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Abstract 

The novel Corona virus or COVID 19 pandemic, an acute Middle East Respiratory Syndrome 

(MERS) and Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), is a global public health emergency 

that has put enormous strain on global healthcare, economic, and social structures, as well 

as the world's largest recession. COVID 19's multifaceted dangers challenged national 

security's key core values, namely the social, physical, economic, and technological factors 

that ensure future well-being and freedom from harm. Apparently, media disinformation, 

info-demics, sensitization, and myths about the virus circulated on social media platforms, 

with various narratives and discourses about the pandemic amplifying the existing security 

difficulties and jeopardizing both human and national security architecture in Nigeria. This 

paper, using largely qualitative research, examines the effects of media engagement on the 

COVID 19 pandemic, the influence and management of information as a role of the fourth 

estate of the realm on knowledge gap awareness, dispelling myths, and COVID 19 prevention 

for national security, as both media and national security variables influence each other. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Keywords: Health Communication, Media, National Security 

 

 

 

 

 

 



International Journal of Advanced Academic Research | ISSN: 2488-9849 

Vol. 7, Issue 6, Series 2 (June, 2021) | www.ijaar.org  

Journal DOI: 10.46654/ij.24889849  

Article DOI: 10.46654/ij.24889849.s7608 

 

2 

 

Introduction 

The global health architecture is becoming increasingly strained, owing primarily to recent, 

on-going, and potential global health crises. Viruses that are emerging or re-emerging 

continue to pose serious worldwide public health risks to humans. COVID 19, like other 

zoonotic illnesses such as Ebola, Hantaviruses, HIV, and SARS, is an animal-to-human virus 

that has become a global health problem. The novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19) is 

caused by the severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus-2 (SARS-CoV-2) after its 

manifestation and spread in Wuhan city in China December 2019
1
, countries and territories 

around the world were affected with it disrupting the social, economic systems and billions of 

people adapting into lockdown as global health services struggle to cope.  

The responses of many countries to the COVID-19 pandemic, involve a mix of containment 

and mitigation actions aimed at avoiding significant patient surges and levelling demand for 

hospital beds while protecting the most vulnerable from infection.  Most national response 

strategies include varying levels of contact tracing self-isolation or quarantine; promotion of 

public health measures, including handwashing, respiratory etiquette, social distancing and 

preparation of health systems for a surge of severely ill patients requiring isolation, oxygen, 

and mechanical ventilation; strengthening health facility infection prevention and control, 

postponement or cancellation of large-scale public gatherings. 

As at September 24, the global confirmed cases was at 31,920,652 and 977,311 deaths
2
 as 

Africa was expected to be most vulnerable to COVID 19 due to weak health care system and 

a large immunocompromised population owing to high prevalence of malnutrition, anaemia, 

malaria, HIV/AIDs, tuberculosis and poor economic discipline was the last hit continent by 

the pandemic
3
. Experts had anticipated that under these circumstances, the pandemic in 

Africa could be challenging to control and the consequences dismal
4
. Egypt in Africa was 

first to confirm COVID-19 case in February, 2020 and from sub-Saharan Africa, Nigeria on 

27th of February reported it first case
5
 while the WHO regional situation report indicated the 

number of COVID-19 confirmed cases in WHO African Region as over a million with 25, 

008 deaths and a total of 29,218 new confirmed COVID-19 cases, Nigeria also recorded over 

                                        
1
  Chan, J.F.; Yuan, S.; Kok, K.H.; To, K.K.; Chu, H.; Yang, J.; Xing, F.; Liu, J.; Yip, C.C.; Poon, R.W.; et al. 

A Familial Cluster of Pneumonia Associated with the 2019 novel coronavirus indicating person-to-person 

transmission: A study of a family cluster. Lancet 2020, 395, 514–523. 

 
2
  World Health Organization, 2020.Coronavirus Disease 2019(COVID-19) Situation Report–13 Geneva, 

Switzerland: WHO). National Centre for Disease Control, First case of corona virus disease confirmed in 

Nigeria 2020 
3
  Moore M, Gelfeld B, Okunogbe A, et al. Identifying Future Disease Hotspots: Infectious Disease 

Vulnerability Index. Rand Health Q. 2017;6 (5). [cited 2020 Mar 8]. Available from: 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/ articles/PMC5568150 

 
4
  The World Economic Forum Why Sub-Saharan Africa needs a unique response to COVID-19. [Cited2020 

September 24]. Available from:https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/03/why-sub-saharan-africa-needs-a-

unique-response-to-covid-19/ 

 
5
  World Health Organization, COVID-19 cases top 10,000 in Africa 2020. [Cited 2020 Sept 24]. Available 

from: https://www.afro.who.int/news/covid-19-cases-top-10-000-africa 
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58,000 infection cases, 49,722 recovered, 1106 deaths and 7370 active cases as at September 

2020
6
.  Amidst the pandemic, the free flow of news and health information is essential as the 

media plays the central role in public health issues; the public is dependent on media to 

remain abreast of timely and reliable information about the pandemic.  

