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Abstract
The first lockdown had a positive impact on alcohol consumption, with wine 
becoming the most commonly consumed alcoholic beverage. Although the 
belief that the immune system and viral resistance are boosted by alcohol was 
labelled as ‘myth’ by the World Health Organization, a later study gave evidence 
that red wine drinking provided protection from COVID-19 1. Based on these 
premises, this paper embraces a multi-disciplinary approach combining Senti-
ment and corpus-assisted discourse analysis to explore news readers’ reactions 
to the news story as divulgated by the Daily Mail in a corpus of 454 online 
comments. Findings indicate that sarcasm and distrust are the most frequent 
feelings, along with a mainly negative sentiment associated with discourses 
concerning politics, the effectiveness of various substances in combating the 
virus and wine-making traditions. Also, insights into the role of readers’ role in 
affecting editorial policies are drawn.

Keywords: corpus-assisted discourse analysis; COVID-19; reader comments; sen-
timent analysis; wine.

 1  We are aware that from the medical perspective, this evidence is controversial. See, 
for instance the papers found at the PubMed repository (for instance Fan et al. 2021; 
Huang et al. 2022).
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1. Introduction

Social media has been a major player during the recent pandemic, with 
people connecting both to spread the information they had and to keep 
up-to-date. Despite its informative and ‘humane’ potential, however, 
user-generated content (henceforth UGC) might be the origin of unveri-
fied information or any fake news which could rapidly spread worldwide 
and cause significant damage if not handled properly. At the Munich 
Security Conference on February 15, 2020, World Health Organization 
(henceforth WHO) Director-General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus 
(quoted in Zarocostas 2020, 676) warned the world about a by-product 
of the epidemic to be fought, namely the infodemic. The term was 
coined by David Rothkopf in a 2003 Washington Post column where 
he defined it as “a few facts, mixed with fear, speculation and rumour, 
amplified and relayed swiftly worldwide by modern information technol-
ogies” (Rothkopf 2003, online) emerged in response to minor and major 
crises like SARS and terrorism. At the beginning of March 2020, WHO 
Director-General spoke again to warn the world against “not just a public 
health crisis, [but] a crisis that [would] touch every sector” (quoted 
in Ducharme 2021, online) and, of course, the wine industry was not 
exempt from the commercial and social-media related consequences of 
the pandemic. It might come as no surprise that in many countries restric-
tions on mobility had a positive impact on alcohol consumption with 
wine in particular becoming “the most frequently consumed alcoholic 
beverage” (Dubois et al. 2021, 165) of all. Amongst the reasons for the 
increase in alcohol and specifically wine consumption at times of crisis 
are: its categorisation as comfort food (Cavallo, Sacchi, and Carfora 2020); 
the generalised panic-buying of food and drink, commonly referred to 
as a “survivalist response” (Velikova et al. 2021, 3); reasons associated 
with stress: “to distract from problems”, “to help me sleep” and “to 
relax” (Velikova et al. 2021, 12); and the belief that alcohol could pre-
vent COVID-19 infection. This and other news about wine and alcohol 
in general and its role in contributing to COVID-19 prevention spread 
widely and caused no little harm. Indeed, an Iranian health ministry 
spokesman stated that 5,011 people were poisoned with methanol alco-
hol, of which 90 people suffered eye damage or lost their sight and 728 
died between February 20 and April 7, 2020 (Aljazeera 2020). Following 
the tragedy and other attempts to spread news promoting the idea that 
alcohol stimulates immunity and resistance to the virus, the WHO went 
on record to categorically deny it. The International body issued a 6-page 
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document entitled “Alcohol and COVID-19: What You Need to Know” 
to address “the misinformation that [was] being spread through social 
media and other communication channels about alcohol and COVID-
19” (World Health Organization 2020, 1). In the document, the state-
ment “alcohol (beer, wine, distilled spirits or herbal alcohol) stimulates 
immunity and resistance to the virus” was labelled as myth and, in strong 
opposition to this, the statement “alcohol has a deleterious effect on your 
immune system and will not stimulate immunity and virus resistance” 
was labelled as fact (World Health Organization 2020, 2). As COVID-19 
cases continued to decline, however, on January 3, 2022 a study by Dai et 
al. (2022) conducted on 473,957 British subjects, 16,559 of whom tested 
positive for COVID-19 published by Frontiers in Nutrition 2 and entitled 
“COVID-19 Risk Appears to Vary across Different Alcoholic Beverages” 
provided evidence that “consumption of red wine above or double above 
the guidelines played protective effects against the COVID-19” (Dai et 
al. 2022, online). The authors found that “compared with non-drinkers, 
the COVID-19 risk was 10-17% lower in red wine consumers [and] 7-8% 
lower in white wine and champagne consumers [while] consumers of 
beer and cider had 7-28% higher risks of COVID-19”. The story was cov-
ered by newspapers all over the world (at least 49, see section 3.1), which 
spread the news that alcohol could prevent the virus.

