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Abstract 

The outbreak of the novel Corona virus otherwise 

known as Covid-19 has generated global attention 

following its impact on economic, social and other 

aspects of human life, challenging institutions and 

practices including the reportorial roles of the 

media. As conveyor belts, the media’s roles include 

providing accurate, timely and knowledgeable 

information to audiences, against the backdrop of 

rapid changes occurring in the issues around the 

spread of the pandemic. Some of the issues are, the 

necessary prevention techniques to adopt, 

measures being taken to mitigate the risk of spread 

and all other interventions aim at curbing the 

spread, in addition to the interrogation or forecasts 

of actions and their consequences ahead. It is 

generally believed that, the media has fared well in 

its overall reporting roles on matters affecting 

citizens; although this maybe debatable in the face 

of a new pandemic and within cynicism of citizens 

on one hand and limited access or capacity of 

practitioners, on the other. This essay relies on the 

assumptions of the media agenda setting role, 

particularly within the context of the participatory 

communication model to discuss the issues limiting 
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the media interpretation and interrogation roles in 

directing government and citizen action regarding 

the virus and its accompanying challenges. It 

identifies, among others that, media institutions, 

their practitioners as well as health practitioners 

and government bureaucracy combine among other 

social and cultural inhibitions to limit the media 

capacity to carry out their reporting of COVID-19 

as they ought to. The paper recommends, among 

other options that, media organizations can do 

better in the reporting of the pandemic by 

prioritizing health related reporting and scaling up 

the capacity of practitioners towards same, while 

the necessary enabling environment including 

legislation should be evolved to complement the 

initiative. 

 

 

Introduction  

Consciously or unconsciously, the Mass Media, comprising newspapers, 

magazines, radio, television and recently social media, have become an 

important part of our daily experiences and community life. Through them we 

can know and learn many things and access a view of the world around us, both 

far and near. News, occurrences and events at home or abroad are made known 

quickly, easily and made relatable through the Mass Media, because the Mass 

Media have the ability and responsibility to deliver information effectively 

across distances to heterogeneous audiences. At the center of this possibility, is 

public or privately owned media organizations or institutions with the major 

objective of gathering and processing information through their medium for the 

benefit of audiences (Pate, 2014). Therefore, the media is relied upon by 

audiences to monitor events as they happen and report them objectively to their 

various audiences. This reporting role of the media explains its statutory 

functions of providing information, education and entertainment, including 



 

Page 268  JHSS Vol. 20 (6) 2020 ISSN – 2278-8881 

 
 
 
  

interpreting difficult situations and forecasting their outcomes. It is in the light 

of this, that, the media role in covering and transmitting information on delicate 

or emergency situations can be adequately underscored (Makanjuola, 2012).    

In the last three months, Nigeria has been part of a global wave of the Corona 

Virus pandemic, otherwise referred generally as Covid-19. Believed to have 

originated from Wuhan in China in late 2019 and brought to global attention 

following a global outbreak across several countries from December, 2019; the 

global spread of the pandemic has been enabled largely through travels, initiated 

by persons who may have come in contact with other persons earlier infected. 

Globally, the pandemic has challenged every society and Nigeria is not an 

exception. Part of the challenges include, strategies and coordinating 

mechanisms to handle or control the spread of Covid-19 and effective measures 

in mitigating the hardships that will arise from the spread of the infection, 

consequently. 

In dealing with the outbreak, many countries are locating infected persons, 

tracing close contacts and placing them under quarantine, while efficiently 

locking down as part of restrictions to movement. Preventive measures have 

also included promoting basic hygiene, among other safety protocols, especially 

social or physical distancing. The World Health Organization (WHO) has 

advised that hand washing with soap should be done regularly and thoroughly 

and the use of alcohol based hand sanitizer when the hand is not so dirty should 

be encouraged. Consequently, this has impacted on socio economic realities and 

lifestyles of people in many ways. Some of it are, cancelling of public 

gatherings, closing schools and worship centers, ban on local and international 

flights and travel. Others are the delay in return to work, cities and countries 

being locked down, and so on, to curtail the spread of the virus (Freedman 

2020). 

Having accurate, timely and credible information is crucial to being prepared 

and properly protecting citizens from being infected and on measures to be 

taken when infected. Since there are likely several channels of misinformation 

leaving people vulnerable to the disease and other problems like spread of fear 

and stigmatization (UNICEF Nigeria), the Nigerian media is relied upon to 

bridge this gap for citizens. As an aggregator of citizen interest and builder of 

national consensus through informed commentary and objective criticism, the 
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media is the agent of change in the expectations and target outcomes of 

overcoming the pandemic. While it is expected that the media should carry this 

out as a primary responsibility in line with its objectives, there are issues which 

constrain the media in this regard. The focus of this paper is to appraise these 

issues in line with the current realities and discuss the options available for the 

Nigerian media in performing better in this regard. 

