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Background: 
Digital transformation has provided new technologies for communication and knowledge trans-
fer, heavily used by the public to gain information about issues of relevance, such as health. 
Recent studies have shown that the Internet is frequented more and more by pregnant women 
and new parents as a source for health information [1-4]. The current generation of parents is 
predominantly digital native and therefore it is not surprising that they increasingly access the 
internet to obtain information about their child’s health and development, too. This is also re-
flected by the increasing number of websites designed for parents [5] which offer pediatric in-
formation but also the possibility to exchange with other parents, and more generally to access 
a wide range of relevant topics on children, health, and parenthood [4].  Our own study on pa-
rental digital use indicated that 90% of all parents with children <2 years of age use digital me-
dia to inform themselves on child health and development [6]. About half reported to access 
websites for parents frequently (47%). According to these parents the most frequented website 
in the German speaking region is Swissmom (www.swissmom.ch). 84% of the study sample 
indicated it to be their preferred site [6]. Much of the online information is however complex 
and requires a higher literacy level [7]. Many parents may resort to peer information on web-
sites, as they have difficulty understanding common pediatric health information [8] [9]. Never-
theless, parents present insecurity to evaluate and act upon the digital information found [10, 
11].  
Exploitation of digital data in public health, especially in the pediatric public health, is still ra-
ther new and little applied in Switzerland. The project aims at improving the expertise in digital 
data analyses using linguistic and qualitative methods in a collaborative manner. The three 
partners represent three different professional backgrounds, as well two different language re-
gions in Switzerland; they thrive for a sustainable collaboration. 
 
Objectives: 

Main aim of the project was to establish a collaboration between public health, linguistics and 

health communication researchers at SSPH+ and identify content and method-specific inter-

faces between linguistics and public health. 

 
Further, to develop a rich text corpus, the SWISSMOM Corpus, to apply novel corpus analyti-

cal methodologies thereby advancing the expertise in all partners and providing a data base for 

further interprofessional scientific use. 

 
Doing so, we addressed the following questions:  

 
a) What are the topics parents share in the Internet and are most concerned about;  
b) What are vaccination specific topics and questions of parents, and are these addressed 
by Swiss official and socially relevant public health bodies, e.g. FOPH or Swiss Society of  
Pediatrics  
 

The choice of the Swissmom website was based on a common interest in pediatric public 
health and a rich parental blog on the website with age-specific and health related fora.  
 
 
Collaborative Agenda and Output 
 
While some of the work is ongoing, the aims and aspiration of developing a sustainable collab-
oration and exchange of expertise across two SSPH+ members were very successful.   
 

1. Workshops 
Three workshops took place between the partners between July 2019 and June 2020. 
 
Workshop 1: 14th of November 12:30 - 17:30  

http://www.swissmom.ch/
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• Introduction to data, content and possibilities 
• Introduction to linguistic techniques 
• Discuss possible analyses and next steps 

  
Workshop 2: 29th of January 2020 14:30 – 17:00  
• Discuss domains/taxonomies based on topic labels 
• Validation with quantitative data, 
• Next analytic steps 

 
 
Online Workshop 3: 8th of May 2020 

• Main topic analyses: progress, next steps, paper planning 

• Presentation Master thesis: current status  
 

 
2. MSc. thesis 

A medical MSc. student joined the group from the start and is analyzing the question on vac-
cination discourse in the Swissmom fora. The project thus has an outreach beyond the part-
ners and provided a training opportunity for a public health interested medical student. 
  

3. Corpus Swissmom 
The full available content (ranging from 2014 to the moment of the crawling in September 
2019) was crawled and scraped in order to get a well-structured data set with rich meta data 
such as the person characteristics provided by the parent. The corpus contains six subfora on 
child health related topics, summing up to approx. 5000 threads, which are made up of a total 
of approx. 105’000 individual postings. The corpus is stored on a ZHAW internal server and not 
accessible to the public. 
 
Using corpus linguistic methodology, the topics, semantic fields and their distribution were ana-
lyzed. Starting point of the analyses was a data driven topic modeling to reveal thematic clus-
ters and their distribution in the data [12]. In an interactive and interprofessional process the 
thematic clusters were discussed, named and evaluated with qualitative iterative method, and 
in a stepwise process we derived an understanding of how the methodology can provide rele-
vance, variability, seasonality and temporality of the topics parents address.  
 

4. Concept of visualizing qualitative results and linguistic topics for future research 
Using linguistic and public health concepts we identified the following approach as useful in the 
analyses and visualization of topical analyses. Figure 1 shows how topics can be attributed to 
certain areas of relevance in health and public health (deductive approach) and how the topics 
expand, develop and interact (inductive approach, red arrows). The model also shows the 
overlap, respectively the net of themes across the different topics and areas (green arrows) .  
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Figure 1: Preliminary deductive and inductive mapping of topics of the Swissmom Corpus 
  
 

5. Successful collaboration: grant application COVIDisc 
Building on the previous exchange and resulting understanding we were rapidly able to put to-
gether a convincing SNF project for the COVID-19 call in March including further linguistic col-

leagues. COVIDisc (www.zhaw.ch/covidisc) investigates the COVID-19 discourse and percep-

tion of the discourse in young adults (15 – 34 years) using similar methodologies and analytic 
approaches. 
 
 

6. Scientific Paper 
The MSc. Thesis will be written up as a scientific paper coauthored by the group. Analyses are 
ongoing. 

 
 
Conclusion: 
We thank SSPH+ für the funding to establish this working group on linguistic public health re-
search. The exchange has been profitable and educational.  
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