Given the magnitude of COVID 19 infection, the outbreak drew increasing media attention 

and public interest. However, despite having access to information, media channels of 

disseminating information quickly mixed information with scare tactics, discrimination, 

misleading reports, and conspiracy theories about the virus's origin, putting the nation's safety 

at risk. As the pandemic ravaged and continues to cause distress, illness, and deaths, 

ambiguous, flip-flopping, and confusing narratives about the pandemic flooded media with 

numerous conspiracy claims that were inadvertently reported, media engagement during this 

period becomes a matter of national security concerns because information spreading 

strongly influence people‟s behaviour alters or smears the effectiveness of the pandemic 

countermeasures.   

As things stand, the media landscape has seen an unprecedented and frustrating 

communication issue exacerbated by the spread of misinformation, disinformation, and mal-

information concerning COVID 19 across multiple media channels, instilling dread and 

uncertainties. The information asymmetry was having negative consequences for public 

health, human rights, and social cohesiveness. Thus, this paper explores media management, 

control of multiple stories and incessant headlines, as well as media successes and failures of 

managing rumours, dispelling misinformation, disinformation, mal-information and 

conspiracy theories that emerged as threats to safety and security. This study is qualitative in 

nature and based on the use of secondary data sources that is in relation with media 

engagement and national security in COVID 19 pandemic. 

Conceptual Review 

Health Communication: Health communication is a multifaceted and multidisciplinary 

approach to reach diverse audiences and share health-related information. It aimed at 

influencing, engaging, and supporting individuals, communities, health professionals, special 

groups, policymakers and the public to champion, introduce, adopt, or sustain a behavior, 

practice, or policy that will ultimately improve health outcomes. Affirming this notion, the 

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services acknowledged health communication as 

study or use of communication strategies to inform and influence individual and community 

decisions that enhance health
7
. 

Health communication is defined severally with similar role in the process of advocating for 

and improving individual or public health outcomes. Smith and Hornik (1999) described 

                                        
6
  World Health Organization, 2020.Coronavirus Disease 2019(COVID-19) Situation Report–13 Geneva, 

Switzerland: WHO). National Centre for Disease Control. First case of corona virus disease confirmed in 

Nigeria 2020 

 
7
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Office of Disease Pre-vention and Health Promotion “Making 

Better Health Communi-cation a Reality: A Midcourse Check on Healthy People 2010Objectives” Prevention 

Report,2006a, 20(3, 4). http://odphp.osophs.dhhs.gov/pubs/prevrpt/Volume20/Issue3pr 
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health communication as a process for the development and diffusion of messages to specific 

audiences in order to influence their knowledge, attitudes and beliefs in favor of healthy 

behavioral choices
8
. Accordingly, Maibach and Holtgrave (1995) defined health 

communication as the use of communication techniques and technologies to (positively) 

influence individuals, populations, and organizations for the purpose of promoting conditions 

conducive to human and environmental health
9
.  

Equally, Freimuth, Linnan, and Potter (2000) also expressed health communication as a 

“means to disease prevention through behavior modification using methods to inform and 

influence
10

. Literarily, the meaning of health communication is exchange of information 

between capabilities (signs and behavior) and should be accessible; create mutual feelings of 

understanding among between intended audiences
11

. It is increasingly considered an integral 

part of most public health interventions (Bernhardt, 2004). 

National security: Security is multifaceted covering every sphere of human endeavours and 

means the assurance of the future well-being and freedom from threat. The term national 

security is multidisciplinary that ranges from core values, theory, security interest, challenges 

and options. The term became popular after World War II and even though there is no 

common definition of the concept, the phenomena overflowed through the physical to 

common dimensions. Initially, the realist school of thought defines national security as the 

protection of territorial integrity of state through Military might; however, the emerging 

security threats of the 21st century presented a non-physical challenge ranging from food 

security, economic and environmental problems.   

Some strategists‟ school of thoughts have changed the concept of security from security of 

the State to security of citizens
12

 as the need to safeguard ideology.  Wehmeier and Ashby 

(2002) viewed security as the activity that ensures protection of a country, persons and 

properties of the community against future threat, danger, mishaps and all other forms of 

perils
13

. Equally, Otto and Ukpere (2012) further buttress it as the protection from hidden and 

hurtful disruption in the patterns of daily life in homes, offices or communities equally, 

security must be related to the presence of peace safety, happiness and the protection of 

                                        
8
Smith, W. A., and Hornik, R. “Marketing, Communication, and Advocacyfor Large-Scale STD/HIV 

Prevention and Control.”In K. K. Holmesand others (eds.), Sexually Transmitted Diseases. New York: 

McGraw-Hill, 1999. 

