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ABSTRACT  
 
The cases of COVID-19 in Malaysia recorded a significant spike after the Sabah State Election, which was held on 
26 September 2020. This paper aims to examine news reporting strategies before, during, and after the Sabah Election 
Day in Malaysia. Related articles from two online local newspapers (one mainstream and one alternative) are 
compiled into a corpus for this purpose and compared against each other. Using the corpus-assisted discourse 
approach, #LancsBox6.0 was used to compare statistically significant keywords and their collocates to analyse 
differences in the way the election was portrayed in both media channels. Findings revealed that both newspapers 
described news in relation to the number of COVID-19 cases in proximity to reporting of the state election. Arguably, 
reporting of events is (slightly) different and therefore has repercussions on the way news is represented in 
mainstream and alternative media. For example, although both online sources reported the significance of the Sabah 
state election to the rise in COVID-19 cases in Malaysia, The Star used more explicit referencing (e.g., is from Sabah; 
cases in Sabah) and had a more speculative type of reporting as some of the collocations were found to be from 
politicians’ verbatim that indicated their weak arguments while Malaysiakini provided reports that proved the 
elections to have had a spill-over effect on the total number of COVID-19 cases in Malaysia. Collocation networks 
also proved to show differences in the way words are used in language and discourse and can be further explored in 
future studies. 
 
Keywords: COVID-19 collocation; Malaysian newspapers; #LancsBox6.0; News reporting; Sabah elections 

 
 

INTRODUCTION  
 
Sabah – an eastern Malaysian state, was forced to hold its election on 26 September 2020, in the 
midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, after the Warisan-led state government lost its majority due to 
the defection of its assemblymen. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the Internet brought about 
many changes in the dissemination of news and information, which in turn provides a wealth of 
research opportunities. As Lai (2019) contends, “language can be dynamically shaped and 
reshaped to construct or to manipulate social realities” (p. 545), and among the linguistic devices 
available for the analysis of news reporting would be collocation analysis as it is considered useful; 
the presence of recurring patterns can identify specific indicators around words immediately 
adjacent to each other (Baker et al., 2013).  
 



3L: Language, Linguistics, Literature® The Southeast Asian Journal of English Language Studies 
Vol 29(2), June 2023 http://doi.org/10.17576/3L-2023-2902-11 

 147 

Collocation, as Firth (1957, p. 2) points out, is “the habitual co-occurrence of words” that 
is measured in corpus linguistics using a number of statistics (Brezina, 2018). In the English 
language, words co-occur together to form meanings and are representative of the interlocutor’s 
language and thought processes, and in turn, “[i]nvestigating collocations thus creates an 
opportunity for looking into the fundamental fabric of text or speech through the lens of connection 
and association between words” (Brezina, 2018, p. 59). Typical statistical measures that are used 
in a collocation analysis include t-score and MI-value, where the latter discriminates between 
infrequent but strongly associated words (compared to the former, which emphasises the frequency 
of word associations rather than the strength of associations). 

Although collocation analysis is nothing new and is relatively able to highlight word 
associations that could tell us more about a collection of texts - for example, see Prihantoro (2022) 
for the rising collocates ‘renewable energy’ over time, “shared collocates” on the other hand are 
still less reported in the literature (exceptions include, Jaafar, 2022; Joharry & Turiman, 2020;). 
Shared collocates can be described as “[s]imple collocation graphs and collocation networks [that] 
show association and cross-association between words in language and discourse and can thus be 
used in a range of areas of linguistic and social research” (Brezina, 2018, p. 59). For the purpose 
of this study, a collocation analysis of shared collocates is therefore useful in order to discern 
between the different ways in which newspapers report about a common event, such as the 2020 
Sabah state election in Malaysia. More specifically, the research objectives of the present study 
are to: 
 

1. examine news reporting strategies of the 2020 Sabah Election Day in Malaysia and 
2. explore the use of collocations between two different Malaysian newspaper portals on the 

2020 Sabah Election Day. 
  

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
There are a number of research on the 2020 Sabah state election, including, among others, Welsh 
(2021), Puyok (2021), and Wong (2020). Welsh (2021) examined how Sabah’s voters shaped the 
election outcome and found that geography, gender, and class are crucial components of the 
survival strategies in voting. Puyok (2021) looked at how much pre-election voter sentiment 
affected the electoral outcomes, while Wong (2020) investigated the outcomes of the Sabah. 
Although various methodologies and data types were used, studies related to the 2020 Sabah state 
election have not been explored linguistically. 
 

CORPUS-ASSISTED DISCOURSE STUDY (CADS)  
 
The benefits of combining the CL approach with critical discourse analysis (henceforth, CDA) can 
be traced as far back as Baker et al., (2008). Baker et al. (2008), in their notable research on British 
news articles about refugees, asylum seekers, immigrants and migrants (referred to as RASIM), 
promoted the adoption of CL and CDA – particularly how processes such as collocation and 
concordance analysis were used to categorise the representation of RASIM as well as directing 
discourse analysts to representative texts in order to carry out qualitative analysis. 
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This resonates with Partington’s description of a particular type of research, termed 
Corpus-assisted Discourse Studies (hereafter, CADS), where “the investigation and comparison of 
features of particular discourse types, integrating into analysis, where appropriate, techniques and 
tools developed within corpus linguistics” (2010: p. 88) have become a mature and popular 
approach in the study of text and talk (Mautner, 2019). According to Jaworska (2016), the CADS 
approach incorporates quantitative tools from CL while expanding the methodological paradigm 
through the integration of techniques typically associated with qualitative discourse analysis. This 
allows for a comprehensive understanding of the discourse in question and its contextual nuances. 
Additionally, Partington (2013) noted that CADS researchers are particularly interested in 
prioritising a comparative approach so as to ‘compare how the phenomenon behaves elsewhere’ 
(p.12). Hence, it is interesting to note that the CADS approach has been employed to study a variety 
of discourses, such as the discourse construction of ‘women and work’ in Italian and German texts 
collected from the Internet (Nardone, 2018); language ideologies in English and French-Canadian 
newspapers (Freake, 2012), presidential speeches (Hamed, 2021) and the representations of 
climate change and global warming in a newspaper (Liu & Huang, 2022). 

