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Computational Text Analysis
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Computational Text Analysis
§ Social Scientists have always used texts as data. 
§ There are costs (human labor) to large-scale text analysis.
§ Computers can lower these costs. 

§ Growth in computational power at relatively low costs.
§ Facilitated by widespread digitization of information.
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Computational Text Analysis
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Computational Social Sciences
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Eddelmann et al. (2020)



Computational Text Analysis
§ By using computational tools researchers can… 

§ “provide ‘harder’ evidence for what journalism scholars might already 
have suspected based on qualitative or small-scale quantitative research” 

§ “identify patterns in journalistic data that traditional analysis would not” 
(Boumans and Trilling 2016, 9)

§ In addition, computational approaches make it easier to “revisit” 
theories, assumptions and questions from longitudinal and 
comparative perspective.
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Computational Text Analysis – Pros & Cons
§ Computational approaches can be useful to answer certain types 

of questions, but not others.
§ Computational methods are great for mechanic and repetitive tasks
§ Computational methods can help find patterns and classify documents
§ Computational methods cannot interpret meanings of texts
§ Computational methods are no substitute of any other research method.

§ In other words, computers are good at organizing a haystack, but 
are terrible (for now) at analyzing individual straws of hay.
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African Digital News (adn) corpus
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Africa Digital News (adn) Corpus
§ In 2019 we started a pilot 

project to monitor news 
content on digital news in 
Africa in real time to 
create a live corpus of 
news.

§We built this using R and 
Python.
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Open Access
Open Source



Algorithmic biases
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Limitations of existing archives/corpora
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Nexis Uni NewsAPI

GDELT
NOW Corpus



Content Analysis of African News Media
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Relatively limited 
research on online 

news content

Very few studies are 
comparative

Sample size of most 
studies is small (less 

than 1,000)

Data collection is 
often manual (i.e.
labor intensive)



adn Corpus
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Create a list of 
relevant sources 
with metadata

Manually identify 
seed links to be 

scraped

Visit each seed link 
and retrieve all 
internal links

Visit each URL, 
download source 

code

Merge scraped 
data with metadata

Remove duplicates 
& missing values

Save “clean” text & 
date for each URL 

(and repeat)

Use trafilatura
and goose to 

extract content



Process – Step 1: Seed Links
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Create a list of pages 
you want to scrape



Process – Step 2: Retrieve links
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Visit each website and 
extract news links

Link URL

Toma : inauguration d’une statue 
à l’image du premier chef de...

https://www.rtb.bf/2021/02/tom
a-inauguration-dune-statue-a-
limage-du-premier-chef-de-
canton/

Ouahigouya : des producteurs
utilisent le gaz butane pour 
alimenter les...

https://www.rtb.bf/2021/02/oua
higouya-des-producteurs-utilisent-
le-gaz-butane-pour-alimenter-les-
motopompes/

Compte rendu du Conseil des 
Ministres du 29 janvier 2021

https://www.rtb.bf/2021/01/com
pte-rendu-du-conseil-des-
ministres-du-29-janvier-2021/

Compte-rendu du conseil des 
ministres du vendredi 29 janvier
2021

https://www.rtb.bf/2021/01/com
pte-rendu-du-conseil-des-
ministres-du-vendredi-29-janvier-
2021/

https://www.rtb.bf/2021/02/toma-inauguration-dune-statue-a-limage-du-premier-chef-de-canton/
https://www.rtb.bf/2021/02/ouahigouya-des-producteurs-utilisent-le-gaz-butane-pour-alimenter-les-motopompes/
https://www.rtb.bf/2021/01/compte-rendu-du-conseil-des-ministres-du-29-janvier-2021/
https://www.rtb.bf/2021/01/compte-rendu-du-conseil-des-ministres-du-vendredi-29-janvier-2021/


Process – Step 3: Extracting data
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Extract data that is 
relevant for us



What does the code look like
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Step 3: Processing the data for analysis
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§ Use spacy (or udpipe) to 
tokenize (or lemmatize) 
the text and POS (part of 
speech tag)

§We can then remove 
tokens that we don’t 
“need” (stopwords, 
numbers, punctuation…)



adn Corpus | Content
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Sources included in the corpus (N = 1,294) Top 20 South African sources by items scraped



adn Corpus | Content
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Limitations
§ This approach would (in principle) exclude data that is behind 

paywalls; it is internet data heavy.

§ These approaches are heavy on the amount of bandwidth that is 
required (cloud computing as alternative).