 
9
Maibach, E., and Holtgrave, D. R. “Advances in Public Health Commu-nication.” Annual Review of Public 

Health,1995, 16, 219–238. 

 
10

Freimuth, V., Linnan, H. W., and Potter, P. “Communicating the Threatof Emerging Infections to the Public.” 

Emerging Infectious Diseases,2000, 6(4), 337–347 

 
11

  Pearson, J. C., and Nelson, P. E. Understanding and Sharing.(5th ed.)Dubuque, Iowa: Wm. C. Brown, 1991 
12

Tanwar SP, information, Media and National Security‟‟ new Delhi:n National Defence College, 2005 p 21 

 
13

Wehemeir, P. and Ashby, N.  National Security Challenges and Sustainable Economic Evidence from Nigeria 

in M. Adebahlin, and L. Raimi (eds) Journal of Studies in Social Sciences Vol.I (1)  2002) 
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human and physical resources or the absence of crisis, threats to human injury among 

others
14

.  

Wolfer (1952) also characterized security as 'the absence of threats to acquired values'. The 

advantage of this reformulation allows for inclusion of events such as earthquakes
15

, which 

Ullman (1983) also argued should be considered 'threats' to security, asserting that the 

concept of security be expanded to include such phenomena
16

 and despite the renaissance of 

security studies, events such as oil crisis and according to Walt (1991) security problems 

could have non- military origins
17

 and could require responses different from traditional 

ones
18

.  

Media: The phrase „‟media‟‟ came into usage in the 1920 and was generally restricted to 

print media until post second World war prior to the introduction and development of science 

and technology. The media is classified as visual, non-visual and divided into three 

categories; Print Media the first include Newspapers, Magazines, Booklets and Brochures, 

Periodicals or Newsletters, Handbill or Flyers, Billboards, Press release, Books. Second 

categories are Electronic Media that include Television, Radio and Films while the third is 

New Age Media and includes Computers, Internets and Mobile phones. Thus, media refers to 

various means of communication aim to reach a very large population. 

Media is a term that refers to a medium of expression and a component of the mass media 

specifically envisioned and designed to reach a very large audience of a nation for purposes 

of advocacy, enrichment, and entertainment.  Nwabueze and Ebeze (2013) noted media as 

channels of communication that employ digital and analogue information and communication 

technologies to transmit messages to a large, heterogeneous, and anonymous audience
19

. 

Media is multifarious and plays a wide range of both constructive and destructive roles
20

. In 

this view, Thompson (1995), identifies the media as the vehicle for interpreting symbolic 

                                        
14

  Godly O &Ukpere WI, (National security and development in Nigeria African Journal of Business 

Management Vol.6 (23), 13 June, 2012 http://www.academicjournals.org/AJBM 

 
15

  Arnold Wolfers „‟National Security‟‟ as an Ambiguous Symbol;, Political Science Quarterly 67, no 4 1952 

pp 481-502 

 
16

  Richard H. Ullman, 'Redefining Security', International Security, The MIT Press Volume 8, NO 1 Summer 

1983 pp 129-153 

 
17

  Walt, Stephen M.  „The Renaissance of Security Studies‟ in International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 35 (2) 1991                                          

 
18

Keohane, R & Nye J, Power and Independence: World Politics in Transition. Boston, MA, Toronto: Little row  

1977 

 
19

Nwabueze, C. and Ebeze, E Mass media relevance in combating insecurity in Nigeria International Journal of 

Development and Sustainability Vol.2 No.2 2013 

 
20

Schirch L and Bratic V. Why and When to Use the Media for Conflict Prevention and Peace building, 

European Centre for Conflict Prevention/Global Secretariat of the Global Partnership for the Prevention of 

Armed Conflict 2007 
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forms to individuals incorporating them into their own understanding for themselves and 

others. Basically, media is a vehicle for reflection and self-reflection
21

.  

Theoretical Framework  

Protection Motivation Theory: Protection Motivation Theory (PMT) was proposed by 

Rogers in 1975, to describe individuals‟ motivation to react in a self-protective way towards a 

perceived health threat. However in 1983, the theory was expanded and extended to general 

theory of persuasive communication originally based on Richard Lazarus work Stress, 

Appraisal, and Coping that discusses the idea of cognitive appraisal processes in relation to 

coping with stress. Further stating that, people differ in their sensitivity and vulnerability to 

certain types of events, as well as in their interpretations and reactions
22

. Protection 

motivation stems from both the threat appraisal, the coping appraisal and mainly used when 

discussing health issues. 