From a cross-linguistic CADS perspective, Nardone (2018) investigated how the discourse 
on ‘women and work’ is constructed in Germany and Italy through the analysis of two general 
corpora from Sketch Engine, namely itTenTen and deTenTen. It was found that ‘equal’ (pari in 
Italian and gleich in German) and ‘family’ (famiglia in Italian and Familie in German) are two of 
the most frequent collocates in the analysis of women and work in the Italian corpus and in the 
German one, respectively. From the analysis of these collocates, more claims are deduced, such as 
findings that highlighted the relationship between family, women and work as the shared discourse 
in both corpora. Another cross-linguistic CADS study is Freake (2012), where she examines 
language ideologies through the use of bilingual corpora of English and French articles in 
Canadian newspapers. Results showed that both English and French-Canadian newspapers discuss 
language endangerment and that repeated collocation showed the hyper-linguistic awareness of 
the French language in Canada, for example, through references to the French nature of Quebec’s 
national holiday.  

Meanwhile, although not explicitly stating the CADS approach, Hamed (2021) champions 
that “[c]orpus – assisted analyses are recommended in the analyses of presidential discourses” (p. 
150), and this could be because of the empirical nature of corpus linguistic methods that “present 
results that have statistical significance” (ibid). Hamed (2021) employed a corpus-assisted analysis 
of keywords and their collocations in the US Presidential Statements of the last four US presidents 
(Clinton, Bush, Obama, and Trump), and after conducting the keyword analysis, Hamed found that 
the US Presidential Statements or speeches reflected the Democrats and Republicans style of 
arguments. Similarly, Liu and Huang (2022) employed corpus-assisted analysis of keywords and 
their collocations to study the representations of the terms ‘climate change’ and ‘global warming’ 
in The New York Times (2019). They follow Baker et al. (2008) when they frame or give patterns 
to specific text by way of examining strong collocates. The examination of the top 100 lexical 
collocates revealed shared collocates between the two selected terms (i.e., climate change and 
global warming), suggesting that they are represented in a much similar way in the newspaper. In 
spite of the unclear labelling of CADS as their methodologies, both Hamed (2021) and Liu and 
Huang (2022) provided close readings of the concordance lines of collocates or made inferences 
when it came to analysing collocations that would reflect the real and extended instances of social 
interaction, that is discourse. Investigating words that are likely to appear together in discourse, as 
Firth (1957) rightfully notes, enables one to “[…] know a word by the company it keeps” or, put 
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simply: how one uses a particular word or phrase in discourse.   
For the most part, the available literature on elections in Malaysia has mainly focused on 

the Malaysian General Elections (Funston, 2018; Mohamad Jamil, 2018; and Nadzri, 2018), not 
the state-level elections. These studies, together with the few which specifically examined the 
Sabah 2020 election (Puyok, 2021; Welsh, 2021; and Wong, 2020), predominantly focused on 
electoral politics and society (not linguistically). Furthermore, there have also been limited attempts 
to study collocations in the local political discourse – exceptions include Jalli et al., (2022) on 
ICERD-related news reports and Jamaluddin Aziz (2019) on broadcasting trends and issues in 
Malaysian Hansard corpus. 

 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
The corpus consists of online news articles extracted from two online local newspapers, namely 
The Star, which is a mainstream newspaper, and Malaysiakini, an alternative newspaper, by using 
the search terms ‘Sabah’ and  ‘COVID-19’ where focusing on only two search terms would result 
in a larger return of articles. It is important to note here that The Star and Malaysiakini are referred 
to as the online edition of its typical broadsheets, even though online editions have been argued to 
be slightly different in terms of style of reporting (Rogers, 2019). The selected articles correspond 
to the period of 30 days before the Sabah election day, during the Sabah election (26 September 
2020), and 30 days after the Sabah election day ended. This period is interesting since the Sabah 
election happened during the COVID-19 pandemic in Malaysia, and it was reported that 70% of 
positive cases registered from 26 September until 12 October 2022 originated from Sabah 
(Batumalai, 2020). This was mainly due to the people infected whilst travelling back and forth to 
the Peninsular after the election, as well as mass gatherings during election campaigns by 
politicians who did not observe the standard operating procedures (Latiff, 2020). As far as 
representation is concerned, both online news portals are regarded as widely read and trusted by 
Malaysians - in the 2020 Reuters Institute Digital News Report,1 Malaysiakini ranked number one 
for the highest weekly reach (45%) of the population referring to this source on a weekly basis 
(almost half of that percentage was reported to view this source more than three days per week). 
Meanwhile, The Star ranked third with 30% of the 81% internet penetration in Malaysia.2 The 
corpus is presented as follows: 

