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Abstract

Introduction: The COVID-19 vaccination program in Nigeria commenced on March 5, 2021, and garnered substantial media
attention and extensive coverage in national newspapers. This study aimed to examine the portrayal of COVID-19 vaccination
in Nigerian media.

Methods: A quantitative content analysis of 263 articles from major Nigerian newspapers published between January 2020 and
December 2023 was conducted to examine the evidence presented on vaccination, perceived risks of COVID-19, and the overall
tone of media coverage related to COVID-19 vaccination in Nigeria. Using relevant keywords, articles were retrieved through
Google News, Google Search, and PressReader from newspapers including Punch, Vanguard, Daily Trust, Premium Times,
and The Whistler, selected for their extensive national reach and readership. The content of the articles was systematically
reviewed and analyzed. Data for this study were analyzed using quantitative thematic content analysis and descriptive statistical
techniques to systematically examine patterns in newspaper coverage of the COVID-19 vaccine.

Results: Of the 263 articles reviewed, 60% (158/263) of media coverage was pro-vaccine, while 17.5% (46/263) was anti-
vaccine and 22.4% (59/263) presented a balanced view of both perspectives. Some of the platforms cited evidence from
scientific studies in 44.9% (118/263) of the articles and expert opinions in 40% (105/263), while 15% (40/263) provided no
evidence. Regarding risk communication, articles primarily emphasised COVID-19 complications in 47.5% (125/263) of the
articles and vaccine side effects in 30% (79/263). scientists and medical professionals were the most common and positively
framed sources, whereas attributions to government agencies, non-governmental organisations, and international health bodies
were frequently linked to mixed or negative sentiments.

Conclusions: Nigerian newspapers generally portrayed COVID-19 vaccination positively, although some reports have
contributed to skepticism regarding vaccine safety. These findings demonstrate the role of media framing in shaping trust
in the public. Future studies should explore how such portrayals influence vaccination behaviour and policy outcomes in
Nigeria.
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Introduction

In December 2019, an outbreak of a new and virulent strain
of severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2
(SARS-CoV-2) was first reported in Wuhan, the capital of
Hubei, China. SARS-CoV-2 (now referred to as
COVID-19) spread rapidly across many countries in early
2020 [1]. The World Health Organization (WHO) declared
the outbreak a public health emergency of international
concern (PHEIC) on January 30, 2020 [2]. It was first

reported in Lagos State, Nigeria, in February 2020.

Following a comprehensive assessment of its impact and
spread, the WHO officially declared it a global pandemic
on March 11, 2020 [3]. As of March 28, 2021, Nigeria has
recorded a total of 162,593 confirmed cases, with a
cumulative death toll of 2,048. Lagos remained at the
epicentre of the pandemic, accounting for 35.4% of the
cases in Nigeria [4]. Reports of COVID-19 vaccine
development began to appear in the media, and the first
COVID-19 vaccine, the Pfizer-BioNTech COVID-19
Vaccine, was developed in the UK. It was administered

outside the clinical trial setting on December 8, 2020 [5].

The vaccine was approved by the U.S. Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) on August 13, 2021, for individuals
aged 16 years and older [6]. Mass COVID-19 vaccination
clinics were established, and guidelines and best practices
were developed to guide their operations [7]. Following the
rapid development and emergency approval of COVID-19
vaccines globally [8], several countries have faced
challenges not only in procurement and distribution, but
also in public acceptance [9].

However, low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) face
enormous challenges in procurement, distribution,
allocation, and uptake of vaccines. Inequities in vaccine
supply and access are already evident in resource-rich
nations, which have secured a large amount of available
vaccine doses for 2021 [9]. While international efforts,
such as COVAX, sought to promote equitable access to
vaccines, national responses were shaped by local
socio-political contexts. However, COVAX efforts alone
have not been enough to reverse or significantly reduce the
inequality of the total COVID-19 vaccine distribution [10],
especially in Sub-Saharan Africa. Nigeria, like many other
developing nations, faces multiple challenges in vaccine
rollout, including limited access to doses, infrastructural
deficits in vaccine storage and distribution, and
administrative bottlenecks. Beyond these logistical issues,
the success of vaccination efforts in Nigeria has also been
influenced by long-standing issues of vaccine hesitancy
[11], varying levels of trust in health institutions, and the
widespread circulation of misinformation and conspiracy
theories in the media [12].

