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The trending and increasing openness of news reporting has caused the media 

industry to shift and increasingly report news that was once considered taboo 

to the mass audiences. The high acceptance and rate of feedback from the 

readers boost the rate of coverage on taboo issues. Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and 

Transgender or commonly known as LGBT is an issue that is gaining traction 

on online news portals. Therefore, the main aim of this conceptual article is to 

discuss the effects of news presentation regarding this issue using the framing 

theory from three main aspects which are (i) cognitive (ii) response (attitude) 

and (iii) behavior (acceptance or rejection). This study can be used to shape a 

theoretical expectation of LGBT issues that are being presented by an online 

news portal today. 
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Introduction 

Society has started to believe that the changes brought about by the new media technology are 

inevitable and must be adopted by all. The transition from traditional media to new media 
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forces users to adopt many changes whether it is from perspective of socialization, 

entertainment, education, political involvement, reportage, and so on. The use of social media 

such as Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter have become the lifeblood of many users today. Up 

until 2018, 68 percent people uses Facebook and 74 percent surfs the web at least once a day 

in America (Rebecca & Yu Won Oh, 2018). 

 

One of the basic technologies that is popularly used is the Internet. Internet is used in various 

medium that receive and transmit information and data. The process communication using the 

Internet is one of the most important mechanisms especially in the era of digital revolutionary 

applications such as computers and smartphones (Peckham, 2013). Drastic technological 

development has brought various negative and positive perceptions. As with all technological 

advancement, technology can bring negative impact once misused.  

 

Political experts concluded that technological and new media development are in fact a fresh 

breath to the world of democracy. In the past, society face constraints expressing their views 

and opinions but now with new media, any opinion especially pertaining to government 

policies and politics can be articulately voiced (Kim et al., 2013; Shah et al., 2001). 

 

As technology advances, it has paved an easier and faster path for all industries, including 

journalism. Journalists who used to only rely on traditional media to deliver their information 

and news have transited to online media. These subsequently lead to efforts to attract and 

encourages consumers to move on to the online media. This situation was discussed by Rebecca 

& Yu Won Oh (2018) on the changes of readers in democratic landscape from informed 

citizenship to expressive citizenship as the new media give chances to readers to express their 

opinions.  

 

In Malaysia, news portals and news broadcasting using social media has taken root among 

readers. Harian Metro, Berita Harian and Utusan Malaysia respectively have focused on news 

portal and social media in hope to gain more readers. This phenomenon has caused information 

overload as seen on social media. The piling and flooding of news display on social media has 

opened a new discussion on how it can provide accurate information to readers.  

 

For example, one of the most popular issues that is discussed in Malaysia is Lesbian, Gay, 

Bisexual and Transgender issues or more commonly known as LGBT. Through news portals 

and social media, society can get the latest information. Frequently, the main news that are 

broadcasted are related to social, politics and economy issues. LGBT is a popular topic for 

discussion among social media users. The discussion on LGBT is strong as it is considered a 

taboo topic and considered a human right transgression in a religious-centric Malaysia 

(Zurairi,2013; Bhavan, 2018). LGBT values also contradict the core of Malaysia as an Islamic 

state that forbid homosexual relationships as it is seen as immoral, illegal and totally against 

Islamic principles and laws (Muhammad, 2000). 

 

Hence, this article will discuss LGBT conceptually by using the framing theory on how 

individuals think and their perceptions on the LGBT issue. This articles also focuses on three 

main aspects namely the effects on individual cognitive, individual response, and effects on 

individual attitude when LGBT issues are highlighted by the media. 

 

LGBT in Malaysia 

Discussions about LGBT are closely related to gender. Concept of gender centers around 

inclination of individuals thought and personality as well as the role of an individual in terms 
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of masculinity or femininity. Gender disruption refers to an individual having internal conflicts 

leading to confusion in acknowledging their identity. Gender disruption can be categorized into 

two aspects, the first aspect whereby an individual mimic the behaviour or nature of opposite 

gender and the second aspect whereby an individual is involved in any sexual relationship with 

the same gender. These are in essence known as LGBT. LGBT also refers to lesbian, gay, 

bisexual and transgender. (Mohd Izzat, M.A, Muhammad Syahlan, S., Hisham, H., & Fareed, 

H, 2018) 

 

Malaysia is known as a country of multi religions, races and ethnicities. And Islam is the 

official religion of Malaysia. Islam is a religion that certainly forbids same gender relationship. 