The threat appraisal emphasizes factors that increase or decrease the possibilities of 

performing the inconsistent responses, such as avoiding protective behavior or denying health 

threats. The threat appraisal consists of perceived susceptibility construct, perceived severity 

and perceived rewards. Threats and coping appraisals can lead to the intention of adaptive 

responses (protective motivation) or maladaptive responses that are threats to health. The 

maladaptive behavior rewards, response efficacy, self-efficacy and fear predicted the 

protective behavior (Rogers, 1975). The coping appraisal emphasizes the coping responses of 

health threats and the factors that increase and decrease the possibilities of consistent 

responses. This moderator step consists of perceived self-efficacy and perceived response 

efficacy and perceived response cost.  

According to Rahaei et al. (2015), the fear is mediator variable between the perceived 

susceptibility and perceived severity and threat appraisal, and the protection motivation 

causes and promotes the health behaviors
23

. Conventionally, PMT has been applied in the 

personal health contexts that include adherence to medical-treatment regimens and in recent, 

researchers focusing on information security have applied protection motivation theory in 

their studies
24

. Protection Motivation Theory suggests that individuals protect themselves 

based on factors of perceived probability of the occurrence, the perceived severity of a 

threatening event, the efficacy of the recommended preventive behavior, perceived self-

                                        
21

  Thompson, J.B, „The Media and Modernity: A Social theory of the media, Cambridge: Polity Press 1995 pg. 

42.) 

 
22

Monat, A, & Lazarus, R. Stress and coping: an anthology .New York: Columbia University Press 1991. 

 
23

Rahaei Z, Ghofranipour F, Morowatisharifabad MA. Psychometric properties of a protection motivation 

theory questionnaire used for cancer early detection. J Sch Public Health Inst Public Health Res. 2015;12:69–79. 
24

Ifinedo, P (2012). "Understanding information systems security policy compliance: An integration of the 

theory of planned behavior and the protection motivation theory" Computers & Security.31 (1): 83–95. 

doi:10.1016/j.cose.2011.10.007 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sensitivity_(human)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vulnerability
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doi_(identifier)
https://doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.cose.2011.10.007
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efficacy and response cost
25

. Succinctly, PMT can be used and expanded to inform and 

improve public safety strategies in natural hazards. 

Overview of Media Engagement and National Security in Nigeria 

National security has a wide meaning and all-embracing dimensions. It is regarded as 

bottomless basket
26

  that involves various aspects including social, physical, technology and 

economic. It is a value associated with the physical safety of individuals, groups or nation-

states, together with a similar safety of their other most cherished values and denotes freedom 

from threats, anxiety and danger.  National security centres on the protection of lives, rights, 

dignity, and property of its citizen as it is the assurance of the future well-being, freedom 

from threat, protection of its resources, cultural integrity, territory, sovereignty and lawful 

institution of the country with aim to secure the just and equitable living conditions for all the 

citizens of the country
27

.  

The media in this age of information revolution is significant statecraft machinery that 

reaches or influences people. Widely known as the fourth estate of the realm, the 

dimension/value of media increases its significance as influential and instrumental tool with 

regards to building confidence or promoting mistrust among people on issues related to 

national security
28

. The media help the state fulfil its national security obligations and as 

Fatoba obliged, the media is a platform for safeguarding and protecting the fundamental 

human rights of the masses through the freedom of expression
29

. Hence, the media is a 

principal player in the arena of national security with great need to safeguard ideology, the 

political system, society and its people as such; it is important to national security 

architecture
30

.  

In today's strategic context, media has a vital connection. The function of the media as a 

source of information and communication between people and the state, as well as between 

states, has changed and expanded. The Nigerian Media in Chapter 2, Section 22 of the 

amended 1999 constitution of the Federal Republic Nigeria is entrusted with the power of 

                                        
25

 Caroline McMullan Protection Motivation Theory (PMT) & Links to DCU Based Research, DCU Business 

School 
26

  Yusuf, M. D., How media reports can endanger military operations and threaten international peace and 

security: Religious riots and the Nigeria-Cameroon crisis over Bakassi in focus. In The military, the media and 

Nigeria‟s national security Nigeria: Gold Press Limited 2020. 