To better understand how these factors interacted and
shaped public response to vaccination campaigns, it is
essential to situate them within Nigeria’s broader national,
demographic and economic context. Nigeria is a federal
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republic situated in West Africa, sharing borders with
Cameroon and Chad to the east, Niger to the North and
Benin to the west. Its southern coastline is along the Gulf
of Guinea in the Atlantic Ocean [13]. Nigeria is composed
of 36 states and the Federal Capital Territory (FCT), Abuja,
is located [14]. With approximately 237 million inhabitants
[15], Nigeria has the largest population on the African
continent and ranks as the eighth most populous country
globally [16]. While Nigeria has the biggest economy in
Africa, its large GDP Per Capita has not translated into an
improved standard of living for its populace, and many
Nigerians still find it difficult to afford basic necessities
such as food, housing, and healthcare [17].

According to the Nigeria’s National Bureau of Statistics
(NBS), 30.9% of Nigerians lived below the international
extreme poverty line of $2.15 per person per day[18] (2017
Purchasing Power Parity [PPP]) in 2018 and 2019 before
the COVID-19 pandemic [19]. Healthcare remains
significantly underfunded, representing only 5.18% of
Nigeria’s total budget, which falls well short of the 15%
allocation target established by the Abuja Declaration [20].

Nigeria recorded the second-highest number of zero-dose
children globally, with an estimated 2.25 million in 2021
[21]. The COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent
vaccination campaign affected various aspects of the
country’s healthcare system, including routine childhood
immunization. As a result of this low vaccination coverage
in Nigeria, outbreaks of vaccine-preventable diseases such
as tuberculosis, diphtheria, pneumonia, and measles have
continued to pose serious public health challenges to
children[22]. Future vaccination programs implemented
during public health emergencies should be carried out
equitably to prevent outbreaks of previously controlled
vaccine-preventable diseases. According to data published
on July 18, 2023, by the World Health Organization
(WHO) and United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), in
2022, 20.5 million children did not receive one or more
vaccines delivered through routine immunization services,
compared to 24.4 million children in 2021[23]. The
vaccine against tetanus, diphtheria and pertussis (DTP) is
used as the global marker for vaccination coverage in
children[24]. Of the 20.5 million children who missed out
on one or more doses of their DTP vaccines in 2022, 14.3
million did not receive a single dose, so-called zero-dose
children[25].

The COVID-19 vaccination program began in Nigeria in
March 2021, marking the largest vaccination program ever
implemented in the country [26]. On March 2, 2021,
Nigeria received its first shipment of four million
Oxford—AstraZeneca COVID-19 vaccine doses from the
COVAX facility through a partnership between the
Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness Innovations (CEPI),
WHO, United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), and
Global Alliance for Vaccines and Immunization (GAVI)
[27]. The COVID-19 vaccination program in Nigeria was
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controversial and debated. In addition to disinformation,
misinformation, and anti-vaccine sentiments [28] there
were numerous conspiracy theories on the COVID-19
virus, and concerns have been raised about the
effectiveness and safety of the vaccine [29]. Lack of
self-assurance in the vaccine, lack of trust in the
government, limited knowledge and access to vaccines,
inadequate infrastructure, and a weak cold chain system
were some of the major factors contributing to COVID-19
vaccine hesitancy[28]. The COVID-19 Mass Vaccination
Program was managed by the National Primary Healthcare
Development Agency. Together with the Nigeria Centre for
Disease Control (CDC) and Prevention, they developed,
implemented, and evaluated the National Deployment and
Vaccination Plan for COVID-19 Vaccines. They also
assisted in addressing misinformation and supported field
efforts [30].

The Federal Government of Nigeria’s efforts to raise
awareness regarding the availability of COVID-19
vaccinations during the first phase of the vaccination
program were ineffective[26]. This hinders the
understanding of the long-lasting benefits of the vaccine
among Nigerians, particularly among those who could not
access information about the vaccination rollout in their
language [27]. Consequently, concerns regarding vaccines
have increased [28]. There were also beliefs that the
COVID-19 pandemic was a hoax and that it was merely an
attempt by politicians to launder public funds [31].
Globally, 7.81 billion vaccine doses had been administered
as of November 28, 2021 [32]. In Nigeria, approximately
six million people received the first dose of the vaccine as
of November 19, 2021, whereas only 3,369,628 people
received the second dose [33]. This has left more than 200
million people unvaccinated, representing 97.15% of the
country’s entire population of the country [1].
Considerable vaccine apathy and profound hesitancy
remain as challenges for COVID-19 vaccination in Nigeria.