 
 TABLE 1. Description of the Sabah Election Newspaper Articles  

 

Corpus Number of texts Number of running 
words 

The Star 422 141,178 

Malaysiakini 574 249,690 

 
1 https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2020-06/DNR_2020_FINAL.pdf  
2 In terms of online newspaper articles versus the typical broadsheets, Reuters Institute Digital News (2020) further reports that 
online sources of news still maintained a high percentage of preference among users (86%) since 2017. 
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In terms of the analytical data procedures, in corpus linguistics, classic corpus techniques 
like keywords and collocational analyses are frequently used in assisting discourse studies (also 
see Partington, 2018 on Corpus-Assisted Discourse Studies or CADS). As described earlier, CADS 
is beneficial to use here since we began the investigation using corpus techniques that are more 
quantitative in nature (e.g., keywords list) followed by close inspection of the discourse (which is 
more qualitative) through reading concordance lines of keywords and selected collocates (e.g., 
KWIC or Key Word In Context). Usually, collocational analysis is carried out after a keywords 
list is first automatically generated. Using #LancsBox6.0, the present study is able to conduct a 
keywords analysis by combining two separate word lists, as illustrated in Figure 1 below:  
 

FIGURE 1. Illustration of how keywords analysis is produced from the ‘Words’ function 

 
Figure 1 shows the two separate word lists generated by the software through the ‘Words’ 

function. Upon receiving the two different colour-sized circles, these circles are merely brought 
close together (where they overlap), and the software automatically generates a keywords list 
(Table 4). This is particularly useful for corpora that are not equal in size. In terms of the 
parameters, a minimum of 5 was selected as the cut-off point following Culpeper (2009: p. 34); 
where he finds this considerably sufficient given the relatively small data set. The significance test 
for measuring keywords was decided for log-likelihood with a probability value of smaller than or 
equal to 0.01. This, as Rayson (2003) describes, would be a reliable general measure for data sets 
that are either low in frequency, with different sizes and so on. As described earlier, following the 
keywords list, a collocation analysis is then performed focusing on the keyword ‘total’ that was 
significantly more frequent in The Star compared to its occurrence in Malaysiakini (see Table 4 
below). More in-depth analysis is then carried out by close reading of the concordance lines. This 
is further discussed in the next section.  
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 

HOW WAS SABAH ELECTION REPORTED IN THE ONLINE NEWSPAPERS 
 
As previously mentioned, keywords are an important starting point in a typical corpus study. 
Generally, ‘keywords’ are defined as statistically significant lexical items (Culpeper, 2009) either 
frequently or infrequently occurring in one set of texts compared to their occurrence in a relative 
set of texts. In this paper, keywords are calculated in terms of frequency and/or infrequently 
occurring words in The Star compared to their occurrence in Malaysiakini. Culpeper (2009: p. 32) 
argued that keywords are “words whose frequencies differ significantly from their frequencies in 
a norm”, including repetitions of these words “that statistically deviates from the pattern formed 
by that item in another context” (p. 4). In essence, keywords are normally referred to as quantitative 
measures where the sum of a target word is deemed key or salient when it is calculated in terms of 
a statistical measure like log-likelihood, for instance. To reiterate, keywords in this research were 
calculated using the log-likelihood measure with parameters as indicated above (with a probability 
value of smaller than or equal to 0.01 and a cut-off point maintained at 5). This, similar to Culpeper 
(2009), would arrive at the following:    
 

(1) a sufficient number of meeting one's research goals,  
(2) a not overwhelming number of words to analyse,  
(3) an adequate dispersion of the least some keyword instances, and  
(4) any one-off or extremely rare word types being minimised. Of course, whilst the previous sentence 
identifies important factors, there is little clarity regarding what counts as 'sufficient', 'overwhelming', 
'adequate' or 'minimised'           (p. 34) 

 
In terms of “aboutness”, investigating the keywords would first reflect what the two 

corpora are about. Table 2 presents positive and negative keywords from The Star against 
Malaysiakini.3 Positive keywords describe the more statistically significant keywords appearing 
in The Star compared to their occurrence in Malaysiakini, while negative keywords simply mean 
the opposite (caused, thus, calls and so on appear statistically more infrequent in The Star than in 
Malaysiakini). It can be seen that positive keywords in The Star mainly include content words that 
refer to the name Tan Sri Dr Noor Hisham Abdullah (‘Datuk’, ‘Dr’, ‘Tan’, ‘Sri’/ ‘Seri’, ‘Hisham’, 
‘Noor’), ‘Barisan’ in reference to political party Barisan Nasional, the month ‘September’, and 
‘total’ that could be used as an adjective (‘total’ + N). This means that The Star makes more 
mention of the Director General of Health Malaysia compared to Malaysiakini. Although not 
surprising since Dr Noor Hisham appears on the news more significantly during the pandemic in 
terms of COVID-19 and vaccinations, it is interesting to find that the overuse of this type of 
reporting can be seen in The Star compared to in Malaysiakini.    

In contrast, functional words such as caused, thus, remand, and traced appear less 
frequently in The Star, along with lexical words like laboratories, training, water and employers. 
Two of the negative keywords are polysemous (calls and message) and, therefore, can be regarded 
as both functioning lexical and grammatical. These words are more generic in that they may refer 
to issues related to science (laboratories), environment (water), services (training, employers) and 
acts that could be associated with them (remand, traced) and, in turn, represented as more 
frequently occurring in Malaysiakini relative to their occurrence in The Star.  