Therefore, since Islamic law is fully implemented in Malaysia, those in the LGBT community 

are not only doing something against Islam but also against Malaysian law. (Musa Yusuf, O., 

& Ahmad Zaharuddin, S.A.S, 2014) 

 

However, in recent years, the issue of LGBT is gaining more prominence among media 

consumers. The prominence of LGBT issue was partly raised by the minority that has begun 

to advocate for the human rights of LGBT group. (Mohd Izzat, M.A et al, 2016). Many issues 

related to LGBT are now discussed openly on social media and undeniably the public are 

attracted to the discourse of these issues. The public started given their speculation and opinion 

to discuss about LGBT. The ongoing discussion of the issues of LGBT directly and indirectly 

affect the reader or audiences. 

 

Individual Cognitive 

The increasing exposure to taboo issues such as LGBT on social media has given an illustration 

on how effective it is to the audiences. Which news frames is the most dominant and pose the 

strongest impact to an individual? How effective is a particular news framing towards society? 

Gamson dan Modigliani (1989) have stated in a discussion of framing theory that framing is 

an idea of management or storyline that gives meaning to every event that happened. With that, 

the news frames suggest what kind of issues that are being discussed and how individuals need 

to understand it. The news frames are manifested through selection, highlighting and 

description of each issue presented. 

 

Humans think and make decisions for every news that we are exposed to. Information 

processing that happen in the minds of human beings decide the effectiveness of every news 

issue that is broadcasted. Framing through selection and highlighting can either help or not help 

individuals to evaluate news broadcasting that are received. 

 

Knowledge of Frame Setting 

There are too many researches and discussions that have been done about framing and frame 

building. However, the area of frame setting is an area where researches are still scarce. It is 

clearly defined that framing is a process where media selects and gives pressure towards certain 

aspects to make them more prominent and dominant (Entman, 1993). It is considered an 

individual process that orients their thought on an issue based on received message (Chong & 

Druckman, 2007). The definition given by the scholars exhibit the significant role that media 

frame plays in highlighting an issue. Individuals who consume these media will then process 

said information cognitively and decide to accept or believe the frames portrayed.  

 

Going back to frame setting, the research of framing highlights that it is a process of evaluating 

school of thought, issue interpretation, concerns of behavior, perception towards issues and 

many more. Lately, the focus has started to shift to the question of whether news framing has 
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effects on certain issues. There are various possibilities of the effects of framing which are (i) 

the condition of framing that is used either it is strong, weak or no effect, (ii) describes the 

basics and mechanisms that explain how effects can give impact, (iii) roles of repetitive and 

competitive frames to the framing process (Schuk & Feinholdt, 2014). 

 

Frame setting is not something that can be evaluated and discussed in the context of groups or 

mass. Media effects are very different to every individual. Everyone’s capacity and cognitive 

tendencies are different from one another. Numerous studies have identified various factors or 

moderators in individual process of gaining knowledge of issues and personal values such as 

personal character and individual tendencies. Other factors such as characteristics and 

interpersonal communication must also be considered. (Schuk & Feinholdt, 2014). 

 

This conceptual paper is proposing to inspect frame setting using the issue of LGBT. As facts 

and history go, the discussion and practices of LGBT in Malaysia are not allowed and against 

the law. Usage of social media such as Facebook however encourages more heated discussions 

relating to this issue whether directly or indirectly. Academicians has discussed at length the 

moderators and mediators that would contribute to greater effects of news frames on 

individuals. The effect here is defined as the level of acceptance on issues that impact 

individuals behavior and attitude. Individual cognitive capacity is at minimum when it comes 

to taboo issues such as LGBT. Hence, news broadcasting and issues discussed by the media 

will determine the level of one’s individual cognitive. For example, the more frequent the 

presentation of LGBT issues, the more it affects the individual’s cognition. This cognitive 

consideration towards LGBT issues play important role into acceptance or rejection of LGBT 

as well as the frames. 

 

There are researches that explain about belief content. It is a factor towards the effectiveness 

of news framing. Belief content is the contents of the existing knowledge contained in an 

individual's mind. If an individual has high preconceived knowledge about LGBT, then the 

chances of effectiveness of news framing is also high. If an individual is not exposed to the 

issue of LGBT before, the news presentation or broadcast of LGBT will not leave any effect 

on them. Factors that impact individual frames of the LGBT issues is an important area to be 

studied in the context of Malaysia as Malaysia strongly prohibits the practice of same sex 

relationships. 

