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The 2014 Ebola outbreak 

n  It was the most widespread Ebola 
epidemic in history 

n  It had great impact in society 
– High mortality rates 
– Great media coverage 

n The Ebola cases in Spain 

 



A study of social representations 

n Systems of beliefs, meanings, attitudes, 
and images through which people 
organize and give meaning to the world 
they know 



Research objectives 

n How knowledge about Ebola was 
transformed from scientific knowledge 
diffused by traditional media to lay 
people’s thinking as reflected by 
electronic social networks 

n What role played emotional reactions 
when people made sense of Ebola 

 



The process. 
From science to common sense 

n The transformation of scientific knowledge 
in the course of its diffusion 

n From reified universe to consensual 
universe 



Two communicative formats 

n  Reification 

n  More monological 
n  Directed 
n  Prescriptive 

n  media 

n  Consensualization 

n  More dialogical 
n  Heterogeneity 
n  Multiple voices 

n  Social networks. 
Twitter 



The content.  
Social representations of Ebola 

n SRT emphasizes the symbolic aspects of 
dealing with the threat of a disease 
through interpersonal and media 
communication 

n Media content: 
– Hot crisis of maximum panic 
– Process of othering 
– Downward, upward and outward blame 



The content. 
Social representations of Ebola 

n SRT claims that the unknown becomes 
known through the anchoring process 
where new phenomena are named and 
classified on the basis of concepts that are 
meaningful to the public 

n The public’s content 
– The process of otherness 
– Representations of heroes, victims and villains 
– Emotional anchoring 



Context of the studies 

n The first European country with an Ebola 
infection during the 2014 outbreak 

n No experience with Ebola in Spain 
– People learned about if through the media 
– Trending topic in Twitter 



Method 

n Sample. Articles from El Pais and 28760 
Tweets written in Spanish between March 
22, 2014 and November 15, 2014 

n Analysis of information. Lexical analysis 
using Alceste software 







Method 

n Sample. In this research 294 participants 
completed a questionnaire 

n Materials. What comes to your mind when 
you hear the word Ebola? 

n Analysis of information. Lexical analysis 
with Alceste software 







Discussion 

n How people make sense of Ebola in their 
daily lives 

n Reification and consensualization 
discoursive formats 
– More monological vs. Dialogical 
– More homogeneous vs. Heterogeneous 



Discussion 

n  Examples of media discourse 
–  It is the only realistic way to address this global 

threat 
–  Political responsibilities must… 
–  Everyone agrees that… 

n  Examples of Twitter 
–  It is shameful to blame the repatriated religious 

workers 
–  The government is not spending a single euro to seek 

a cure 
–  Congratulations Teresa! 



Discussion 

n The public makes sense of Ebola by 
anchoring and objectification processes 
– A global threat 
– Emotional anchoring 
– Moral symbols 



Thank you 