 
3 Positive and negative keywords are determined by the software where this was generated automatically (refer to #LancsBox6.0 
manual p.33 available from their website: Vaclav Brezina, Lancaster University, 2021: 
http://corpora.lancs.ac.uk/lancsbox/help.php) 
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TABLE 2. The Star keywords list4  
 

 Positive 
Keywords 

Dispersion Statistic Negative 
Keywords 

Dispersion Statistic 

1 Datuk 1.54 860.12 caused 4.70 6.63 

2 dr 0.92 797.93 thus 4.47 6.63 

3 tan 0.86 665.34 calls 5.45 6.64 

4 Sri 0.84 509.76 laboratories 8.15 6.64 

5 Hisham 1.11 349.05 training 8.62 6.64 

6 Seri 1.77 348.85 message 6.40 6.66 

7 Barisan  2.61 325.61 remand 7.92 6.66 

8 noor 1.06 321.03 traced 6.02 6.66 

9 sept 1.27 253.79 water 9.58 6.66 

10 total 1.49 240.86 employers 9.78 6.91 

 
Since ‘total’ was found to be among the top positive keywords in The Star (i.e., ‘total’ 

occurred less significantly in Malaysiakini and can be seen in Appendix A) after words that merely 
refer to the Director General of Health, it would be interesting to examine how this word is used 
similarly or differently in the two corpora. This was further analysed in terms of a collocation 
analysis using GraphColl, which will be presented next. 

 
NEWS REPORTS RELATED TO SABAH ELECTION: A FOCUS ON COLLOCATES OF ‘TOTAL’ 

 
This section begins by presenting the collocates of ‘total’ in The Star, followed by ‘total’ in 
Malaysiakini (‘total’ was identified as a target word to look at based on the analysis of the 
keywords that makes it more empirical and corpus-driven in nature). As a rule of thumb, the criteria 
set for the identification of collocates via #LancsBox6.0 was between a span of 5 words to the 
right and left, using T-score as the statistical measure5 (increasing the default value to 6, where we 
were able to work with more restricted collocates) and collocation frequency was set at a minimum 
of 5. This means that in order for collocates to be selected, they must appear more than five times 
across texts in the corpora. Figures 2 and 3 present collocates of the keyword ‘total’ in The Star 
and Malaysiakini, respectively. In The Star, ‘total’ co-occurred with 17 collocates, as can be seen 
in Figure 2, ranging from statistically frequent functional words like of and the (seen closer to the 
word ‘total’ representing the high statistical count: 19.94; 18.37), followed by lexical words like 
‘cases’ that was ranked third (16.42), followed by number (12.87), a (12.28), in (10.24), to (9.67), 
bringing (8.56), patients (8.22), active (7.4), new (7.39), or (7.67), recoveries (7.11), since (6.71), 
covid-19 (6.49), were (6.34) and country’s (6.19). On the other hand, ‘total’ is collocated only 

 
4 Keywords refer to the salient words in a corpus whose frequency is unusually high (positive keywords) or low (negative keywords) 
in comparison with a reference corpus. 
5 A similar analysis using MI-value (with the same restrictions: threshold value increased to 6 instead of the standard three while 
collocation frequency remained at the default minimum of 5 occurrences) resulted in lower frequency collocates such as words like 
'bring', 'bringing' and 'cumulatively' that ultimately refers to the collocation between 'total' + 'of' with regard to 'cases'.  
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frequently with six words in Malaysiakini, and they are of (14.78), an (11.64), the (11.55), cases 
(10.39), in (7.78) and to (7.34) as shown in Figure 3.    
 

 
FIGURE 2. Collocates of ‘total’ in The Star  

 

 
 

FIGURE 3. Collocates of ‘total’ in Malaysiakini 
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Since both corpora showed statistically more frequent collocations between the words 
‘total’ and ‘of’, further collocation analysis was carried out to see whether these words shared any 
similar collocates. This was done by simply double-clicking on the word ‘of’ in the GraphColl 
image, and as a result, it was found that ‘cases’ was seen to be a commonly shared (lexical) 
collocate of ‘total’ and ‘of’ in both The Star (1,733 times) and Malaysiakini (1,993 times) as can 
be seen in Tables 3 and 4 below. Further double-clicking on the shared collocate ‘cases’ reveal the 
collocation network presented in The Star (see Figure 4) and Malaysiakini (see Figure 5) that 
further demonstrate how these words are used differently in discourse and, again, considered to be 
more empirical than mere preconceived assumptions.  
 
 

TABLE 3. Shared collocates between ‘total’ + ‘of’ in The Star 
 

 Collocate Frequency 

1. the 8749 

2. to 3610 

3. in 3373 

4. a 2048 

5. cases 1733 

6. covid-19 1086 

7. were 904 

8. new 841 

9. number 374 

10. or 267 

11. patients 209 

12. active 197 

13. since 154 

14. bringing 113 

15. country’s 105 

16. recoveries 64 
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TABLE 4. Shared collocates between ‘total’ + ‘of’ in Malaysiakini 

 
 Collocate Frequency 

1. the 15337 

2. to 7428 

3. in 5389 

4. a 3821 

5. cases 1993 

 
 

 
 

FIGURE 4. Collocation network for ‘total’ in The Star using MI-score  
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FIGURE 5. Collocation network for ‘total’ in Malaysiakini using MI-score  
 