Based on these premises, the proposed paper aims at exploring news 
websites users’ reactions to the abovementioned news story by embrac-
ing a multi-disciplinary approach combining sentiment (Kim and Hovy 
2004) and corpus-assisted discourse analysis (Partington 2013) in a 
discourse-historical perspective (Wodak and Meyer 2001). Specifically, 
a unique dataset of 454 user-generated online comments posted in 
response to the article titled “Red Wine Wards off Coronavirus… but 
Beer Does not, According to New Research”, published online on Janu-
ary 23, 2022 by the Daily Mail, was scrutinised through automated natu-
ral language processing (NLP) tools, namely VADER (Hutto and Gilbert 
2014) and #Lancsbox 6.0 (Brezina, Weill-Tessier, and McEnery 2021) 
for the identification of frequent words and the sentiment score. Sub-
sequently, the analysis delved deeply into the discourses triggered by the 
news story spreading a scientific article that apparently indicates differ-
ent results from what declared by WHO official documents in order to 
learn about the commenters’ underlying drives and further the sentiment 
analysis from a discursive standpoint. It is believed that by understanding 

 2  Impact Factor: 5.0.
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how individuals respond to news is crucial in the development of effec-
tive strategies to empower both editors and the public and to make more 
informed decisions in both the publishing and the reading process.

2. Theoretical framework

This section provides an overview of user-generated content (UGC), sen-
timent analysis and corpus-assisted discourse analysis for the subsequent 
analysis. The expression UGC is widely used to denote all resources 
“in the form of text, audio, video, image, or metadata, that are posted 
by users either intentionally or impulsively on social networking sites” 
(Kurian 2015, 905) as feedbacks, blog entries, comments etc. This study 
considers a definite type of UGC that is the online reader comment. Her-
ring (2013, 5) defines the reader comment on news stories as a less pro-
totypical type of convergent media computer-mediated communication 
“because it involves the convergence of text with text rather than the con-
vergence of text with another mode” and gives rise to polylogues (Mar-
coccia 2004), dialogues developing on multiple levels in that commenters 
can engage in conversations with one another other than responding to 
the text. A comments section to online news is relatively straightforward 
(Napolitano 2018) and “provides a unique and constructive space for 
public discourse” (Manosevitch and Walker 2009, 2). 

Over the past few years, UGC has amassed “a large amount of data 
on individual attitudes, behaviours, and experiences” (Ruelens 2022, 
731), and yet “its practical use in addressing relevant research ques-
tions and the knowledge of analytical techniques to examine such data 
among social science researchers remain limited” (Ruelens 2022, 732). 
One of the possible usages of these data is sentiment analysis where the 
word sentiment refers to “an explicit or implicit expression in [a] text 
of the Holder’s positive, negative, or neutral regard toward the Claim 
about the Topic” (Kim and Hovy 2004, 1; capital letters in the original). 
Sentiments convey the polarity, which “signifies the orientation of the 
sentiment expressed in the discourse” (Corbett and Savarimuthu 2022, 
5), of the six primary emotions – anger, fear, sadness, joy, love, and sur-
prise. Thus, sentiment analysis – as one of the major approaches of social 
media analysis (SMA) and web contents mining (WCM) – refers to “the 
general method to extract subjectivity and polarity from text” (Taboada 
et al. 2011, 268). The sentiment in a text can be rated as negative, neutral 
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or positive and might be assigned a score determining the degree of nega-
tivity or positivity. Balahur et al. (2013) provided insights into sentiment 
classification for news. They pinpointed three different ‘views’ on news 
articles, namely author, reader, and text, all of which have to be addressed 
within a study. From a reader’s perspective, sentiment analysis can be 
defined as the assessment of a ‘target’ based on people’s ‘norm’ that is 
“their personal understanding and approval of what is ‘good’ and ‘bad’ in 
a certain situation” (Balahur et al. 2013, 2218). From the author’s view-
point, identifying news bias or perspective should concern discovering 
how the ways in which a story is framed can express a certain sentiment. 
From the point of view of the text, at last, the focus is on what is expressly 
said or explicitly mentioned. In this study, the author’s point of view and 
the text’s point of view are considered for examining the reader’s point of 
view in relation to them and the source of the text.

A combination of traditional corpus linguistics techniques – key-
word analysis in particular – and discourse analysis is then used. The 
corpus is studied from a discourse-historical point of view, taking into 
account the “available knowledge about the historical sources and the 
background of the social and political fields in which discursive ‘events’ 
are embedded” (Wodak and Meyer 2001, 65) for the identification of 
triggered discourse topics. Indeed, KhosraviNik and Sarkoah (2017, 
3622) posit that the “identification and classification of specific topics 
of a discourse are among the first and most important aspects of CDS 3”. 
The analysis allows for an observation of how specific discourse topics 
in the original article spark fresh discourses or develop already-existing 
ones. In this respect, Wodak and Meyer’s discussion of the relationships 
between distinct discourse topics is particularly relevant to this study:

[a] ‘discourse’ about a specific topic can find its starting point within one 
field of action and proceed through another one. Discourses and discourse 
topics `spread’ to different fields and discourses. They cross between fields, 
overlap, refer to each other or are in some other way socio-functionally 
linked with each other. (Wodak and Meyer 2001, 67)

If it comes as no surprise that this is the first study that assesses public 
attitudes towards wine’s health-related potential in the context of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, to the best of my knowledge, this is not the first 
attempt to observe user-generated content as applied to the wine industry 
towards wine as a product in general 4.

 3  Critical Discourse Studies.
 4  See: Cuomo et al. 2016; Wouters 2016; Cassar, Caruana, and Konietzny 2020.
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3. Data and method

The aim of this section is to describe the corpus building process and the 
method of analysis. Since replicability is considered paramount in accu-
rate research, the author is committed to making this study’s procedures 
as transparent and replicable as possible.