 
27

Wali. E. Press freedom and national security: A study in the dynamics of journalists and security agent‟s 

relationship in Nigeria. Zaria: Open Press LTD 2003 

 
28

Nazir Hussain, The Role of Media in National Security: A Case Study of 1998 Nuclear Explosions by 

Pakistan. SASSI Research Report 20. South Asian Strategic Stability Institute (SASSI) 36 Alie Street, London, 

E1 8DA. © South Asian Strategic Stability Institute June 2008 

 
29

Fatoba, W.O. Media Law and Ethics in Nigeria, A Comparative Analysis, Second Edition, 2012 ISBN 978-

32781-8-5. 
30

  Sheila S. Coronel, “The Media as a Watchdog”, Harvard-World Bank Workshop, Paper 3, May 2008, p.22 
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monitoring governance and upholding fundamental objectives of state policy
31

. This implies 

the media functions as a watchdog capable of blowing the whistle to serious national issues 

and a clear recognition of the media's important roles on issues of national security. Hence, 

from the pre-independence era through to the independence era, media have contributed 

immensely in shaping the nation and it role cannot be underestimated in the history of 

Nigeria, particularly in the political system of the country
32

.  

Primarily, media focus is on issues that benefit the general public and upholds fairness, 

justice, national unity and international cooperation
33

 and plays the crucial role of shaping 

public perceptions on a variety of important issues, its surveillance  and  correlation  

functions are  at  the  core  of  mobilization  against  acts  of insecurity. The surveillance role 

states the media as provider of information to the society for opinion moulding and attitude 

adoption while the correlation role affirms the media as relater of news and various 

happenings in the society to the individuals‟ life and environment through interpretation and 

explanation of happenings on the life and environment of the masses, including implications 

of acts that breeds insecurity on the society
34

.  

Nigeria has witnessed various political and social upheaval that ranged from conflict, 

struggles, war and insurgencies that threatened national security but through reportage the 

media has covered and reflected on these issues. While some studies revealed that conflicts in 

Nigeria have consistently received maximum media coverage
35

, Okpara (2010) is unsure if 

the Nigerian media is playing its surveillance functions effectively because of unabated 

conflicts in Nigeria
36

. On its rising relevance in information management, the Nigerian media 

has become a partner in the fight against Boko haram terrorism, and in addition to its 

surveillance and reporting roles, numerous programs have been developed to raise awareness 

about the dangers of insecurity.  

Programmes such as Police Diary, Crime Watch, the Eagle, Dan Sanda da Tsaro aired on 

private  and government owned radio and television stations while some newspapers also 

                                        
31

Ileonikhena U.A Tracking Security Challenge: the Role of the Media. The Guardian Newspaper 2015 

December 25 Cited October 10 2020 http://guardian/features/youthspeak/tacklingsecurity-challenges-the-role-

of-media.  

 
32

Olowojolu, O. (2016). Role of Media in 2015 Presidential Election in Nigeria. International Journal of Politics 

and Good Governance. Vol. vii(7.1), Quarter I 

 
33

Gambo M. „The Role of Mass Media in Combating Crime in Nigeria‟ in R. Akinfeleye. Contemporary Issues 

in Mass Media for Development and National Security. Lagos, Malthouse Press Ltd, 2006 

 
34

Nwabueze C, Ebeze E. Mass media relevance in combating insecurity in Nigeria.  International Journal of 

Development and Sustainability Volume 2Number 2 (2013) Pages 861-870 Online ISSN: 2168-8662 –

www.isdsnet.com/ijds 

 
35

Bola, C.K. Broadcast media coverage of crises in Nigeria. Journal of Media and Conflict Research, (2010) 14 

(11), 201071-85.International Idea (2000) Lagos: Lagos International Press Centre 

 
36

Okpara, V.E. The surveillance function and the Nigerian mass media in conflict reporting: a critical discourse.  

Journal of Journalism and Communication Studies. 2010  18(12). 21-36. 
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dedicated pages to crime stories that include non-crime, political awareness radio and 

television programmes to sensitize the public against crime. The various jingles and 

promotional messages against violence in some cases were transmitted in local content and 

run regularly in most television and radio stations; these efforts are made by the media 

towards the utilization of publicity to sensitize against acts that breed insecurity.  

Media Engagement in COVID 19 

In times of disaster or a serious public health emergency, media engagement is critical for 

understanding public interests and concerns while reducing panic, fear, and worry. As a 

result, the occurrence of public health issues will almost certainly receive media attention in 

the form of print, electronic, internet, or social media attention; in most circumstances, a 

mixture of all of these will be used. In Nigeria, the mass media are used independently or 

complementarity in health promotion activities to achieve positive lifestyle changes
37

 and 

equally, media reportage of health issues takes the form of media framing to influence public 

perception and induce attitudinal response, leading for positive behavioural changes.  