Briefly, collocation networks in Figures 4 and 5 above show how connections between the 
highlighted words were made in the two local newspapers. More specifically, ‘total’ was used in 
The Star with ‘brings’, ‘number’, and ‘cumulative’ relating to ‘recoveries’, whereas ‘total’ in 
Malaysiakini co-occurred with the same collocates in terms of being ‘active’. Another important 
thing to consider is that while The Star makes mention of (total) ‘infections’ that are signalled by 
the collocate ‘brings’, in Malaysiakini, this connection is strongly associated with ‘death’. 
However, in order to attribute any of the collocations above to the 2020 Sabah election, the next 
part of the paper will examine concordance lines for ‘cases’ by specifying lines that also include 
‘Sabah’ in order to focus on frequently occurring collocations in relation to the 2020 Sabah 
election. This would ensure that no sweeping generalisations are made.  

 
FUNCTIONAL ANALYSIS OF SHARED COLLOCATES IN BOTH CORPORA:  

‘TOTAL’, ‘OF’ AND ‘CASES’ 
 
To reiterate, both corpora were collected based on reports that were obtained from keying in the 
two search terms: ‘Sabah’ and ‘COVID-19’. This allowed for reports from both media agencies to 
be mutually representative of the context and setting. Since the frequent collocation ‘total’ + ‘of’ 
was found to be occurring in both The Star and Malaysiakini with ‘cases’, this warrants further 
investigation as to how these occurrences or patterns functioned in the newspapers relating to 
COVID-19, particularly the Sabah election (as a reminder, concordance lines were specified to 
those including ‘Sabah’ only). In so doing, concordance lines for these collocations in the two 
corpora were examined closely, and collocations that did not refer to COVID-19 and Sabah 
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election were discarded. This resulted in 64 lines for ‘Sabah’ co-occurring with ‘of’ + ‘cases’, and 
three lines where ‘Sabah’ collocates with ‘of’ and ‘total’ in Malaysiakini; 37 lines for ‘Sabah’ co-
occurring with ‘of’ + ‘cases’, and four lines with ‘of’ and ‘total’ in The Star as shown in Figures 
6, 7, 8 and 9 respectively. They are discussed in terms of three recurring themes, namely, Sabah 
post-state election’s direct effect, the election’s spill-over effects, and assumptions/speculations.6 
 

SABAH POST-STATE ELECTION’S DIRECT EFFECT 

 
For the most part, concordance lines of the collocation ‘of’ + ‘cases’ + ‘Sabah’ in both corpora 
similarly reflect reporting of Sabah post-state election’s direct effect on the number of COVID-19 
cases in Malaysia at the time. Figures 6 and 8 present concordance lines for ‘of’ occurring with 
‘cases’ and ‘Sabah’ in The Star and Malaysiakini, respectively. While there was more mention of 
this collocation in Malaysiakini (15 lines compared to 5 lines in The Star), it can be generally seen 
that the number of total of cases referring to COVID-19 involved the mentioning of Sabah (e.g., 
‘involving travellers returning from Sabah’, ‘recently travelled to Sabah’, ‘with travel history to 
Sabah’ and others). The Star also showed similar reports through the use of phrases like ‘x number 
of the [...] cases were from Sabah/ detected in Sabah/ recorded in Sabah’, as shown in Figure 6.  

However, it can be argued that The Star displayed more direct expressions of Sabah in 
contrast to Malaysiakini reports that are rather hedged, for instance: ‘To come from Sabah’, 
‘continued to be from Sabah’, ‘linked to/detected in/recorded in Sabah’ as opposed to ‘involving 
travellers returning from/ recently travelled to/ with travel history to Sabah, and others (see Figure 
7). In addition, there were also numerous uses of quantifiers/evaluative markers like ‘positive’, 
‘high’, ‘highest/large/alarming rise/rising number of [the] cases’ referring to Sabah in The Star 
compared to Malaysiakini. These initial findings (despite the style of reporting) imply that the 
Sabah 2020 state election was deemed mainly contributing to the COVID-19 pandemic, given its 
assumed description as a mass gathering event. As Herng et al. (2022) found, “the National Daily 
estimated Rt increased to 1.72 during the Sabah electoral process, which was a mass gathering 
event” (p. 11). In fact, Malaysiakini reported that due to the Sabah electoral process, cases tripled 
as “doubling time for Sabah [...] swiftly changed as the campaign started for the Sabah election” 
(Malaysiakini, 16 October 2020). 
 

 
 

FIGURE 6. Specific Number Before Collocation ‘of’ in The Star 
 

 
6 The first two themes were taken from Lim et al. (2021) where they reported that: an estimated (i) 70.0% of COVID-19 case counts 
within Sabah post-state election were attributable to the election’s direct effect; (ii) 64.4% of COVID-19 cases in the rest of 
Malaysia post-state election were attributable to the election’s spill-over effects. 
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FIGURE 7. The direct effect of Sabah on the Covid-19 cases in The Star 
 
 

 
 

FIGURE 8. The specific number before collocation 'of' in Malaysiakini 
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FIGURE 9. The direct effect of Sabah on the Covid-19 cases in Malaysiakini 

 
Closer inspection reveals that people were cautioning against the state electoral process as 

there were reports stating the likelihood or tendencies for politicians to be tested positive upon 
returning from Sabah. This can be seen in the highlighted text below: 
 