3.1. Corpus building

In a preliminary phase, the author considered the idea of using more 
sources for collecting online reader comments. This phase entailed the 
search of news articles mentioning the study “COVID-19 Risk Appears 
to Vary across Different Alcoholic Beverages” by Dai et al. (2022) in 
media outlets including an interactive commenting feature with at least 
100 comments, via a Google search with the terms ‘covid’ and ‘wine’ 
covering the time-span January 2022-present. This led to the creation 
of an initial corpus of 49 articles from worldwide online sources of 
which, however, only one having more than 100 comments and there-
fore prompting the author to opt for a single-source study. Specifically, 
a unique dataset of 454 user-generated online comments posted in 
response to the article titled “Red Wine Wards off Coronavirus… but 
Beer Does not, According to New Research”, published online on 
January 23, 2022 by the Daily Mail, met the corpus criteria. The deci-
sion to discard other articles hinges upon the fact that UGC is heavily 
dependent on the content they react to. Although the study they refer to 
is the same, the way the piece of news is framed affects users’ interpreta-
tion and reaction; as Chong and Druckman (2007, 104) claim: “changes 
in the presentation of an issue or an event produce (sometimes larger) 
changes of opinion”.

3.2. Corpus tools

A relatively large body of research of online UGC has employed manual 
analysis as a primary method, which somewhat represents a limit to the 
analysis of larger corpora of comments. In this study, automated natural 
language processing (NLP) tools were relied on to facilitate the type of 
analysis the author aimed to perform. Specifically, sentiment, frequency, 
and keyword analysis were the text mining methods considered; the soft-
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ware chosen to carry out these tasks were VADER and #Lancsbox 6.0, 
respectively. 

VADER (Valence Aware Dictionary for sEntiment Reasoning) is 
a lexicon and rule-based sentiment analysis tool which relies on a gold-
standard quality lexicon based on trustworthy sentiment word-banks 
with the addition of “numerous lexical features common to sentiment 
expression in microblogs, including a full list of Western-style emoticons” 
(Hutto and Gilbert 2014, 220). The strength of VADER as compared 
to a typical bag-of-words model 5 is the incorporation of other features 
concerning word-order sensitive relationships, namely: punctuation, 
capitalisation, and degree modifiers as elements affecting the intensity of 
a text; and the role of the contrastive conjunction ‘but’, a negation in the 
tri-gram preceding a sentiment-laden lexical feature in flipping the polar-
ity of a text (Hutto and Gilbert 2014, 221). Following the acquisition of 
valid point estimates of sentiment valence, the analysis of a sample of 400 
most positive and most negative tweets from Twitter selected from 10K 
random tweets makes it “especially attuned to microblog-like contexts 
[and] performs exceptionally well in the social media domain” (Hutto 
and Gilbert 2014, 216). Not only does VADER distinguish between neg-
ative, neutral, and positive sentiment but also generates a score expressing 
how negative or positive the sentiment is. 

#LancsBox 6.0 is a new generation corpus tool for the processing and 
analysis of corpus data including 6 modules performing an individual 
task. The present analysis exploited the Words tool – which generates 
frequency lists of types, lemmas and POS categories – and the KWIC 
tool  – which produces a list of all instances of a specific term within a 
corpus and allows for the analysis of concordances.

3.3. Method

The approach to examining online readers’ comments is partly based 
on Ruelens (2022); the procedure, however, is adapted to embrace a 
discursive perspective. The author reported the results of a survey of 
634 online comments to find out about the attitudes towards healthcare 
services in different countries, the frequency of topics, nationality and 

 5  In a bag-of-words model “a document is represented as a binary or frequency-based 
feature vector of the tokens it contains, regardless of their position in the text” (Paltoglou 
and Thelwall 2013, 246).
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gender of respondents. The original analytical strategy included the fol-
lowing six steps: extraction; data cleaning; extraction of the names of the 
countries; determination of gender; word frequency analysis; sentiment 
analysis. Here, instead, sentiment analysis is preceded by the reading of 
a 10% sample of the total corpus and the article for qualitative generali-
sations; frequency analysis is followed by a manual analysis in which the 
comments by the users are explored qualitatively. The analytical strategy 
therefore appears as follows:
• Methodological steps (see section 3.4):

 ̶ Extraction (news article and comments).
 ̶ Data cleaning (comments).

• Corpus analytical steps:
 ̶ Sample analysis (news article and comments): this step concerned 

the reading of the article and a sample of 46 comments (10% of the 
corpus of comments) selected randomly. A qualitative preliminary 
analysis at this point was considered paramount for the subsequent 
quantitative and qualitative analysis. Indeed, in the case at issue, the 
reading of the article – to be regarded as part of the corpus – helped 
figure out the main discourses brought up by the writer and reading 
through a sample of the comments helped pinpoint the further dis-
courses users might bring up in their responses. Also, in the context 
of a sentiment analysis, the practitioner can get a rough idea of the 
general sentiment of the responses and put into action methodologi-
cal adjustments if required.

 ̶ Sentiment analysis (comments): VADER was implemented in Python 
3.0 to determine the emotional polarity of individual comments.

 ̶ Frequency and keyword analysis (comments): the corpus was 
up loaded to #Lancsbox 6.0 and a frequency list was generated thanks 
to the Words tool. Stopwords 6 were omitted to decrease the noise of 
language in the text and have lexical words stand out in the corpus. 

 ̶ Discourse analysis (news article and comments).

 6  Stopwords can be defined as common words in a text that do not provide sub-
stance to the specific subject of interest. Examples of stopwords are “and”, “is”, “of”, and 
“the”. The stopwords list considered is freely accessible at: https://countwordsfree.com/
stopwords.