The vaccination rate remains low in Nigeria, particularly in
pregnant women [34]. The WHO report as of March 6,
2023, showed that Nigeria had established an aggregate of
266,641 confirmed cases of COVID-19, and as of March 7,
2023, the country had administered a total of 111,985,403
vaccine doses to its population [35]. The hesitancy of
Nigerians to receive the COVID-19 vaccination despite the
urgent and compelling need for vaccination [36] raises
significant questions about Nigerians® attitudes towards
vaccination and the factors that influence vaccine uptake.
Investigating how Nigerian newspapers reported on the
vaccination program is therefore important for
understanding media framing and its potential impact on
public attitudes towards vaccine uptake. Previous studies
have shown that news media reports play a critical role in
informing the public about vaccines and shaping behaviour
and attitudes towards vaccine uptake [37]. Consequently,
the media portrayals of vaccine safety and their potential
impact on public confidence in vaccination programs are
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valid concerns for public health authorities. The influence
of news media on public opinion and behaviour is
multifaceted and intricate [38]. In addition, with the rise of
online news media, particularly the Internet, the role of
traditional sources of health information, such as
newspapers, is changing [39]. However, studies have
consistently shown that news media, including newspapers,
remain among the most important sources of health
information [40]. News media have the power to influence
perceptions of the benefits and risks of health interventions
[41]. Previous research has demonstrated the significant
role of media coverage in shaping public opinion on
vaccination programs [40]. This study investigated the
portrayal of the COVID-19 vaccine in Nigerian
newspapers, using the method adopted in similar scholarly
work to analyse the coverage content, tone, and framing of
vaccination risks and benefits [40].

Methods

Study design

This study employed quantitative content analysis to
examine the portrayal of COVID-19 vaccination in
Nigerian newspapers. The design was adapted from
previously validated media content analytical approaches
or methods used in vaccination-related studies.  The
objective was to systematically evaluate the themes,
evidence presented, perceived benefits, risks, and tone of
media coverage of COVID-19 vaccination in Nigeria.

Study area

This study focuses on newspaper publications with a
national circulation across Nigeria. Nigeria has a diverse
media landscape comprising digital print, print, and hybrid
newspaper platforms (both print and digital). Major
national newspapers such as Punch, Vanguard, Daily Trust,
Premium Times, and Whistler were selected because of
their national reach, readership, and consistent publication
of health-related content. Although some Nigerian
newspapers were published in local languages, these
publications were excluded because COVID-19 vaccine
topics were rarely covered in local-language media,
making them unsuitable for systematic content analysis
within the scope of this study.

Data sources

A comprehensive search was conducted to identify
Nigerian newspaper articles on COVID-19 vaccination.
Newspaper articles were retrieved through three major
platforms and search engines: Google News, Google
Search, and PressReader, all of which provide extensive
access to Nigerian newspapers. The search covered the
period from January 2020 to December 2024, and this
allowed the study to capture articles published before the
arrival of COVID-19 vaccines in Nigeria as well as
coverage following the vaccine’s arrival on March 2,
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2021[42].

To ensure the comprehensive retrieval of relevant
publications, a set of predefined keywords and Boolean
combinations were applied during the search process.
These included: “COVID-19 vaccine Nigeria,”
“COVID-19  vaccines,” “COVID-19,” “COVID-19
outbreak,” “Coronavirus in Nigeria,” ‘“Coronavirus
vaccine,” “intervention on Coronavirus,” “updates on
Coronavirus vaccines,” “Coronavirus vaccines,” and
“pandemic in Nigeria.” These search terms were used to
capture a wide spectrum of articles that discussed vaccine
development, distribution, scientific evidence, public
health messaging, reported risks, and perceived benefits of
COVID-19 vaccination in Nigeria [43].