COVID-19| Media advocacy group Gerakan Media Merdeka (Geramm) has urged politicians who are being 
quarantined after campaigning in Sabah to reveal whether they had tested positive or negative for Covid-
19. This came after New Straits Times Press Berhad said one of its employees who returned from covering the 
Sabah state election subsequently tested positive for the coronavirus. Geramm said it is aware of concerns raised 
by reporters amid the rising number of Covid-19 cases and urged for cooperation from all parties to be aware of 
their health status in addition to practising self-restraint to prevent the spread of the disease. This is especially 
for national leaders inviting the press to provide coverage. “It cannot be denied that the recent busyness of 
national leaders has indirectly increased the risk of infection, especially if there is a history of travel to 
districts that have recorded a high number of cases. “Political leaders returning from Sabah and undergoing 
quarantine are urged to update their health status, whether they are negative or positive for Covid-19," said the 
group in a statement today.       (Malaysiakini, 5 October 2020) 
 

 
THE ELECTION’S SPILL-OVER EFFECTS 

 
Another finding from concordance lines showed that Malaysiakini reported Sabah to be one of the 
“high-risk areas” since COVID-19 cases were reported coming from the state (particularly based 
on nine screening of arrivals reported between 27 September and 4 October). This implied 
plausible causes for infections to be on the rise, especially after the state election was held. 
Meanwhile, there were also examples – corroborated past research (Lim et al., 2021) that there 
was a spill-over from the Sabah state elections to other states in Malaysia – indicated by ‘of cases’ 
co-occurring with ‘linked to’ or ‘tied to’ such as in lines 1-5 in Figure 10 below. Lim et al. (2021) 



3L: Language, Linguistics, Literature® The Southeast Asian Journal of English Language Studies 
Vol 29(2), June 2023 http://doi.org/10.17576/3L-2023-2902-11 

 160 

argued that events that took place during the Sabah electoral process “demonstrate[s] both the 
direct risk of COVID-19 transmission from mass gatherings and the potential for these mass 
gatherings to spill over to other regions, resulting in an outbreak of national scale” (p. 6).  

 

 
 

FIGURE 10. Spill-over from Sabah state election to other states in The Star 
 

 
 

FIGURE 11. Spill-over from Sabah state election to other states in Malaysiakini (cont. in Appendix B) 
 

As noted, in Sabah, interstate travel was allowed during the election period, with in-person 
voting mandated within each individual’s registered district: this led to an influx of around 250,000 
Sabahan voters returning from other parts of Malaysia including politicians and campaign workers 
flying in from Peninsular Malaysia for the same purpose (Lim et al., 2021). This, according to Lim 
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et al. (2021), infers that some of the interstate travellers contracted COVID-19 during the election 
period due to possible mixing and “that these individuals may have played roles in seeding new 
outbreaks in other states upon their returns from Sabah” (p. 7). Their results showed a relationship 
between the substantial increase in case counts in other regions of Malaysia with the Sabah state 
election, which transpired in the concordance lines that can be seen in Figure 11. In a separate 
report, Anuar (2020) states that “[t]he Prime Minister also blames Sabah election as among the 
causes of huge infection surge, [mainly] linked to the movement of politicians and voters between 
Sabah and Peninsular Malaysia” (p. 280).   
 

PUTRAJAYA: Nearly all of the states in Malaysia have recorded new Covid-19 cases because of individuals 
who returned from Sabah. Health director-general Tan Sri Dr Noor Hisham Abdullah (pic) said Selangor had 
the most number of cases linked to Sabah with five cases, followed by Sarawak, Terengganu and Kuala 
Lumpur– which each state having three cases related to travel to Sabah.  

(The Star, 30 September 2020) 
 
PETALING JAYA: Sabah has recorded more than one-third of all Covid-19 cases in the country, as the 
number of cases in Malaysia breached the 20,000 mark on Sunday (18 October). Health director-general Tan 
Sri Dr Noor Hisham Abdullah said a total of 7,439 cumulative cases, or 36.3% of the country's overall cases, 
have been recorded in Sabah, with 702 new cases reported on Sunday. "The surge in the number of cases is 
because of the high number of samples from Sabah that were sent to the Institute for Medical Research 
(IMR),” he said during a daily press briefing on the Covid-19 situation.) He said there was a backlog in the 
number of tests, but it has been cleared. Dr Noor Hisham said that the ministry had conducted a total of 251,030 
Covid-19 tests on individuals in Sabah, with the infectivity rate at 2.96%.)  

(The Star, 18 October 2020) 

 
ASSUMPTIONS/SPECULATIONS 

 
So far, we have seen collocations ‘of’ + ‘cases’ + ‘Sabah’ in The Star and Malaysiakini that have 
highlighted the state election’s effects (both direct and spill-over) on the number of COVID-19 in 
the country at the time. We argued then: to what extent are these reports speculative, and are there 
any differences between how the events were reported between the two online news portals? Below 
is an excerpt from concordance lines that revealed possible scepticism coming from several 
sources. This, in particular, shows how persons in authority were aware of the situation but 
understated the implications it (the state electoral process) brought.  
 