Lingue Culture Mediazioni / Languages Cultures Mediation – 10 (2023) 2
https://www.ledonline.it/LCM-Journal/ - Online issn 2421-0293 - Print issn 2284-1881

https://countwordsfree.com/stopwords
https://countwordsfree.com/stopwords
https://www.ledonline.it/index.php/LCM-Journal


115

Get a Jab or Grab a Glass (of Wine)

3.4. Methodological steps

In the first step – namely the extraction phase – comments were collected 
from the newspaper’s website and reported in a .txt file. Duplicates were 
not removed as it was believed this would disregard a potential conscious 
double-submission of the same comment. The extraction phase led to the 
creation of the Wine and the Pandemic User Generated Content 22 (hence-
forth WPUGC22) corpus of 454 comments totalling 7,721 tokens and 
1,845 types 1,776 lemmas and an average length of 17 words per comment.

In the second step, the corpus of comments underwent a pre-process-
ing cleaning that entailed the removal of special symbols (-, ‘, ’, “, and ”) 
and the correction of typos and grammatical errors that could prevent 
the software from working properly. When posting on the web, people 
tend to use informal language and do not have to adhere to any formal 
and content restrictions. This means there are a lot of spelling mistakes, 
abbreviations, and slang words, as well as errors in syntax. Since NLP 
tools work best on structured text, the more unstructured text in this 
medium can make it difficult for them to work with and result in failure. 
For this reason, removing the noise in a text prevents any distortion of 
reliability of the results. 

3.5. Research ethics

Online research ethics and consent are still developing, as are the appli-
cable ethical standards. Although commenters did not explicitly accept 
to participate in this research, comments were obtained from an open 
access news website where everyone can read them without subscrip-
tion. It is therefore thought to be acceptable to make use of these data 
for research without receiving specific approval. At the same time, addi-
tional private information like the photo, place of origin, pseudonym, 
and other identifying information was left out of illustrative examples 
(Page et al. 2022, 75).

4. Analysis

This section presents the results of the corpus analytical steps performed 
on the article and the comments.
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4.1. Sample analysis

Apart from the discourse of COVID-19 – as a sub-discourse of health 
with the occurrences of ‘covid’, ‘virus’, ‘flu’, and ‘respiratory tract-related 
infection’ –, the article also falls within the discourse of wine – in par-
ticular, red one – and alcoholic beverages in general – ‘beer’ and ‘cider’ –, 
and slightly touches on chemistry – ‘polyphenol content’ (Fig. 1).

Figure 1. – Discourse topics in the news article.

The sample of comments, then, gave useful clues about the discourses 
triggered by the article. References to COVID-19 and the wine industry 
were detected as expected, in addition, some mentions of Boris Johnson 
and France are spotted. The keywords identified were noted down to 
form the basis of the subsequent frequency and discourse analysis. More 
importantly, the reading of the sample warned the author about the pres-
ence of sarcasm and irony and urged an impromptu adjustment of the 
initial analytical strategy with the inclusion of a sarcasm inspection. Alba-
Juez and Attardo (2014, 100) give a definition of sarcasm as negative 
irony “where an apparently positive comment expresses a negative criti-
cism or judgment of a person, a thing or a situation”. This inconsistency 
between the surface sentiment and the hidden one provides sentiment 
analysis practitioners with an intricate challenge (Bouazizi and Ohtsuki 
2016). For this reason, the analytical strategy was slightly adjusted to suit 
the new needs. Specifically, the step devoted to the sentiment analysis 
was widened to include a sarcasm inspection to get finer-grained results 
regarding the sentiment of the comments.
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4.2. Sentiment analysis

Table 1 below reports the number of comments labelled per polarity, 
their percentage in relation to the total number of comments and their 
average intensity.

Table 1. – Sentiment analysis.

Semantic
Orientation

Average
Intensity

Amount Percentage

Negative 0.4519 110 24.23%
Neutral 0.0 144 31.72%
Positive 0.4925 200 44.05%

A quick look at the sentiment categorisation and intensity assigned by 
VADER confirms the presence of a nuanced set of reactions, from mild 
irony to open humour and bitter sarcasm, especially when politicians 
are involved. In particular, VADER shows the presence of sarcastic com-
ments ranked as highly positive responses (see Appendix 1 for the top 10 
ranked comments) and therefore validates the expectations emerged out 
of the reading of the sample as to the presence of sarcasm to invalidate 
the results offered by VADER. At this point, a sarcasm inspection was 
carried out using the News Headline Dataset (Misra 2019), a large-scale 
dataset 7 gathering 11,725 records from TheOnion 8 – an American 
satirical newspaper organisation – and 14,984 non-sarcastic records 
from the HuffPost 9 – an American news aggregator – totalling 26,709 
records. The dataset was implemented in Kaggle 10 via data scientist 
Musah Khan’s notebook 11 through which the value of 0 is assigned for 
no sarcasm detected and 1 for sarcasm detected. Sarcasm was found in 55 
out of 110 negative comments (50%); 50 out of 144 neutral comments 
(34.7%); and 104 out of positive 200 comments (52%) which amount 
to 209 sarcastic comments (46% of the WPUGC22 corpus). Though a 
well-established and shared definition of sarcasm is not available (Taylor 
2017), in the light of previous studies demonstrating that sarcasm is com-

  7  Available at: https://github.com/rishabhmisra/Sarcasm-Detection-using-NN.
  8  www.theonion.com.
  9  www.huffingtonpost.com.
 10  A data science community offering tools and resources (https://www.kaggle.com).
 11  Available at: https://www.kaggle.com/code/lazer999/sarcasm-detection-nlp-and-
tf-for-beginners/comments.
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monly associated with negative sentiment (Kumar and Harish 2018), in 
case of identification of sarcastic comments, these were assigned a nega-
tive sentiment (Tab. 2). Since the average negative sentiment exceeds the 
positive sentiment, the corpus is said to have a negative polarity. This 
disparity in the number of negative comments compared to positive 
and neutral ones highlights a crystal-clear trend which might impair a 
constructive online environment that fosters meaningful discussions. It 
is crucial to understand the underlying reasons behind such a prevalence 
of negativity, considering the impact it might have on future readers of 
the same article. Indeed, negative comments can have a significant impact 
on the overall perception of a particular topic or issue and the presence of 
several negative comments may negatively influence future readers on the 
subject and push them to embrace a certain perspective just because it is 
accepted by the majority.