§Downtime of websites and other technical problems might limit 
how much data we can collect, so it is important to acknowledge 
biases in our dataset.
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Applications
§With large corpora of textual data…

§ We can answer descriptive questions about content
§ We can answer questions about linguistic patterns
§ We can compare sources across geographic spaces
§ We can trace longitudinal patterns
§ We can triangulate text data with fieldwork
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More information
§ There’s more details on the process in a paper that came out last 

year
Madrid-Morales, D. (2020). Using Computational Text Analysis Tools to 
Study African Online News Content. African Journalism Studies, 41(4), 68–
82. https://doi.org/10.1080/23743670.2020.1820885

§Data from a pilot study of the adn corpus can be downloaded from
Madrid-Morales, D., Lindner, P., & Periyasamy, M. (2021). Corpus of African 
Digital News from 600 Websites Formatted for Text Mining / Computational 
Text Analysis [Data set]. Texas Data Repository. 
https://doi.org/10.18738/T8/UKJZ3E
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https://doi.org/10.1080/23743670.2020.1820885
https://doi.org/10.18738/T8/UKJZ3E


Revisiting News Flows
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Global News Flows
§ The impact that global news agencies from the Global North have 

on the news content of media in the Global South has long been a 
preoccupation of scholars of global communication since Cold 
War.

§ Spurred by the arrival of Qatar’s Al Jazeera in the 2000s, there’s 
been an increasing interest in the possible impact of State-owned 
media on global news narratives. 
§ These State-owned/backed media include China’s and Russia’s, but also 

France’s and others’.
§ Chinese media’s actual influence on African media is poorly understood.
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Intermedia agenda setting
§ The ability of well-established news organizations to have an 

impact on the content of smaller or less-established news 
organizations (McCombs, 2004).

§Guo and Vargo (2020, p. 3) use the term “transnational 
intermedia agenda setting” to refer to
§ the ability of news media in a country to “transfer the salience of issues 

associated with their own country to foreign media, thus influencing how 
foreign media portray the country” 

§ “the capability of a country’s news media to push their perspectives on 
international politics outside of their own country to the world”.
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Background
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Increased presence 
of Chinese media in 

Africa

China communicated 
actively about COVID-

19 across Africa

https://www.chinafile.com/china-africa-project/chinas-media-challenges-western-narratives-of-africa


Research Questions
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§ RQ1: How prevalent were news stories about China and COVID-19 in African 
media between January and May 2020?

§ RQ2: How much content from global media did African news organizations 
reuse in their reporting of the COVID-19 outbreak?

§ RQ3: To what extent was the reuse of Chinese media’s content different in 
Francophone and Anglophone Africa?

§ RQ4: How much of China’s narrative during the crisis was reflected on 
African media’s coverage of the pandemic?



Analysis
§ Compiled 500,000 news stories from French & English language 

digital sources based in Africa (16 French- and 16 English-speaking) & 
UK, France, US, China.

§ Approach 1: Use word frequencies to compare texts and find how 
similar they are 
§ RNewsFlow
§ Cosine similarity > .97

§ Approach 2: Use word frequencies (and metadata) to classify 
documents into N topics.
§ stm
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RQ1: Amount Coverage about China & COVID
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Limited news about 
China pre-COVID-19; 

peaked in April

Global media discuss 
China more

XH 225 stories/day
Reuters: 135/day
Average: 1.2/day



RQ2 & RQ3: Quantifying Text Reuse
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Around 4% of stories 
were from foreign 
sources (AFP, 1st).

News on China and 
COVID came from FR 
(65%), UK (25%) & 
CN (7%) sources.

More reliance on text 
reuse on English 

(<=) that French (=>)



RQ4: Narrative overlap
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Final Ideas I
§ This paper found limited evidence of transnational intermedia 

agenda setting :
§ News coverage of China in most African countries tends to be relatively 

modest when no significantly newsworthy “news event” is taking place
§ The use of content published originally by Chinese sources is very 

marginal in both English and French-speaking Africa
§ There is a gap between the prevailing themes found in news coverage 

about China and COVID-19 in Chinese & African media.

Old Questions, Big Data: Using adn corpus  | Dr. Madrid-Morales | 34 |



Final Ideas II
§ Possible explanations:

§ Existing mistrust among some journalists in Africa towards Chinese 
media’s content (maybe increased during COVID-19)

§ Preference for domestic issues during a pandemic, which might not be 
covered by Chinese sources.
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More information
§ (Some of the) data and the code for this study is available in this 

repository: 
https://github.com/danimadrid/africa_china_covid19

§ A paper detailing some of these findings is press:
Madrid-Morales, D. (2021). Who Set the Narrative? Assessing the Influence 
of Chinese Global Media on News Coverage of COVID-19 in 30 African 
Countries. Global Media and China, 6(2). 
https://doi.org/10.1177/20594364211013714
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https://github.com/danimadrid/africa_china_covid19
https://doi.org/10.1177/20594364211013714


Revisiting “Foreign News”
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African media covering African news
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African media covering African news
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South African media covering the World
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Senegalese media covering the World
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Next stages for adn
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Pilot study with English text [2019]

Beta version of multilingual database [current]

Launch production stage [June 2021]

Opening access to monitor corpus to users [September 2021]

Data processing and insights [pending funding]



Q&A

Old Questions, Big Data: Using adn corpus  | Dr. Madrid-Morales | 43 |



Old Questions, Big Data: Using the African 
Digital News (ADN) Corpus to Study News 
Flows
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