As for the alarming rise of cases in Sabah after the 26 September state elections, Prof Sazaly said the real 
issue was the actual infection rate in the community even before the elections. "Most likely, it has been in the 
community even before the elections. On the increasing cases of Covid-19 linked to the Sabah state 
election, the Santubong MP did not agree for a health emergency to be declared with the purpose of 
not holding the state election. This was because, he said, such a declaration has never been announced 
in the world, just to avoid facing the constituents. "Covid-19 can be handled with everybody complying 
with SOPs such as physical distancing, wearing face masks, and avoiding crowded places. The matter (health) 
cannot be considered as an emergency," he said.     (The Star, 13 October 2020) 

 
To examine these further, similar concordance steps were carried out to closely look at 

the collocation between ‘total’ + ‘cases’ + ‘Sabah’ in The Star and Malaysiakini (as a reminder, 
the keyword ‘total’ was found frequent in both corpora).  
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FIGURE 12. Concordance lines for ‘total’ occurring with ‘cases’ and ‘Sabah’ in The Star 
 

From Figure 12, we can see that the collocation ‘total’+ ‘cases’ and ‘Sabah’ was used to 
refer to the total number of COVID-19 death cases reported in The Star, of which two of the lines 
indicated casualties reported in Sabah, while the remaining two lines reported a reduction in the 
number of cases post-state election (Herng et al., 2022: p. 7). This supported findings from reports 
like Lim et al. (2021) and Herng et al. (2022), where the four COVID-19 deaths were from Sabah 
(e.g., Sandakan, Kota Kinabalu) and the reduction of cases referred to the effects of CMCO 
(Conditional Movement Control Order), which was implemented after the Sabah electoral process.  
 

 
 

FIGURE 13. Concordance lines for ‘total’ occurring with ‘cases’ and ‘Sabah’ in Malaysiakini 
 

Contrary to The Star, which reports total death cases due to COVID-19 casualties in Sabah, 
Malaysiakini reports ‘total’ collocating with ‘active cases’ co-occurring with a specific number of 
cases, as shown in Figure 13. This can be argued to be more specific in highlighting the increased 
number of COVID-19 cases during the Sabah electoral process and, in turn, supports 
Malaysiakini’s assumptions of the consequences of the projected “spill-over” as discussed 
previously. The below example showed ‘total’ referring to Malaysia’s total active cases, but Sabah 
was reported to remain the highest number of new cases, thus implying that there is a spill-over 
from the Sabah state election (as discussed in the previous sub-section). 
 

563 new Covid-19 cases, active cases breach the 5,000 mark 
Published: 12 October 2020, 6:38 PM 
 
COVID-19| Malaysia has recorded 563 new Covid-19 cases as of noon today, bringing Malaysia's total active 
cases to a record 5,039. Sabah continued to have the highest number of new cases (291), followed by Penang 
(141), where the Penjara Reman cluster accounted for all the new cases.  

(Malaysiakini, 12 October 2020) 
 

Even when ‘total’ was found co-occurring with the phrase ‘still uncertain’ in line (3) 
above, it could still be argued that this implies a concern that COVID-19 cases were on the rise 
and is expressed in the extended excerpt taken from the report:  
 

At the time of writing, the total number of active cases in Sabah is still uncertain. At noon yesterday, the 
figure stood at 2,783, which was slightly more than half of the total number of active cases in the country 
today. 
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In fact, the collocation between ‘total’ and ‘active cases’ in significant lines reported in 
Malaysiakini go as far as to show the highlighted adjective ‘active’, which functions to indicate 
the continuing report or rise of COVID-19 cases as a result of the Sabah electoral process. This 
has been shown in data reports from the Malaysian Ministry of Health (2020), for instance, one 
shown here in Figure 14. In his daily press release, the Director-General of Health Malaysia, Dr 
Noor Hisham Abdullah, was reported to have said  
 

“[f]or this third wave, Selangor began to see an increase in cases at the end of September 2020 after the entry 
and return of travellers from Sabah. The first cluster reported in Selangor in this third wave is the Jalan Apas 
Cluster i.e. on 28 September 2020, involving families returning from Sabah. The increase of local transmission 
cases in Selangor began to be seen on 2 October 2020 and have increased consistently until today”  

(Ministry of Health, 2020) 

 

 
 

FIGURE 14. COVID-19 case trends in Selangor and steady rise post-Sabah electoral process (27.09.2020) [Source: Ministry of 
Health, 2020]  
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CONCLUSION 
 

This case study demonstrated how media representations of the 2020 Sabah state election during 
COVID-19 could be explored using collocation analysis, particularly via the #LancsBox6.0 tool. 
Our major findings revealed that both newspapers described how total COVID-19 cases during the 
2020 Sabah state electoral period cumulatively added to the existing numbers of cases in Malaysia. 
In particular, initial keywords analysis suggested that the statistically significant word ‘total’ was 
often used in relation to the preposition ‘of’ and noun ‘cases’, which reflected on what the news 
was about in general: “total cases” [of COVID-19]. More specifically, concordance lines that 
specified how frequent collocations occurred in terms of the Sabah state election resulted in 
different findings between The Star and Malaysiakini, reflecting the nature of these online 
newspapers as mainstream and online (alternative) media, respectively. Although both online news 
portals reported the significance of the Sabah state election to the number of COVID-19 cases in 
Malaysia, The Star made more direct reference to it by using the existential be-verb ‘is’ (is from 
Sabah) and spatial deictic marker ‘in’ (cases in Sabah) while also using evaluative markers like 
‘positive’, ‘high’, ‘highest/large/alarming rise/rising number of [the] cases’ in relation to Sabah. 
However, Malaysiakini reported more explicitly in terms of the spill-over effects of the Sabah state 
election on Malaysia’s overall COVID-19 cases (nine reports of screening evaluations of COVID-
19 cases from Sabah and further look at the context that signalled a high infectivity rate), which 
also corroborated with other scientific studies surrounding the issue (e.g., Lim et al., 2021; Herng 
et al., 2022). Interestingly, The Star showed more “speculated” news as some of the collocations 
were found to be from politicians’ verbatim that indicated their weak arguments on the situation 
during the time of the Sabah state election. This was not found in Malaysiakini and therefore 
presented critical reading when it comes to media reporting of sensational/controversial news. 
Also, the differences in the way news were reported in The Star and Malaysiakini during this 
timeline reflect the evident role of the media in the run-up to any election, specifically in the 
Malaysian COVID-19 context. Since the Internet and online news have become a medium of 
political news and analysis, online newspapers should strive to create a sense of credibility to make 
their reporting more believable. 