Table 2. – Sentiment and sarcasm analysis.

Semantic
Orientation

Average
Intensity

Amount Percentage

Negative – 264 (209) 58.15% (46%)
Neutral – 94 20.70%
Positive  – 96 21.15%

4.3. Frequency and keyword analysis

Frequent words and the keywords identified in the reading of the sample 
served as an initial guide for finding other related and unrelated expres-
sions that may broaden the search for the discourses developed in the 
comments. In order to allocate the keywords to a particular discourse 
topic at this stage, it was necessary to look for both denotative semantic 
and social-historical links concerning the keywords, which was done by 
way of the KWIC tool. All the discourse topics that came up in the com-
ments are shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. – Discourse topics in the comments.

4.4. Discourse analysis

At this stage, a discursive-historical analysis was carried out through the 
interpretation of the comments in an effort to comprehend the views and 
values hidden beneath them.

4.4.1. Wine-making and drinking tradition

One of the discourses emerging out of the comments is one on winemak-
ing as well as the drinking tradition of certain nations (see Appendix 2). 
Certain users are amazed by the fact that COVID-19 has taken hold even 
in countries with a strong wine-making and drinking tradition, some-
times in a sarcastic manner. Amongst these countries are France, Italy, 
Spain, (South) America, and Australia, with France, however, totalling 
the largest number of occurrences by far. France was the world’s second 
largest producer of wine in 2021 (Statista 2023, online) and ranked first 
among the top ten countries where alcohol is consumed most frequently 
(132 days). Also, it occupies the eighth spot in the top ten countries 
where people are most often drunk measured in days with an average of 
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17.5 days per year (Winstock et al. 2021). Interestingly, despite Italy being 
the first largest producer of wine worldwide (50.2 million hectolitres 
compared to 37.6 million hectolitres produced by France) (Statista 2023, 
online), France is still seen as a wine-drinkers paradise and “the cliché of 
the French people as a nation of wine connoisseurs remains widespread 
within France and outside” (Demossier 2010, 4). Comment 1, 3, 5, 7, 
8 and 10 make this clear. While some comments look at it from a more 
general perspective (7 and 10) – e.g., “So, why is it massive in France?” 
(7) –, in some (1 and 3) – e.g., “[…] I can’t ignore the fact that France has 
a scary Covid situation and they drink red wine like its water! (1) –, more 
emphasis is placed on their frequent drinking whereas some others place 
more emphasis on the commercial and wine-making related dimension 
(5 and 8) – e.g., “Is all this research carried out by red wine producers in 
France?” (8). Comment 6 – “Who did the research? Macron?” –, which 
is clearly sarcastic, refers to French president, Macron, and expands on 
the previous comments by addressing the political and nationalistic issue 
more broadly. Comment 4 – “[…] did it come from France because they 
are selling less wine?” – introduces the topic – or, more precisely, an atti-
tude – of mistrust, which might lead to the development of adversarial 
and possibly dangerous ideas. Finally, the issue of pesticides in grapes and 
their residues in wine are brought up in comments 2 and 9 – e.g., “[…] 
There is no crop more sprayed with insecticides than wine grapes […]” 
(9). The study’s findings were not a surprise to either commenter, and 
they both point to these as the reason why wine is so effective in protect-
ing against the virus. Less frequently mentioned are some well-known 
wine-making countries (Appendix 3). Some encourage scepticism (15 
and 17) – e.g., “According to this article, France, Italy, Spain should be 
50% free of Covid due to the amount of wine they drink” (15) – and 
sarcasm (11 and 16) – e.g., “Great. That nice bottle of Italian red last 
night I enjoyed was great medicine” (11) – toward the news, but some 
also demonstrate genuine curiosity and offer proof from personal experi-
ence that wine consumption and the virus are related (13 and 14) – e.g., 
“I am particularly attracted to South Australian Merlot and I have not 
had Covid!!…” (13). Finally, a reference to beer intake in Northern Italy 
is made – “[…], the Northern Italians, who tend to drink more beer, have 
had more Covid cases than further south! […]” (12) – and two comments 
(13 and 16) also highlight a more technical aspect of the wine, which is 
that of grape varieties – e.g., “[…] does it matter which wine region it 
comes from, or does it have to be an Australian Sheep Dip Sauvignon 
2019?” (16).
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4.4.2. Politics and commerce

Political discourse topics also emerge; in particular, two are clearly rec-
ognisable within the corpus. One concerns China (Appendix 4) and the 
other the Partygate issue (Appendix 5). 