Eligibility

Newspaper articles were selected for inclusion based on
predefined eligibility criteria that were designed to ensure
the relevance, quality, and analytical value of the dataset.
To be eligible, an article must have been published between
January 2020 and December 2024 and must appear in an
English-language Nigerian newspaper, whether in print or
online formats, or both. Only articles that directly covered
COVID-19 vaccination, including vaccine availability,
distribution, safety, efficacy, public perception, risk
communication, and broader health-policy implications,
were included. Eligible articles also had to provide full-text
access either through the newspaper’s website, Google

archived versions, or the PressReader platform.
Newspapers with a wide national circulation and
readership, such as Punch, Vanguard, Daily Trust,

Premium Times, and Whistler, were prioritized to ensure
that the dataset reflected mainstream media coverage
across Nigeria.

Articles were excluded if they did not discuss COVID-19
vaccines or if their content focused exclusively on
unrelated COVID-19 issues, such as lockdown directives,
travel restrictions, political commentary, or general
pandemic updates without any connection to vaccination.
Publications were also excluded if they were duplicates,
syndicated copies of the same report, or if the accessible
version contained only headlines or summaries without full
article text.  Nigerian-language newspapers were not
included in the study because they contained very limited
reports on COVID-19 vaccines, and their exclusion
ensured that the dataset remained consistent in terms of
content availability, language, and scope.

Data collection methods and tools

The data collection for this study followed a systematic
two-stage screening and extraction process designed to
ensure that only relevant and complete articles were
included in the final dataset. In the first stage, an initial
search yielded 521 articles from the selected databases.
The titles and brief previews of these articles were
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reviewed to assess their relevance to the focus of the study.
During this stage, any article that did not address
COVID-19 vaccination was identified and marked for
exclusion, which allowed for an efficient narrowing of the
results before detailed examination.

In the second stage, all potentially relevant articles
underwent comprehensive full-text screening. Full articles
were accessed through various sources, including the
official websites of the respective newspapers, PressReader
platform, and Google’s cached versions when direct access
was limited. Each article was carefully reviewed to
determine whether it substantively discussed COVID-19
vaccines, including topics such as vaccine availability,
safety, efficacy, risk perception, and public health. Articles
that met these criteria were retained, whereas those lacking
substantive vaccine-related content were excluded. At the
end of this process, 263 articles met the eligibility
requirements and constituted the final dataset used for
analysis.  The article selection process followed the
PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses) framework to ensure a
systematic and transparent screening procedure (Figure I).

Data extraction framework

Content analysis was conducted using a structured,
three-section coding framework designed to systematically
capture the key aspects of each newspaper article. The first
section focused on sentiment and tone, categorizing
articles as positive, negative, or neutral in their overall
portrayal of the COVID-19 vaccination. This allowed the
study to assess the media’s general attitude toward the
vaccine and how it might influence public perception.

Record identified through
Google News, Google Search
and PressReder

l

Record screened after title
and abstract review (n=521)

uoneoyRuap|

Bulusalog

Record excluded for
irrelevance or lack of vaccine
contents (n=258)

Anaisng

Full-text article assessed for
eligibility (n=263)

l

Finalarticles included inthe
contents analysis (n=263)

|

uoisnjou|

|

Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram on the selection of articles.
PRISMA = Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses

The second section addressed the thematic focus of these
articles. The themes captured included public vaccine
benefits, vaccine risks or hesitancy, communications from
the government or health authorities, and the presence of
scientific evidence or misinformation. This was done to
identify the dominant narratives and the balance of risk
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Table 1. Sentiment Analysis and Common Themes

Newspaper Total Articles (n) Positive Coverage (%) Negative Coverage (%) Neutral Coverage (%) C Themes

Punch 50 40 45 15 Vaccine safety, Side effects, Government response

The Guardian 42 50 30 20 Immunity, Public awareness, Misinformation

Vanguard 55 35 50 15 Vaccine hesitancy, Misinformation, Access to vaccines

ThisDay 38 45 40 15 Economic impact, Global supply chains, Vaccine equity

Daily Trust 33 30 55 15 Religious concerns, Public skepticism, Myths about vaccines

Premium Times 45 55 25 20 Scientific research, Policy debates, Global vaccine efforts
versus benefit coverage in Nigerian newspapers. The third framed, and tonal variations across newspapers.

section examined content-specific variables, including
whether the articles presented arguments for or against
vaccination, whether they provided evidence regarding
vaccine safety and efficacy, whether they discussed the
risks associated with COVID-19 infection or vaccination,
and which stakeholders were quoted or cited. Stakeholders
included organizations such as the NCDC, NAFDAC, the
WHO, public officials, scientists, and members of the
public.