 

The novel pandemic 

COVID-19 disease is a highly pathogenic and transmittable viral infection 

caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome Coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) 

which emerged in Wuhan, China and spread around the world. Because of the 

exponential growth of the infection, on March 11, COVID-19 was officially 

declared a pandemic by the World Health Organization (WHO). Genomic 

analysis reveals that SARS-CoV-2 is phylogenetically related to severe acute 

respiratory syndrome-like (SARS-like).The first case of COVID-19 in Nigeria 

was recorded in Lagos state after confirmation at the Virology laboratory of the 

Lagos university Teaching Hospital (LUTH) on 25th February, 2020. The index 

case was an Italian citizen who works in Nigeria and returned from Milan, Italy 

(NCDC, 2020). 

The immediate source of origin and transfer to humans is not known, however, 

the rapid human to human transfer has been confirmed widely. The virus can 

be transmitted at a longer distance in free air, but in droplet form it can only 

spread at distance of 3ft. or 1meter from the infected person to susceptible 

population. 

The world is facing an unprecedented worldwide crisis, forcing decision makers 

to move forward into the web of unknowns, including a rapidly progressing 

dissemination of conspiracy theories regarding the virus. For instance, it is 

shared knowledge, that, there are many Nigerians who do not believe that the 

virus exists, in spite of the increasing number of casualties being turned out on 

daily basis by the National Center for Disease Control (NCDC). For instance, 

available records from the center indicate that, as at April 16, 2020, there were 

442 cases in Nigeria, while a month later (May 16th), it had risen to 5,621 cases. 

As recent as June 16th, the figure had escalated geometrically to 17,148 cases. 

A combination of factors may have been responsible for the surge in June 
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figures, including the gradual ease on the lockdown imposed on several states 

and across the federation and the opening up of places of worship in many 

others. This is clearly evident in the highest daily figure of 745 cases from 21 

states as at 18th June, 2020, out of the total 8.4 million cases recorded globally 

(NCDC, 2020). 

Currently, there are no vaccines or specific antiviral treatments for COVID-19, 

only measures to prevent infection which include frequent hand washing, 

maintaining physical distance from others (especially from those with 

symptoms), quarantine (for those with symptoms), covering coughs, use of 

alcohol based sanitizers, keeping unwashed hands away from the face and the 

use of nose mask to minimize the risk of transmissions. This is made more 

compounded with resident doctors’ declaration of strike in the country. 

 

Theoretical foundations for reporting the pandemic 

The mass media are increasingly relied upon as agents of setting the agenda for 

the public to follow. The media can thus shape public opinion and modify or 

change public attitude on development issues, including health related 

emergencies such as pandemics.  

Specifically, however, the concept of development communication, and by 

extension, The Participatory Communication Model is a response to the initial 

hegemonic paradigms, e.g dependency theory, modernization theory; e.t.c. 

which fails to answer key questions in the development discourse. As postulated 

and recently emphasized by Singhal & Rogers (1999), the participatory model 

strives to empower audiences to social action, and encourages participation at 

all levels and promotion of equal access and society’s self-reliance. 

This, by relevance and justification, implies that, the media reporting role under 

the COVID-19 regime is both of agenda setting to direct government and citizen 

action and a harnessing of a culture of shared social action among citizens action 

in taking the necessary preventive measures to contain or tackle the spread of 

the virus.   

 

Overview of Nigerian media & Covid-19 reporting: The issues 

The vibrancy of the Nigerian media industry as an enabler of social change and 

development has been widely acknowledged in several existing literature (Dare 

1990, Yahaya 2003, Gambo 2008, Akinfeleye 2008). 
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The rich history began with the 1859 missionary and political newspaper, Iwe 

Irohin, leading to several milestones including the credit for the agitation for 

the nation’s independence by several other publications. Although Radio 

broadcasting in Nigeria began in 1932 by the British, it evolved into the 

Nigerian Broadcasting Services in 1952 and finally became fully indigenous 

through an Act of Parliament in 1956. Gradually, the FRCN came to being in 

1978, after which state owned Radio broadcasting flourished before the era of 

privatization. As for Television, what began modestly as Western Nigerian 

Television (WNTV) by the erstwhile western region in 1959, became regionally 

unbundled in the early 1960s and finally appropriated as Nigerian Television 

Authority (NTA in 1977) until the entire broadcasting sector, both Radio and 

television became deregulated in 1986 (Makanjuola, 2012). These have largely 

been complemented by a growing number of privately owned Radio, Television 

and newspapers, including a leap in internet access and adoption under a new 

social media regime.    

With these robust media entity however, the peculiar challenge of covering the 

delicate COVID-19 pandemic exposes a wide range of issues of policy attention 

even beyond the pandemic. For instance, the World Bank has noted that, 

Africa’s financing gap to fight the COVID-19 pandemic is estimated at 

$100billion (Iweala, 2020). How can African countries create the fiscal space 

to address the consequent economic crisis? What are the strategies to 

systematically flatten the curve and prevent resurgence after countries begin to 

ease lockdown, in the face of poor institutional capacities?    