 

Thus, conceptually, discussions on the cognitive and thinking elements of LGBT frame setting 

should be prioritized. These discussions will shed better understanding on individuals level of 

acceptance and ideas towards LGBT issues. Detailed discussion rooted in the theory of framing 

is necessary in discussing social issues like this to identify why the issue of LGBT is still being 

discussed even though it is forbidden in Malaysia. To date, the extent of acceptance and 

openness of Malaysian society on issues like this is still unknown. 

 

Expression Among Audiences 

With social media, Malaysians have a chance to be more vocal in discussing decisions made 

by the government. Individuals have more chance to express their views and opinions more 

openly. Ping Yu & Yu Won Oh (2018) explained that in shaping society's expression model, 

emphasis is given to their self-expression in social and entertainment environments. Thus, 

some approach and measures were introduced by said scholars to anticipate individual 

expressions from social media like Facebook. 
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Among them are (i) sharing information and the private lives of others (ii) sharing someone's 

content and entertainment interests on social media (iii) interactive political expression, to 

determine whether they are positively or negatively inclined. It is predicted that the expressions 

obtained through traditional media and social media are parallel with each other, especially in 

political aspect. The transformation from informed citizenship to expressive citizenship is also 

expected. Traditional media which used to only require one-way communication is also 

changing due to exposure to new media. This is because they can express their opinions through 

social media. 

 

Boyle, Schmierbach, Armstrong, Cho, McClaskey, McLeod & Shah (2006) listed a few stages 

of individual expression. The stages are (i) discussing issues said by family members (ii) 

voicing out opinions on issues said by other people (iii) sending comments to 

editors/newspapers on said issue (iv) calling government officers to give comments about a 

certain issue (v) obtaining feedback from government officers about a certain issue (vi) 

attending public forums/discussions about an issue (vii) attending rallies as a sign of protest. 

 

Through a research conducted by de Vresse (2005) himself on framing integration process 

model, one of the elements of the framing process was explained to be frame setting or framing 

effect. He explained that the effect of the framing itself is split into three main effects. The first 

one is the information processing effect that involves processes in the individual's schemata 

and cognitive. The second is the attitude change effect which involves the way of expression 

of an individual when they are exposed to issues in news through the media. The third is 

behavior change effect which is the psychological and physical acceptance of an individual 

towards a news issue broadcasted by the media. 

 

What really should be discussed and examined through this framing theory relating to issues 

like LGBT is something that is hardly explored in Malaysia. Elements of the expressions 

discussed by academicians as mentioned above should be used to explore the LGBT issue. The 

high dominance of Muslim’s population and strict legal views structure has become a drive to 

see media portrayal especially on social media with regards to LGBT issue. Studies should 

focus on how far news articles on the issue of LGBT influence individuals thinking and thus 

inflict changes on their acceptance. The focus on sensitive social issues should yield a different 

result from previous studies that are mostly focused on acceptance of political issues. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

The researchers are trying to expand studies from communication scholars and framing 

especially from the aspect of frame setting. Prior studies in frame setting is more focused on 

political studies because it was an effort to scan media portrayal towards individuals that would 

lead to changes in voting power. Articles discussed by the researchers conceptually discussed 

elements in the frame setting and framing especially in psychological aspects. 

 

Various stages and process in frame setting starts from the cognitive information processing 

process and proceeds to the attitude change process and the behavior change process. LGBT 

issue is the main choice and is often discussed in social media and shared with many 

consumers. The sharing done by them triggers questions that should be pondered. Does the 

sharing of LGBT issue indicate that the acceptance of mere discussion? Or does that indicate 

their acceptance of the LGBT society? This is difficult to unravel with only observation and 

must be explored further. 
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Lastly, this article gives a description to the general society on the real effects of mass media. 

Negative portrayal might bring negative effects while positive portrayal might bring positive 

effects. Social media sharing does not necessarily mean that it has no meaning, in fact it is 

capable of making a huge impact. The communication and information technological advances 

are not something that must only be viewed from a positive angle, but it also has to be observed 

closely so it does not leave negative effects on the society. 
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