After the contentious and mysterious dynamics that led to the genesis 
and global propagation of the virus, political and personal positions are 
taken against China, the nation where the virus originated and the study 
observing its positive correlation with wine was conducted. Because it is 
unclear why people should accept a Chinese examination of UK data, 
allusions to China are used to promote scepticism regarding the report 
(comment 18, 20, 25, 29) – e.g., “Who would trust anything coming out 
of China now?” (20). Commenters are attempting to cast doubt on the 
data because of their elaboration in China, and they are implying that 
China may have had a role in it or tried to fudge the data related to this 
issue. Anger towards China also leads to boycott actions extending to 
other areas besides health – “Boycott anything Chinese. Do not watch 
the winter games. China must be held accountable” (28). Sarcasm is quite 
clear in comment 26 – “British figure analysed in China. Go figure!” –, 
as well as in comment 19 where the news outlet is indirectly blamed for 
reporting untrustworthy information – “DM (Daily Mail) proper accu-
rate stories please….”. References to an alleged business desire to increase 
Chinese wine production are found in comment 21, 22, 24, and 27 – 
e.g., “[…] Most probably their wines are not selling fast enough” (22). 
These may also be classified as being part of the conspiratorial thread, as 
might be comment 23, which extends the political discourse to the USA 
by mentioning American virologist Anthony Fauci – “The survey and 
results are guaranteed by Fauci on behalf of China – allegedly!!..”.

The Partygate scandal in the UK involved parties and gatherings 
of government officials during the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 and 
2021, when public health restrictions meant that most gatherings were 
prohibited. While restrictive measures of varying degrees to help slow 
the spread of the virus were in effect, dozens of gathering took place at 
10, Downing Street – the official residence of the Prime Minister of the 
UK – and other government buildings and came under investigation by 
the Metropolitan Police. Of these, at least three of them were attended by 
the then-prime minister Boris Johnson. After the news was disclosed by 
the Mirror 12, 126 fixed penalty notices were issued by the police to 83 

 12  See: Crerar 2021.
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people attending the parties for breaking COVID-19 regulations, includ-
ing Johnson and his wife. The discourse emerges through references to 
‘mp’, ‘Downing Street (party)’ (5 occurrences), ‘Boris’ (5 occurrences) 
but also to ‘Keir Starmer’ 13 (2 occurrences) Leader of the Opposition and 
the Labour Party since April 4, 2020, and one of Boris Johnson’s fiercest 
opponents. In the comments, the subject is always brought up to create a 
sarcastic effect (Appendix 5 – comments from 30 to 38) – e.g., “So those 
at Downing Street were trying to protect themselves from Covid, so can 
work more for the country” (36). The idea that government authori-
ties were aware of the benefits of wine in preventing the virus and that 
the meetings were conceived of as preventative measures rather than as 
chances to meet social needs is the foundation of sarcasm.

4.4.3. Other curative substances

References to other substances that are typically associated with a 
potential risk for health and for which there are studies supporting their 
efficacies in tackling COVID-19 are also spotted (Appendix 6). It is the 
case, for instance, for cannabis (van Breemen et al. 2022) and tobacco 
(Paleiron et al. 2021) in the face of WHO’s statement claiming that 
“smokers are more likely to suffer more severe outcomes of COVID-19, 
such as admission into intensive care units and death, than never smok-
ers” (World Health Organization 2022, online). Paying particular atten-
tion to the specific cases of tobacco, there is also an official document 
on the former that argues: “[t]obacco users have a higher risk of being 
infected with the virus through the mouth while smoking cigarettes or 
using other tobacco products. If smokers contract the COVID-19 virus, 
they face a greater risk of getting a severe infection as their lung health is 
already compromised” (World Health Organization n.d., online). Some-
times seriously (comments 39, 41, and 42) and sometimes sarcastically 
(comments 40 and 43), people bring up the fact that wine has been added 
to the list of alternative curative substances – e.g., “Apparently so does 
cannabis” (39) and “So, there you have it, drinking wine and smoking 
weed protects you from the virus. You don’t have to tell me twice” (40). 
It is worth noting that comments 42 and 43 introduce more substances, 

 13  The actual words used in the comments are “Starma” and “Kier” but based on the 
context it is safe to assume that these are typos.
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including crack, and purport personal testimony on the effectiveness of 
smoking and alcohol (whiskey) in preventing the virus.

4.4.4. Trust in the newspaper

The state of uncertainty is apparent in some comments where the 
newspaper is accused of offering contrasting views on the same topic 
(Appendix 7). The newspaper’s editorial board is attacked for its inability 
to express a clear stance on whether wine is harmful or beneficial – e.g., 
“Next week it will be the opposite!” (46). This confusion aroused by 
newspapers might ultimately lead to an increased distrust towards offi-
cial sources. This is because, in the long run, as ordinary people look for 
answers to their questions in official sources and get nothing but a series 
of conflicting information, they might eventually grow sceptical towards 
that source and equate it to unofficial sources. Indeed, it seems that after 
the accusations of publishing inconsistent information, they have not 
published an article in favour of wine since then. Although we cannot be 
sure whether this is a consequence of user feedback, there is still a likeli-
hood that the news outlet operated accordingly.

5. Final remarks, limitations and avenues for future 
studies

The study focused on comments to a news item popularising the con-
tents of a scientific article. The analysis of sentiment revealed that scepti-
cism and sarcasm are dominant, and that sentiment is basically negative. 
Readers appear to chuckle at the news or to be sceptical of the official 
facts being more inclined to question the accuracy of information pre-
sented to them. It also highlights the potential influence of social media 
platforms in shaping public opinion, as sarcastic and sceptical comments 
seem to be prevalent in online discussions surrounding news items to 
counteract the share and spread of unverified or misleading content.  In 
general, this instance of scepticism and distrust in the news story might 
contribute to building a fractured and polarised society. The discourses 
produced by the news are primarily political, commercial, and medical 
discourses; other illicit medications are mentioned, as are national busi-
ness interests and recent political events, particularly those that were 
recent and local. While a minority of readers take its content seriously, 
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accusing the newspaper of disseminating conflicting news, they con-
currently endorse conspiracy theories related to political and economic 
issues. Overall, the study can benefit news outlets in choosing their 
topics, as well as their editorial policies, and avoiding inconsistencies and 
bias. 