Until now, the media's involvement in health promotion and intervention has been 

undervalued. It involves not only raising awareness about a particular health issue or disease 

outbreak, but also emphasizing the angle or direction of reporting on that issue or pandemic, 

as the case may be.  Studies on media reportage of health crises revealed sufficient scholarly 

discourse on media reportage of previous disease outbreaks such as Zika virus, influenza, flu, 

Ebola, and Lassa fever. Fowowe (2018) recognized the role of the media as positive and 

supportive in meningitis prevention and control through information and dispelling myths 

about the disease in Nigeria
38

. Similarly, the outbreak of Ebola virus in 2014 was a litmus test 

for the media on health issues to justify its social responsibility roles that depict media 

information custodians for societal development.  Ebola with a significant number of 

casualties in affected countries was declared a Public Health Emergency, thus forming a news 

angle for the media.  

The Ebola virus was widely publicized in Nigerian media, providing an opportunity to 

highlight the role of media in influencing audience thinking, dialogue, and setting paradigms 

for thinking about the issue. Nwanne (2014) studies on Ebola related informant expressed 

that the efforts by the media helped reduced the widespread of the disease as state, national 

and private media adopted effective communication strategies to create awareness
39

. Equally, 

Adelakun and Adnan (2016) study revealed communication as critical to outbreak control as 

laboratory epidemiology. It further justified communication as cure to the spread of viruses or 

diseases, further identifying various research evidences that proved the potency of health 

                                        
37

Wogu JO, Chukwu CO, Nwafor KA, Anikpe EA, Ugwuoke JC, Ugwulor-Onyinyechi CC, et al. Mass media 

reportage of Lassa fever in Nigeria: a viewpoint. J Int Med Res. 2020;48(1):300060518821552. doi: 

10.1177/0300060518821552 

 
38

Fowowe, S Cerebrospinal meningitis: what to Know. 2018 January 17 retrieved October 23 2020 

 
39

Nwanne B.U Media Reportage of the Ebola Crisis: Lessons from Nigeria. Global Journal of Arts and 

Humanities and Social Sciences, 2014 30-34. 
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communication through mass media on development and promotion of health issues 

especially health hazards
40

.  

It should be noted that, people's lives were changed when the COVID 19 pandemic was 

declared and recognized in China, as they had more media contact while the outbreak caused 

a massive disruption in individual routines, with a major international explosion of news and 

media reports delivering a huge amount of pandemic-related information. For instance, the 

United States broadcast networks viewing increased by 19% and cable networks viewing 

73% between February 17- 23 2020
41

. Scholars argued that the mass media have the potential 

to influence health-related behaviours and perceptions though it cannot cure viruses but can 

cure its spread especially in curbing spread of infectious disease outbreak.  

Since reporting is a factual account of significant activities of people, the interpretation of the 

course of events, developments, occurrences, and issues affecting our communities, COVID-

19 represents big news to the media with its newness, scope, and disruptive consequences to 

life and living demanded by the media's robust attention. Aside from informing the people 

about the pandemic, the media also strives to shape public opinion about the spread and the 

precautionary measures that can help mitigate the effect of the virus. The pandemic COVID-

19 dominated the attention of most Nigerian media news channels, to the point where 

information and news reports about the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) were quickly 

published and shared on various media platforms, and issues of COVID 19 drew wide 

national attention. As a result, it would seem apparent that whatever information was released 

from the Nigerian media concerning COVID 19, was bound to have far reaching 

consequences on national security. The research would now try to interrogate this connection.   

Media Engagement as threat to National Security in COVID 19 

The media, recognized as the fourth estate of the realm, is a powerful dominant institution 

that frequently contributes to an individual's identity and attitude through symbolic abilities. 

Individuals have an unusually strong want for knowledge and sense-making in times of 

significant societal disruption, and the mass media is typically thought to meet these 

requirements.
42

. Additionally, the media is an essential component of instruments for 

disseminating information in a more timely and effective manner, as well as assisting nations 

in interacting and integrating, as well as forming and managing perceptions. Governments 

can also increase citizens' comprehension of their actions and self-resilience in crisis response 

through engaging with the media.   
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It has been observed however, that Nigerian media has a history of endangering national 

security by contributing to the development of insecurity and conflicts through reporting 

focused at maximizing profits and expanding the audience base. For instance, an educative 

documentary „‟Fuelling Poverty‟‟ centred on Occupy Nigeria protest by Ishaya Bako was 

banned and its content described as highly provocative with likelihood of encouraging public 

disorder and undermining national security. Similarly, the outpouring of support for the End 

SARS protest rally demanding the ban of Anti- Robbery Squad played out on media (digital 

media) with various hashtags by media influencers.  

The misapplication of media power for mass content distribution, made possible by the 

pervasive nature of digital media, was evident during the Nigerian anti-SARS rally. 