A coding guide was developed prior to the analysis to
ensure consistency, reliability, and replicability of the
coding across the dataset. This framework provides a
comprehensive structure for systematically analyzing the
263 selected articles and enables both quantitative and
qualitative interpretations of media coverage of COVID-19
vaccination in Nigeria.

Coding and data analysis

Data for this study were analyzed using descriptive
quantitative techniques to systematically examine patterns
in newspaper coverage of the COVID-19 vaccine. Each
article was subjected to structured coding. The coding
focused on identifying the sentiment expressed toward the
vaccine, classified as positive, negative, or neutral. In
addition, major thematic categories were documented to

capture recurring issues emphasized in the reports.

Articles were also assessed for their use of evidence-based
reporting, including how they represented the risks and
benefits of vaccination. Finally, all cited sources were
categorized to determine the extent to which reports relied
on scientific authorities, government officials, experts, or
non-scientific voices.

The theme was assessed to determine whether it was
descriptive, supported the use of the vaccine, opposed or
questioned the vaccine, or presented both positions. The
theme included both the author’s own attitude towards the
vaccination program and the position presented in the news
article. For example, an author might have written in a
neutral or descriptive tone, but only opposing opinions
were presented [40].

Statistical analysis

Descriptive statistics, including frequencies, percentages,
and cross-tabulations, were used to summarise the coded
data. These analyses provided insights into the distribution
of major themes, patterns in how risks and benefits were
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Additionally, statistical summaries highlighted the types of
evidence and sources cited in articles.

Results

A total of 263 newspaper articles published between
January 2020 and December 2023 were included in the
analysis, drawn from The Guardian, Premium Times,
Vanguard, Daily Trust, Punch, and ThisDay. As shown in
Table 1, the articles were unevenly distributed across the
newspapers, reflecting differences in the frequency of
publication and editorial focus. Significant variations were
observed in COVID-19 vaccine coverage across
newspapers. The Guardian and Premium Times reported
more positively on COVID-19 vaccination. Among articles
published by Premium Times (n = 45/263), 55% (n =
25/45) presented the vaccine in a positive light, while 25%
(n = 11/45) reflected negative sentiment and 20% (9/45)
were neutral. Coverage in Premium Times focused largely
on global vaccine efforts, scientific research, and policy
debates. Similarly, The Guardian (n = 42/263)
demonstrated a relatively positive tone, with 50% (21/42)
of articles reporting positively on vaccination, 30% (13/42)
expressing negative sentiment, and 20% (8/42) were
neutral. The Guardian (n = 42/263) demonstrated
evidence-based reporting, with recurring themes centered
on immunity, public awareness, and misinformation. This
finding may suggest an editorial effort to educate the public
and counter false narratives about COVID-19 vaccination.

In contrast, Vanguard and Daily Trust exhibited
predominantly negative sentiment toward COVID-19
vaccination. In Vanguard (n = 55/263), half of the articles
(50%; 28/55) reflected skepticism or criticism, while 35%
(19/55) were positive and 15% (8/55) neutral.  The
coverages of the articles frequently focused on vaccine
hesitancy, misinformation, and access challenges, pointing
to systemic issues and public distrust. Daily Trust (n =
33/263) recorded the highest proportion of negative
coverage, with 55% (18/33) of articles expressing negative
sentiment, compared with 30% (10/33) positive and 15%
(5/33) neutral coverage. Themes such as religious
concerns, public scepticism, and vaccine-related myths
were prominent. This may reflect potential cultural and
religious barriers to vaccine acceptance among its
readership.