From a methodological point of view, para-replicability (Partington 
2009, 293-394) – denoting the process of extending and building on 
someone’s research by covering wider and different aspects on the same 
line as the previous work – was considered paramount; for this reason the 
method was developed out of an existing one and with a special thought 
to future studies that might refer back to it with the utmost clarity and 
reliability.

The trustworthiness of the corpus tools utilised in this study is 
mostly responsible for its shortcomings. VADER is capable of assessing 
a text’s sentiment, but in some instances, like the one observed for the 
present study, a text’s concealed meanings may deceive the software and 
make a study less reliable. When sarcasm was detected by another tool, 
countermeasures were immediately adopted. However, if on the one 
hand this helped make the results more accurate, the very definition 
of sarcasm makes the issue more complex. In a study of the differences 
between sarcasm and irony in Italian and English, Taylor (2017, 21) 
found that “there is a greater perception of face-attack in the behaviours 
described as sarcastic or SARCASTICO” (emphasis in the original) and 
that these are more commonly employed “to indicate behaviours with a 
target” (Taylor 2017, 33); despite this, sarcasm and irony are widely used 
as near-synonyms and are not easy to define.

Considering that the main goal of news outlets is to inform their 
readers to some degree, analysing readers’ reactions to news stories can 
help news outlets adjust their editorial policy and to decision-making 
processes in creating more engaging, attractive content or present it in 
more innovative ways. Future studies might observe how the emergence 
of discourse subjects develop in comments to the same article over a 
stretch time or how a direct comment on an article might subsequently 
inspire and develop a different discourse topic by another user.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1. – Top 10-ranked comments per sentiment compound.

# Comment 14 Sentiment 
Compound

Sarcasm 
Detection

1. Great. That nice bottle of Italian red last night I 
enjoyed was great medicine.

0.936 Yes

2. Best drink both to be on the safe side, then. Don’t 
forget the pre drink of gin or whiskey to double 
down on your safety!

0.897 Yes

3. Wow. Just wow. Research grant ad nauseum. 0.8779 Yes
4. Actually, it’s sunshine, fresh air, blueberries and 

exercise that will boost your immune system. 
This article is complete fantasy!

0.8655 No

5. Brexit is wonderful, dreams can come true 0.8481 No
6. I didn’t believe that article, but this one is 

obviously true. Cheers!
0.8459 Yes

7. Funny how no one is speaking much about the 
best way to stop Covid which is to have a healthy 
immune system! Stop drinking alcohol, eat a 
species specific and species appropriate diet, 
get plenty of sunlight and make sure you move 
around a bit (don’t do lots of strenuous exercise). 
People in the Western world are generally 
unhealthy, you only need to have a quick look 
around to see that. How can we expect our 
immune system to function well when most of us 
have some kind of metabolic disorder? Even the 
ones who are super fit are at risk as the contestant 
stress their bodies are under does nothing to help 
the immune system.

0.8241 Yes

8. Ha ha ha ha what a load of rubbish. 0.8225 No
9. Blueberries are nice. I’d eat those all day long. 

Good food, good health.
0.8225 No

10. I only smell the delicious fragrance when you take 
the top off a good pinot noir.

0.8126 Yes

 14   Comments are reported according to sentiment score.
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Appendix 2. – Wine-making and drinking tradition (France).

# Comment Sentiment 
Compound

Sarcasm 
Detection

1. I really like the sound of what is suggested and 
will happily try it but I can’t ignore the fact that 
France has a scary Covid situation and they drink 
red wine like its water!

0.6253 No

2. I didn’t know this, but I am not surprised. Wine 
is at the top when it comes to content of pesticides 
and it’s not unreasonable that pesticides in your 
bloodstream could well help against viruses. 
There is no crop more sprayed with pesticides, 
particularly neurocidal INSECTICIDES. than 
wine grapes. In France, workers in vineyards who 
contract Parkinson’s disease are compensated by 
the French government because it has statistically 
been found that insecticides are MORE than 
likely to be the cause of it.

0.5575 No

3. According to this article, France, Italy, Spain 
should be 50% free of Covid due to the amount of 
wine they drink.

0.5106 No

4. Funny that my Lady drinks wine and caught 
Covid, I drink beer and have never caught Covid, 
so that debunks that theory, did it come from 
France because they are selling less wine?

0.4404 Yes

5. Sounds like something France or any other 
wineries would say just to sell more wine.

0.3612 Yes

6. Who did the research? Macron? 0.0 Yes
7. So, why is it massive in France? 0.0 No
8. Is all this research carried out by red wine 

producers in France?
0 No

9. It might just be true. There is no crop more 
sprayed with insecticides than wine grapes. 
Wine grapes have a couple of insects that can 
completely wipe out a vineyard’s vines. Wine has 
the highest content of pesticides in it. The French 
government compensates vineyard workers who 
get Parkinson’s. Perhaps it’s the pesticides in the 
bloodstream of wine drinkers that fights off 
the covid virus. I’m just playfully offering up a 
dubious POSSIBLE. Keep on drinking it.

