
LETTER TO THE EDITOR

The use of superlatives in news
articles pertaining to asthma
treatment

To the Editor

The use of superlatives — exaggerated language meant to

influence perceptions — is a technique used by journalists

to attract and persuade readers. However, superlatives

used to describe medical therapies have the potential to

misrepresent their efficacy. Previous studies have found

the use of superlatives in news articles related to cancer

therapies.1 This type of sensational reporting is problem-

atic, because consumers use online search engines to

browse treatment recommendations rather than refer-

ence evidence-based medical literature, because of fea-

sibility. While ways to evaluate the quality of news

articles exist, such as the Health on the Net Foundation

(HONcode),2 treatment recommendations found through

news outlets may spread medical misinformation, espe-

cially if not HONcode certified.3 Here, we sought to quan-

tify the use of superlatives in news stories related to

asthma treatments.

Our methodology was adapted from Abola and Prasad.1

On October 15, 2021, four investigators (R.M., C.H., C.S.,

H.M.) used the advanced search feature on Google News

(https://news.google.com) to search “asthma treat-

ment” with 10 separate superlative terms (Table 1) for

articles published between October 15, 2020 and October

15, 2021. These terms were initially selected by Abola

and Prasad.1 The articles were screened by two authors

(C.S. and H.M) in double-blinded, duplicate fashion, fol-

lowed by reconciliation and third party (R.M.) adjudica-

tion as needed. The following information was extracted

if the superlative in the article was in reference to an

asthma treatment: URL, website name, superlative(s),

drug(s) or treatment(s), Food and Drug Administration

(FDA) approval status, clinical data and support

presence, author background, mention of COVID-19 or

coronavirus and whether its mention was tangential to

the focus of the article, and presence of HONcode certifi-

cation listed on the website in which the article was

found.

The initial search returned 102 news articles. Follow-

ing removal of duplicates and subscription articles, 85

articles were selected for full-text review. Thirty-one

news articles met inclusion criteria (Fig. 1). The charac-

teristics of superlatives in reference to asthma treat-

ments are displayed in Table 1. There were 49 instances

of a superlative referencing asthma treatments, with

“breakthrough” as the most common superlative used

(n=23). The superlatives “marvel”, “home run”, and

“revolutionary” were not found in articles meeting inclu-

sion criteria. The two most common asthma treatments

with superlatives in reference were budesonide (13/31,

41.9%) and tezepelumab (12/31, 38.7%). Nearly half (15/

31, 48.4%) of the articles mentioned COVID-19 or corona-

virus. Only 9.7% (3/31) of the articles were written by a

medical writer, with 87.1% (27/31) of articles written by

a journalist/editor, and one with author information not

listed. Nine of the treatments were FDA approved, and

four were in clinical trials. None of the included websites

were HONcode certified.

A large percentage of articles in our study used

superlatives to describe tezepelumab, a monoclonal

antibody still in clinical trials. Interestingly, the article

using the most superlatives referencing an asthma

treatment pertained to preliminary stages of pharmaco-

logical development. Exaggerated language in reference

to asthma treatments lacking FDA approval may mislead

reader perception of therapeutic efficacy. The mention

of COVID-19 or coronavirus in nearly half of the articles

intending to cover asthma treatments may indicate a

focus misalignment. The addition of the pandemic in

these articles is likely meant to attract readers (“click-

bait”),4 and may complicate their understanding of

which disease the treatment targets. Further, none of

the websites were HONcode certified, questioning the

reliability of the articles’ health information due to

lack of regulation.2

The pronounced lack of regulation across websites the

news articles were found in may explain the presence of

superlatives used toward non-FDA approved treatments,

as well as the mention of COVID-19 or coronavirus, as

each of these can potentially complicate readers’ under-

standing of asthma treatments instead of enhancing it.

Overall, our findings indicate many news articles cover-

ing asthma treatments use exaggerated language and

reference COVID-19, potentially complicating the pub-

lics’ understanding and trust of important medical infor-

mation.
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Table 1 Characteristics of superlatives in news articles pertaining to asthma treatments.

Drug/Treatment

included in news

Article

News

articles with

superlative

(s) used

(n=31), N (%)

Superlative

(s) used

(n=40), N (%)

Superlative(s) used Drug class FDA

approved?

News

articles that

provided

clinical

data, N (%)

News

articles that

provided

link for

clinical

data, N (%)

1,10 phenanthro-

line-5,6-dione

(T5-8)

1 (3.2) 1 (2.5) Breakthrough (1) Bifunctional qui-

none oxidant

In clinical

trial

1 (100) 1 (100)

Albuterol 1 (3.2) 1 (2.5) Cure (1) Bronchodilator Yes 0 (0) 0 (0)

Anticalin 1 (3.2) 1 (2.5) Miracle (1) Ligand-binding

protein

In clinical

trial

1 (100) 0 (0)

Budesonide 13 (41.9) 17 (42.5) Game Changer (7), Breakthrough (6),

Groundbreaking (2), Miracle (1), Cure

(1)

Corticosteroid Yes 12 (92.3) 4 (30.8)

Ivermectin 1 (3.2) 1 (2.5) Breakthrough (1) Antihelminthic Yes 1 (100) 0 (0)

Dexamethasone 3 (9.7) 5 (12.5) Breakthrough (2), Groundbreaking (1),

Game Changer (1), Miracle (1)

Corticosteroid Yes 3 (100) 2 (66.7)

Favipiravir 1 (3.2) 1 (2.5) Breakthrough (1) Antiviral Yes 1 (100) 0 (0)

Niclosamide 1 (3.2) 1 (2.5) Breakthrough (1) Antihelminthic Yes 1 (100) 0 (0)

Benralizumab 1 (3.2) 1 (2.5) Groundbreaking (1) Monoclonal

antibody

Yes 0 (0) 0 (0)

Mepolizumab 1 (3.2) 1 (2.5) Groundbreaking (1) Monoclonal

antibody

Yes 0 (0) 0 (0)

Montelukast 1 (3.2) 1 (2.5) Cure (1) Leukotriene-

receptor

antagonist

Yes 1 (100) 0 (0)

Tezepelumab 12 (38.7) 15 (37.5) Breakthrough (10), Transformative

(3), Groundbreaking (2)

Monoclonal

antibody

In clinical

trial

11 (91.7) 5 (41.7)

Whole-genome

sequencing

1 (3.2) 3 (7.5) Breakthrough (1), Groundbreaking (1),

Life Changing (1)

N/A In clinical

trial

0 (0) 0 (0)

*The superlatives marvel, home run, and revolutionary were not found in the news articles which met inclusion criteria
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Fig. 1. Screening and Selection Flowchart for Online News Articles
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