Punch and ThisDay newspapers demonstrated more
balanced coverage. In Punch (n = 50/263), 40% (20/50) of
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Table 2. Thematic Analysis of the Newspaper Articles

Category Description

Thematic Responses Frequency (n = 263)

Vaccine Position Whether the article opposes,
supports, or presents both

Views on vaccination

Pro-vaccine, Anti-vaccine, Both
perspectives

Pro: 158 (60%), Anti:
46 (17.5%), Both: 59
(22.5%)

Evidence on Safety & Whether the article provides

Scientific study cited, Expert Scientific Study: 119

Efficacy evidence  supporting  or opinion, No evidence provided  (45%), Expert Opinion:
questioning vaccine safety 105 (40%), No Evidence:
and efficacy 39 (15%)

Risks Mentioned Whether the article discusses COVID-19 complications, COVID-19

(COVID-19 vs. risks of COVID-19, vaccine, Vaccine side effects, Both, Complications: 125

Vaccine) or both None (47.5%), Vaccine Side

Effects: 79 (30%), Both:
33 (12.5%), None: 26
(10%)

articles were positive, 45% (23/50) negative, and 15%
(7/50) neutral, with strong emphasis on vaccine safety, side
effects, and government response. This may be indicative

of a watchdog approach to public health accountability.

ThisDay (n = 38/263) similarly reflected a mixed stance,
with 45% (17/38) positive coverage, 40% (15/38) negative
coverage, and 15% (6/38) neutral coverage, focusing on the
economic impact of the pandemic, global supply chains,
and vaccine equity.

Across all newspapers, recurring themes such as
misinformation, vaccine safety, hesitancy, and government
response were consistently evident, highlighting ongoing
challenges in public health communication. While some
media outlets tended to foster public confidence in
vaccination, others foregrounded skepticism and obstacles
to acceptance, suggesting the influential role of the media
in shaping public perceptions of vaccination.

To vaccinate or not to vaccinate

In terms of vaccine position, as indicated in the thematic
analysis of the newspaper articles (Table 2), 60% (158/263)
of the articles(n=263) were pro-vaccines only, clearly
supporting the use of vaccines and encouraging their
public use. A small number, 17.5% (46/263) of the articles
expressed only anti-vaccine sentiments, either opposing
vaccination or raising concerns that could discourage their
use. A total of 59 articles (22.4%) presented both pro- and
anti-vaccine perspectives, indicating concerted efforts by
some newspapers to maintain a balance in reporting or
reflect a diversified opinion. This distribution shows that,
while most media coverage tends to favour vaccination,
there is a notable presence of scepticism or mixed reactions
in public discourse.

Evidence

Regarding the use of evidence to support claims regarding
vaccine safety and efficacy, articles generally relied on
credible sources (Table 2). 45% (119/263) of the 263
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articles analysed cited scientific studies or investigations,
while 40% (105/263) of the articles referred to expert
opinions such as those from medical professionals or
public health authorities. However, only 15% (39/263)
provided no supporting evidence, suggesting that some
coverage may have relied on speculation or unverified
claims from the internet. This variation in the quality of
evidence highlights the need for consistent fact-based
reporting, particularly regarding matters as critical as
vaccine safety.

Communication about risks and side effects

Regarding how risk was communicated, most articles,
47.5% (125/263), focused on the risks associated with
COVID-19 complications, such as severe illness or death,
emphasising the dangers of the virus (Table 2). 30%
(79/263) highlighted vaccine side effects, which could raise
concerns among readers if not properly contextualized.
12.5% (33/263) of the articles assessed addressed the risks
of both COVID-19 complications and vaccination, thus
offering a more balanced comparison. Meanwhile, only
10% (26/263) did not mention any risks, possibly
concentrating instead on the logistical, policy, or economic
aspects of the vaccine rollout. Overall, the findings suggest
that Nigerian newspapers have generally played a
supportive role in promoting vaccines and educating the
public, often using scientific or expert-based evidence.
Nevertheless, the presence of articles with anti-vaccine
views, lack of evidence, or focus on vaccine risks shows the
importance of responsible health journalism in shaping
public perception and behaviour during a global health
emergency.