On a general level, this paper illustrates linguistic methods of enquiry, specifically 
collocation analyses on news reporting of the Sabah 2020 State Election Day in Malaysia that also 
took place during the COVID-19 pandemic. This was done through the use of corpus linguistic 
methods by comparing selected news articles from The Star (mainstream newspaper) with 
Malaysiakini (alternative news) that were published during the 2020 Sabah election period. 
Beginning with a keywords analysis, underpinned by the CADS approach, this integration between 
analysing discourse and using corpus linguistic techniques was suitable to empirically guide our 
research to ascertain combinations of key phrases that have, in turn, provided us with the findings 
discussed above. Limitations include that due to space, analysis of the collocation network that 
would give us insight into second, third, and even fourth-order collocates was not possible and, 
therefore, can be a potential avenue for further research. Future studies on other news media 
reporting on the same issue are suggested to examine whether they show similar collocational 
patterns in the news reports. The effects of these different news media on the public perception of 
the issue are also worth exploring. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

SAMPLE KEYWORDS LIST TAKEN FROM #LancsBox6.0 
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APPENDIX B 
 
 

SPILL-OVER FROM SABAH STATE ELECTION TO OTHER STATES IN MALAYSIA KINI (CONTINUED) 
 
 

21 OCT_04_4_ COVID19 
SABAH MK.txt 

screening: One case Labuan (Five cases) screening of arrivals from high-risk areas in Sabah: Five 

22 OCT_04_ SABAH 
AND KEDAH_MK.txt 

from Sabah. This means that the number of cases with a travel history to Sabah since 

23 OCT_04_4_293 NEW 
COVID19_MK.txt 

Sabah: Two cases Perak (Two cases) screening of arrivals from high-risk areas in Sabah: Penang 

24 OCT_04_4_SABAH 
STATES_MK.txt 

One case Negeri Sembilan (Two cases) screening of arrivals from high-risk areas in Sabah: Two 

25 OCT_05_14_OUTLET 
STAFF_MK.txt 

the surge in cases of Covid-19, the majority of who were traced back to Sabah, which 

26 OCT_06_2_ SABAH 
POLLS_MK.txt 

235 new cases reported have a history of travel to Sabah. Although the sharp hike 

27 OCT_07_5_ LINKED 
TO NEW_MK.txt 

cases today: - Two cases during the screening of travellers returning from Sabah. - One case during 

28 OCT_08_ EXPOSURE 
TO COVID19_MK.txt 

of yesterday, there have been 283 cases of Covid-19 has been linked to travel to Sabah since 

29 OCT_08_6_ BY 
ELECTION_MK.txt 

election. In addition, 301 Covid-19 cases outside of Sabah, to date, have been linked to 

30 OCT_08_10_COVID19 
DEATHS_MK.txt 

screening (two cases). Johor reported five cases, of which three involved travellers returning from Sabah 

31 OCT_08_10_ 
SCREENING_MK.txt 

 Sarawak cases were detected through screening of travellers returning from Sabah (one case) and 

32 OCT_08_10_ NEW 
CASES_MK.txt 

in Perak today were detected through screening of travellers from Sabah (two cases) and other 

33 OCT_10_2_ SABAH 
POLLS_MK.txt 

On 8 October, there were 283 cases of Covid-19 has been linked to travel to Sabah since 

34 OCT_11_2_ SECOND 
HIGHEST_MK.txt 

date, the number of Covid-19 cases outside of Sabah, but traced to Sabah, stands at 

35 OCT_12_1_ DIE 
COVID19_MK.txt 

On 8 October, there were 283 cases of Covid-19 has been linked to travel to Sabah since 

36 OCT_13_3_UNAVOID
ABLE_MK.txt 

the country. There have been 394 cases of Covid-19 has been linked to travel to Sabah since 

37 OCT_16_2_COVID19 
FLOODS_MK.txt 

back in 1983. On the increasing cases of Covid-19 linked to the Sabah state election, 

38 OCT_16_4_ BREACH 
6000 MARK_MK.txt 

recent travel from Sabah. The total number of cases that involved recent travel to Sabah 

39 OCT_17_2_SABAH 
ICUS_MK.txt 

said. Malaysia recorded 869 new cases today, of which 451 came from Sabah. 

40 OCT_21_11_FORTNIG
HT DEATH_MK.txt 

4 Labuan (9 new cases) Other types of screening- 2 Returnees from Sabah- 2 Bina 

41 OCT_22_16_ SPIKE IN 
LABUAN_MK.txt 

Close contact screening- 55 cases - Other types of screening- 10 cases - Returnee from Sabah- 8 

 