Protesters, through shared locations on digital media, assembled, mobilized, and requested 

reinforcement to protest at many locations across the country to maintain the pressure that 

caused the disbandment of the police unit by the government. Demands further grew to 

include combating youth unemployment, corruption, and economic reform, but criminals 

with agendas mingled with legitimate grievances to continue crimes that jeopardized national 

security.  

During the End SARS protest, incendiary media materials circulated across the country, 

inciting orgy killings, arson, looting, and the release of prisoners. Most reportage on the End 

SARs protest largely relied on unverified visuals created and supplied by protesters and 

rioters on digital media thus, Wali (2003) reaffirms that issues affecting the general well-

being of the people in a country which can cause disaffection and disunity should be 

deemphasized or played down. Equally as watchdog, the media should play the important 

role of investigating, alerting and reporting individuals, activities and practices that improve 

the safety of the nation.  

For COVID-19, it is spreading at unprecedented rates, producing health problems as well as 

social and economic consequences. As the epidemic expanded, so did the desire for a 

remedy, which flooded media outlets with fears and anxieties adding to the pandemic's 

confusion and narratives. As concerns including misinformation, disinformation, mal-

information, stigma, and fake news dominated most media headlines and digital media 

platforms about the pandemic with some contents on media channels presenting threats to 

national security.  

Specialists and public health officials continuously revised opinions, advice, and 

recommendations on a regular basis as news articles about the virus were often out-of-date, 

creating numerous queries from the public about the virus while relying primarily on the 

media for information. Many outlets referred to the virus as the „Wuhan virus' due to the 

spread of disinformation, misinformation, and mal-information that the virus was engineered 

in a lab as a bioterrorism agent, or that the symptoms are actually caused by the 5G mobile 

network, and with politics inherently intertwined.
43

.  
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In the midst of these security threats, the digital media platforms created virtual surroundings 

with loads of information, a large part of which is unreliable with the more significant chunk 

unverifiable. Thus, discerning truth from hear-say has become an enormous task for the 

media to reduce uncertainty and provide extra information to the public. According to the 

United Nations, fear, uncertainty and the proliferation of misinformation is potentially 

capable of weakening national and global responses to COVID 19, bolster nativist narratives 

and provide opportunities to exploits social divisions
44

. 

It is worth noting, that at the peak of COVID 19 pandemic in Nigeria, the media landscape 

witnessed several uncertainties that created fear and insecurity with the influx of information. 

The lockdown policies introduced by the government solely made citizens dependent on the 

media and much like previous pandemics, COVID 19 attracted misinformation, unproven 

scientific claims and due to mistaken beliefs about the origin of the virus as a result of wrong 

information, mortality rate increased. Conspiracy theories regarding the virus surfaced and 

were widely spread across countries, claiming that COVID 19 is a man-made virus that was 

willingly unleashed to fulfil political or economic objectives.
45

. The uncertainty surrounding 

COVID 19 paired with intense demand for information created perfect storm for speculation 

conspiracy theories and sharing of harmful or false information
46

. Until the World Health 

Organization named the disease COVID 19, there were several dis-information as the disease 

was regarded by the media as „‟Wuhan Virus‟‟ or China Corona virus and in spite of this, 

renowned world leaders ignorantly referred to the virus as „‟Chinese Virus‟‟ (Anwar et al, 

2020). These conspiracies created differences and racial prejudice to the origin of the virus 

such that many Asians were stigmatized and called „‟Corona‟‟ on streets as well exaggerating 

the incidence of racial slurs similar to 2003 SARS experience of xenophobic reactions in 

Toronto was witnessed
47

. Anwar et al (2020) further reported that within the first few weeks 

of the pandemic, over 15million Twitter posts on conspiracy related factitious claims 

speculated that the Chinese engineered the virus for political or economic goals.  

Consequently, some media broadcasts also discouraged the use COVID 19 kits sent from the 

China government describing the supplies as infected brands as some platforms continued to 

spread panic with inconsistent information regarding the virus, the number of cases and 

deaths. However, some outbreak coverage and press statements have been criticized on pro or 

anti-China political sentiments. Pate (2011) ascertains that, some common practices of 

selective reporting of prejudicial stereotype about groups and individuals, economic, political 
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and other shallow episodic coverage blackout on groups, individuals or community are 

factors adopted by the media negatively contribute to crises situations because it is done with 

the use of inflammatory, misleading and sensational headlines capable of fuelling 

insecurity
48

.  