Source attributions in COVID-19 news coverage (Table 3)
show that scientists were the most frequently cited sources
of COVID-19 vaccination news coverage, appearing in
40% (105/263) of the articles. Citations were generally
associated with neutral or positive coverage. This suggests
that scientific input was framed as credible, informative,
and aligned with overall public health goals. Government
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Table 3. Source Attributions in COVID-19 News Coverages

Sources Cited Citation Rate (%) Coverage Bias
Scientists 40% Mostly Neutral or Positive
Government Agencies 30% Mixed
Activists / NGOs 35% Mostly Negative
WHO 25% Mostly Negative
Medical Experts or Healthcare 20% Mostly Positive
Professionals
Public Figures (Opinion Leaders, Public 10% Mostly Negative
Personalities, Influencers, and Top
Politicians)
Citizens 3% Mostly Positive
agencies were cited in 30% (79/263) of articles. The influenced by more than just media coverage,[47] the

coverage bias was mixed, indicating that media
representation of government sources varied, sometimes
supportive and other times critical. This may reflect the
public’s divided perceptions of the government’s pandemic
responses. Activists and NGOs were cited in 35% (92/263)
of cases and were generally associated with mostly
negative coverage. This could suggest that these groups
were often quoted in contexts that highlighted
high-handedness in pandemic handling, inequality, or
human rights concerns, possibly placing them in
opposition to official narratives. = The World Health
Organization (WHO) was cited in 25% (66/263) of the
articles, but the tone of these mentions was mostly negative.
This may reflect critical reporting of the WHO’s early
pandemic response, delays, or controversies surrounding
the evolving guidance during the crisis. Medical experts
and healthcare professionals, while cited less frequently
(20%, 53/263), were associated with mostly positive
coverage, indicating that their voices were seen as
trustworthy, particularly in guiding public behaviour and
explaining health measures. Public figures (e.g., politicians
and celebrities) were cited in only 10% (26/263) of the
articles, and coverage was mostly negative. Citizens were
cited in 3% (8/263) of the articles and mostly associated
with positive coverage. Although rarely included, their
perspectives were often portrayed sympathetically, most
likely when they shared personal experiences or expressed
support for health measures.

Discussion

The role of the media had transcended from just informing
to dealing with disinformation, misinformation and the
fake news epidemic.[44] The news media play a crucial
role in disseminating public health and policy information,
ensuring accountability in decision-making processes, and
influencing public perceptions through the number of news
reports, content, and tone of news reports. The way the
media presents public health crises, such as the novel
COVID-19 pandemic, impacted how the public reacted to
it,[45] including how they reacted to the action taken, such
as vaccination to contain the spread of the disease.[46]
While COVID-19 vaccine acceptance and uptake may be
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nature of media reports or coverage has a high tendency to
influence public acceptance and rate of uptake.

Our study supports the scholarly evidence that the Nigerian
media contributed significantly to reducing the spread of
the COVID-19 disease in the country [45]. During a public
health emergency such as a disease outbreak, the source of
information is of high importance and the information must
be factual, reliable, accurate, credible and balanced [48].
Some researchers[49] had argued that “Government
officials and technical experts were predominantly used by
the newspapers as the source of their information”[50].
This aligned with our findings that showed that the
majority of newspapers analyzed relied on experts
(scientists) and government authorities as their credible
sources of information. Also, our findings revealed a high
level of trust in government authorities as reliable and
credible sources of COVID-19 information, with experts
identified as the most trusted sources. This finding is
consistent with earlier research on newspaper coverage of
COVID-19 vaccine side effects in Nigeria[50] and studies
highlighting the role of media and community engagement
in COVID-19 vaccinations in Tanzania [51]

Nigeria has a large population of over 220 million people
[52].  comprising more than 300 ethnic groups and
languages [53]. Existing studies have shown that such
cultural and linguistic diversity often translates into
unequal access to information [54]. with disparities shaped
by language, socioeconomic status, and educational level
[51]. Consequently, tailoring inclusive communication
strategies and ensuring that remote and underprivileged
communities have access to credible information are
critical during responses to public health emergencies,
such as COVID-19 [55]. Previous studies have shown that
risk communication disseminated through mass media
significantly increases both risk perception and public
compliance [56].

Consistent with these findings, most of the articles
analysed in our study emphasised the risks associated with
COVID-19, including severe illness and death, thereby
highlighting the dangers posed by the virus. Such framing
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is likely to influence both risk perception and compliance
with public health measures, including COVID-19
vaccination. While acknowledging that multiple factors
shape public perceptions of available interventions during
public health emergencies, Nigeria’s public health
authorities, the Ministry of Health, and policymakers must
develop effective strategies to promote vaccine acceptance
during such crises [57]. As of February 2023, only 30.5%
of Nigeria’s population had received full COVID-19
vaccination [47]. Although COVID-19 vaccine acceptance
was relatively low in Nigeria, this study does not draw
conclusions regarding the direct impact of Nigerian
newspaper coverage on vaccination uptake in the country.

