames following policy implementation.
Since the UK newspaper readership is large, it is possible
that a substantial proportion of the UK population may
have been exposed to the frames presented by journalists
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on a near-daily basis, and thus their acceptance of policy
solutions may have been impacted. However, it is also
important to consider other factors that may be involved
in shaping public and political debates. For example,
research has posited that social media may set the media
agenda through reverse agenda-setting(94). Further
research should investigate the frames present on social
media and ongoing public debates.

The findings of this study are subject to limitations. First,
only a sample of newspapers published across the time
period was included in the study which may mean that
some key messages were missed. Secondly, the images
presented in newspaper articles were not included in the
analysis. As images can alter the focus and sentiment of
an article, without implicitly stating it within the text, it
would be beneficial for future research to analyse images
and other media presented with articles on the SDIL to
investigate the impact on the portrayal of the policy.
Thirdly, although media influence on public health-related
perceptions using thematic analysis is well researched,
this method alone cannot determine the extent to which
audience understandings, perceptions and behaviours
relate to media representations(95). Finally, the public is
exposed to various media such as TV, social media and
radio which could all add to or alter understandings.
Audiences also do not consume news media in a passive,
non-critical way and nor do they take in all the information
that they read(96).

Conclusion

This study contributes to an understanding of how the SDIL
was portrayed in UK newspapers between the announce-
ment of the policy and its implementation. The research
contributes to the field by highlighting prominent frames
and identification of the stakeholders involved in the policy
debate in UK newspapers. The findings highlight that the
SDIL was discussed widely in UK national newspapers in
largely a positive light across the sample period, but
suggests that opposing arguments continued and were
most apparent in the period immediately following SDIL
implementation. The publication of newspaper articles
was highest at key policy moments suggesting topic
saliency for journalists and readers.

The study contributes to the literature on framing,
public health advocacy and corporate political strategies,
highlighting how a range of actors seek to influence
political decision makers and the general public through
shaping what is published in newspapers via providing
information and quotes. Such actions by private industry
and public health advocates should be investigated to
better understand the policy development process. To
further understand the importance of framing within the
development of the SDIL, the research could ask actors
what strategies they used via survey or interview research.

Finally, an investigation of frames presented on different
media platforms including social media should be
conducted to further inform theoretical understandings of
policy development.
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