-0.25 No

10. So, how many died in France with Covid? -0.5574 No
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Appendix 3. – Wine-making and drinking tradition (other countries).

# Comment Sentiment 
Compound

Sarcasm 
Detection

11. Great. That nice bottle of Italian red last night I 
enjoyed was great medicine.

0.936 Yes

12. Well, the Europeans tend to have longer average 
lives than the Brits, so maybe there’s something 
in it. In general, not too sure about Covid, but 
on reflection, the Northern Italians, who tend to 
drink more beer, have had more Covid cases than 
further south! There’s also been quite a number 
of 100yr old people in Italy, for instance, that 
have survived Covid, even if they caught it, so just 
maybe!

0.7888 No

13. I am particularly attracted to South Australian 
Merlot and I have not had Covid!!

0.5686 No

14. I’ll stick to New World reds which are far 
superior to OLD French vinegar.

0.5423 Yes

15. According to this article, France, Italy, Spain 
should be 50% free of Covid due to the amount of 
wine they drink.

0.5106 No

16. So, I’ll keep on drinking my bottle or two of 
the red vino collapso, does it matter which wine 
region it comes from, or does it have to be an 
Australian Sheep Dip Sauvignon 2019?

0.0258 Yes

17. Red wine grown in many of the world’s regions. 
You can purchase reds like you can water in many 
of the world’s regions. still the Covid cases in the 
same regions is high. For example, Italy, Spain, 
South America, Australia. This is rubbish. I don’t 
trust the science behind this study.

-0.0521 Yes

Appendix 4. – Politics and trade (China).

# Comment Sentiment 
Compound

Sarcasm 
Detection

18. Well at long last we have some good news from 
China, that’s if you’re daft enough to believe 
anything from them.

0.6124 Yes

19. Yeah really......report from.... China......says it all 
....DM proper accurate stories please....

0.5423 Yes

20. Who would trust anything coming out of China 
now?

0.5106 No

21. When do we expect the first batch of China’s very 
own red wine to grace the drinks section?

0.4215 No
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22. A statement from China I wouldn’t believe. Most 
probably their wines are not selling fast enough.

0 No

23. The survey and results are guaranteed by Fauci 
on behalf of China – allegedly!!

0 No

24. Did not know China produced wine so obviously 
a sales pitch.

0 Yes

25. Figures analysed in China. I’ll keep an open mind. 0 Yes
26. British figure analysed in China. Go figure! 0 Yes
27. What the article should also point out is that in 

the last 5-10 years, many of the vineyards in the 
Bordeaux region of France have been bought out 
by... Chinese billionaires. Mmmmn, think there’s 
a connection?

0 Yes

28. Boycott anything Chinese. Do not watch the 
winter games. China must be held accountable.

-0.3182 No

29. The trouble with this story is they were all 
drinking some cheap Chinese red plonk. And 
Covid being a Chinese invention I’m reluctant to 
believe any of it!

-0.6114 Yes

Appendix 5. – Politics (Partygate).

# Comment Sentiment 
Compound

Sarcasm 
Detection

30. So, there we have the truth, Boris and his 
Conservative friend must have known this back 
in May 2020 Party on Wayne.

0.802 Yes

31. Great, is this is why Downing Street had the 
drinks party?! 

0.7959 Yes

32. Great, no vaccines for me I’ve just ordered 30 
crates of red wine, let’s party the Boris way.

0.7088 Yes

33. Haha that is what Boris and his party cronies 
knew all along.

0.6908 Yes

34. Which mp with shares in red wine wants a boost 
this month?

0.5994 Yes

35. Did the study gather facts from Boris’s party or 
Keir’s?

0.4019 Yes

36. So those at Downing Street were trying to protect 
themselves from Covid, so can work more for the 
country.

0.3818 Yes

37. So that’s why there were so many parties in 
downing street. They were a prophylactic means 
to avoid catching the virus. How long before 
boris uses this as a excuse?

0.2682 Yes
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38. We’re them drinking red wine at the Downing 
Street party. Starmer made an error again with 
the beer choice.

0.0 No

Appendix 6. – Other curative substances.

# Comment Sentiment 
Compound

Sarcasm 
Detection

39. Apparently so does cannabis. 0.6542 No
40. So, there you have it, drinking wine and smoking 

weed protects you from the virus. You don’t have 
to tell me twice.

0.5745 Yes

41. At the start of the pandemic, Chinese scientists 
had observed that smokers were less prone to 
catching Covid!

0.4365 No

42. Try Whisky. It kills everything else. So why 
wouldn’t it kill that too. I’m not vaxxed and 
never had Covid. Every day I’m in my local bar, 
surrounded by other heavy drinkers and smokers. 
You would think a high-risk group and high-
risk environment. Not one of them has ever had 
Covid.

0.0 No

43. What’s next? Smoking crack kills the virus dead 
in its tracks.

-0.8316 Yes

Appendix 7. – Trust in the newspaper.

# Comment Sentiment 
Compound

Sarcasm 
Detection

44. There is a new story every week regarding wine 
etc and whether it is good or bad. This is probably 
more a coincidence than reality.

-02543 No

45. We were being warned about the dangers of red 
wine the other day. Pick the expert that suits you 
best!

-0.2587 No

46. Next week it will be the opposite! -0.2589 No
47. Last week red wine was good for your heart 

yesterday it wasn’t but today it’s good for Covid 
sufferers.

-0.5689 No

48. Until Monday, Wednesday and Friday when the 
opposite studies are revealed.

-0.6643 No
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