The findings of this study have important implications for
public health policy.  Given the media’s substantial
influence on public perceptions and attitudes toward
vaccination, [50] ensuring accurate, credible, and
evidence-based reporting should be a central focus for
health authorities [58]. Collaboration between
policymakers and news organizations can enhance public
education, counter  misinformation, and tailor
communication to Nigeria’s diverse cultural, linguistic, and
religious contexts [59]. Media-specific strategies may also
be necessary to address differences in coverage across
outlets and build vaccine confidence effectively [60]. To

strengthen the media’s role during public health
emergencies, authorities should establish formal
partnerships with media outlets [61], implement
communication  strategies that reach underserved

populations, promote media literacy programs to help the
public critically evaluate information, and engage trusted
community leaders and influencers to amplify credible
messages. Collectively, these measures can enhance public
trust, improve compliance, reduce vaccine hesitancy, and
strengthen preparedness for future health crises. Moreover,
healthcare providers play a critical role in addressing

vaccine hesitancy and promoting vaccine uptake [62].

Through patient education and counselling, they can
directly respond to concerns about vaccine safety and
effectiveness, providing clear and accurate information on
the benefits of vaccination. In addition, healthcare
professionals can work closely with public health
authorities to disseminate reliable information and actively
counter misinformation, thereby strengthening public trust
and supporting broader vaccination efforts [38].

Limitation

Our study has several limitations. It was a sample of
Nigerian newspaper articles, and our analysis did not
include social media posts, blogs, or other graphics in
newspaper articles that could impact vaccine acceptability.
A key limitation of this study is that while we assessed
whether news articles cited scientific studies or expert
opinions, we did not evaluate the quality, credibility, or
accuracy of the evidence referenced. During the
COVID-19 pandemic, several scientific studies were later
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withdrawn, corrected, or discredited, and some expert
opinions were found to be inaccurate or misleading [64].
Without examining the methodological soundness of the
cited evidence, we cannot determine whether the articles
relied on robust scientific information or inadvertently
amplified misinformation. This limitation has implications
for understanding how well newspaper journalists engage
with scientific content and highlights the need for
capacity-building to support accurate, evidence-informed
health reporting.

Conclusions

This study showed that Nigerian newspapers varied
significantly in their coverage of the COVID-19 vaccine
program, with some newspapers promoting public trust in
the vaccine, while others reinforced scepticism and
promoted fear among the public regarding the risks
associated with the vaccine and its safety. While
publications like Premium Times and The Guardian tend
towards evidence-based and supportive reporting, others,
such as Daily Trust and Vanguard, highlighted public fears
and hesitancy in the uptake of the vaccine. These
differences reinforce the powerful influence of the media in
shaping public perceptions and attitudes towards
vaccination. To promote uptake of vaccines during public
health emergencies, balanced and factual reporting is
essential for effective communication, particularly for
combating misinformation and promoting vaccine
confidence [65]. Overall, our findings suggested that
newspapers can play a supportive role in promoting
vaccines and public health measures, but tailored,
inclusive, and evidence-based communication strategies
are essential to reach diverse populations, address
scepticism, and enhance vaccine acceptance during public
health emergencies. Policymakers and health authorities
should leverage trusted media channels and expert voices
to design effective communication campaigns that foster
public trust and compliance.

What is already known about this topic

* Media shapes public perceptions and attitudes towards
vaccination.

* Vaccination rate is low in Nigeria

* Nigeria faces significant with the

vaccination of its population

challenges
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What This Study Adds

¢ The findings demonstrate the importance of accurate,
balanced, and factual media reporting in promoting
public confidence in vaccination during a public health
emergency.

* The study provides evidence that can guide Nigerian
health authorities and policymakers in designing
effective communication strategies to counter
misinformation and boost vaccine uptake during
public health emergencies.

¢ It identifies key research gaps such as the impact
of media coverage on vaccination rates, paving the
way for more comprehensive future studies on vaccine
communication in Nigeria.

e The study demonstrates that Nigerian newspapers
played a major role in shaping public attitudes toward
COVID-19 vaccination, either promoting trust or
amplifying scepticism and fear.
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