With very high new cases that has moved figures of COVID-19 victims faster 

than they were, we cannot say Nigeria is making significant progress but simply 

following reports and steps taken by other countries. How much of this is being 

interrogated or exposed by the media beyond reporting additional recorded 

cases issued by NCDC on daily basis? 

Before COVID-19, health related reporting include routine activities of the 

Ministry of Health, Parastatals and agencies, including covering of outbreak of 

diseases such as cholera, meningitis, polio, bird flu. Attention has also largely 

focused on maternal health issues diabetes, cancer or hypertension including the 

dreaded malaria, which has been responsible for several deaths (Makanjuola, 

2012). Nothing much has improved. Yet, for these, the media has done well, 
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and can be credited for the vigorous campaign in the eradication of diseases like 

small pox, but more recently, polio. 

The following factors can be articulated as some of the issues constraining 

media reportage of the Coronavirus pandemic: 

a. Poor utility value of reports: The media is yet to adequately deepen its 

knowledge, understanding and interpretation of the pandemic across all 

categories of audiences. There has not been enough creative intervention 

beyond rehashing the preventive measures outlined by the WHO and 

partners, and the sustained reporting of casualties. This is particularly 

important in the era of critical or skeptical audiences, mostly exposed to 

multiple information channels in a digital new media age. 

b. Due to fewer channels of health information, there is an increasing 

reliance on media to bridge a gap of knowledge among citizens in this 

regard through agenda setting. The common evidence of agenda in most 

media reports is the prominence in the personalities infected or the 

significance of the numbers, while a lot more is required. 

c. Lack of specialization and skills by journalists: Health reporting is a 

specialized and scientific reporting, requiring specific skill sets that can 

be evolved through capacity development. Terminologies, big data, etc 

are some of the challenges that may confront a poorly trained journalist 

or media house. 

d. Media organizations confront the challenge of dealing with 

intermediaries, cultural inhibitions or social stigma, including the 

dilemma of national interest, in getting access to and reporting of the 

delicate or controversial issues such as the COVID-19 pandemic. 

e. Attitude of journalists and health workers or government agencies: There 

is a pervasive apathy in the reporting of health issues, as a “soft” content 

variant or what is usually described as human interest issues, compared 

to the attention given to politics. This is more reinforced in the absence 

of extraneous incentives for journalists unlike on juicy assignments 

where tips like politics where tips are handed easily. This has 

consequently reduced the significance or priority given to the coverage 

of health issues, which in turn may create deficiency in the reportage of 

COVID-19, especially where bureaucracy still limits access to official 
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information significantly. Similarly, the preponderance of an 

understaffed, overwhelmed and de-motivated health work force impedes 

effective media reporting. It is difficult to secure the access and 

cooperation of a health worker of important details or information 

worthy of public enlightenment and action under these conditions. The 

current doctors’ strike is instructive in this regard.      

 

Policy options for improved reporting of the pandemic 

In view of the issues highlighted above as impediments to the media coverage 

of the COVID-19 pandemic, the following can be considered as 

recommendations:   

a. The challenge thrown by COVID-19 calls for a creative rebellion among 

media institutions and their employees in the treatment of contents 

regarding situations as COVID-19, while inspiring hope and setting 

agenda for appropriate action by all stakeholders. 

b. More attention in editorial content should focus on building resilience 

among communities, especially, in the reporting of COVID-19.  The 

myth and cynicism regarding the perception of the virus can be 

dismantled if reporting media reporting goes beyond the prominent 

personalities infected or their numbers. 

c. Media organizations should priorities capacity development and 

improved skill sets in health related reporting for practitioners. This may 

include close collaboration with agencies donors or non state actors in 

form of endowment or sponsorships to enhance capacities. 

d. The media must rally a ground of solidarity with various change agents 

including health workers, community based organizations, faith based 

organizations, traditional institutions, youth groups, market women, 

pressure groups, e.t.c in dislodging myths or mysteries, affirming 

credible and useful narratives and deepening access to same. 

e. On the overall, attention must be paid to instituting proper work ethic 

among media institutions, which promote greater professionalism in 

service delivery. While poor remuneration of media and health workers 

remains a huge disincentive which should be addressed, government and 
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policy enablers can commit to encouraging greater access to information 

through policy review and enabling laws, where necessary.     

 

Conclusion    

The principal function of the media is to serve as a vehicle for conveying or 

exchanging information or ideas, while it retains an added social responsibility 

of creating or regenerating a social order for citizens in delicate situations or 

circumstances such as the current pandemic. This requires objective, accurate 

independent, knowledgeable reporting, because the mass media are increasingly 

relied upon as agents of setting the agenda for the public to follow. This paper 

has attempted to discuss this in the light of issues which hinder this objective, 

in the coverage of the novel COVID-19 pandemic, within the prospects of 

policy options that may also mitigate these challenges.   
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