In furtherance to misinformation about the virus, unverified medical information cures and 

unverified medicines surfaced on several media platforms. Madagascar purported homemade 

herbal cure for COVID 19 applauded by President Andry Rajoelina in April 2020 was 

reported on both local and international media outlets urging citizens to drink the COVID 19 

Organic (CVO) for prevention or cure. This claim was discredited by Nigeria‟s state-run 

Pharmaceutical Research Institute because the scientific evaluation of the drug lacks potency 

against the virus. As WHO cautioned against self-medication, it also warned against the use 

of CVO without supervision and as at July 2020, hospitals in Madagascar were overwhelmed 

with confirmed cases of COVID 19, leading to imposition of lockdown amid the death rise in 

COVID 19 related cases. 

Apparently, many fake cures claims and local treatment went viral on several digital media 

messaging platforms. For instance, bathing and drinking salt water, bitter kola as antibiotics, 

the use of hot water or steam and garlic as ways of killing the virus. President Donald 

Trump's prescription of hydroxychloroquine increased its efficacy in the treatment of 

COVID-19 victims. Further re-tweeted a video in support of Dr Stella Immanuel, who also 

made unproven scientific claims about the use of hydroxychloroquine as a cure for COVID-

19. The video was termed violating COVID 19 rules while the misleading information was 

deleted from all digital media platforms even though, individuals had stockpiled and 

consumed the remedy, with hospitals becoming overwhelmed from hydroxychloroquine 

poisoned patients
49

.  

Nigerians also saw the virus as a hoax, and were sceptical of the government's intentions to 

regulate it, claiming that it was intended to enrich state officials or pilfer public funds. 

COVID 19 was also speculated as a secret plot by political elites to seek funds from nations 

where the number of confirmed cases was inflated, and at one point, the virus was speculated 

as a tool to eliminate political elites, particularly politicians and those frequenting Europe and 

America, on media platforms (social media). 

Other conspiracy theories, like religious behaviors, had a substantial impact on information 

and the spread of COVID 19 bogus preventative measures. Some powerful religious leaders 

cast doubt on COVID 19's existence, spreading conspiracy theories about its origins and the 

interventions put in place to prevent its spread. Unverified information concerning the 

pandemic was attributed to several well-known religious leaders with huge followings, also 

appearing to be fueling ignorance about the virus at the expense of members' safety and 

security. During the first few weeks of the government's actions, an Islamic scholar named 
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Sheik Balalau published a public declaration claiming that the virus is a hoax and that anyone 

who disagrees with his teachings is a tainted and blasphemous person.  

Subsequently, a video surfaced online with hundreds of people chanting „‟Mallam yace babu 

corona‟‟ („‟our cleric said no corona‟‟). Similarly, Sheikh Sani Yahaya Jingir was also 

featured describing COVID 19 as international deceit and Western conspiracy against 

Muslims
50

. Like the Islamic clerics, some Christian leaders added to the ignorance and came 

up with claims and theories about the virus. Pastor Chris Oyakhilome, claimed that the 

creation of 5
G 

technology and its deployment to parts of the world is responsible for COVID 

19 outbreak and that it is the new world order bent on establishing a single religion, economy 

and government in the universe by the anti-Christ.  Equally, Apostle Suleiman claims, 

portrayed the virus as China‟s experiment, projecting the vaccine as containing signals that 

controls human beings (Anwar et al, 2020).  

These religious leaders' ideas and theories were difficult to overcome, making it nearly 

impossible to adhere to WHO and NCDC personal hygiene guidelines and instructions, 

resulting in an increase in COVID 19 cases, particularly in Kano. Some religious leaders have 

also reacted angrily to the prolonged ban on religious services among other measures. Bishop 

Oyedepo was documented as calling the government measures of the lockdown as an attempt 

to cripple Christianity as several Imams were suspended for violating state imposed measures 

to slow the spread of the virus (Krippaht, May 2020).  According to a BBC report, a study 

estimated that about 5,800 people were admitted to hospital as a result of false information as 

many died drinking methanol or alcohol based cleaning products. BBC investigation further 

links assaults, arson and deaths as a result of misinformation about the virus
51

. 

Conversely, these unscientific and unproven facts added to people‟s ignorance and raised the 

risk of contracting the virus hence, managing rumours dispelling misinformation, 

disinformation, mal-information and conspiracy theories became necessary to controlling the 

spread of COVID 19. Anwar et al (2020) asserted that religious pages amid the crisis 

attracted people by spreading unscientific information regarding the prevention and treatment 

of the virus through the media. Thus far, the first step towards combating misinformation as 

described by UNESCO is credible news sources as the best vaccine against COVID-19
52

.  

Accordingly, the United Nations in dispelling rumours, fake news, messages of hate and 

misinformation as a global push to stop the spread of COVID-19 misinformation launched 

COVID 19 Communication Response Initiative based on science, solutions and solidarity to 

fight misinformation. Equally, the country‟s public health institute Nigerian Centre for 

Disease Control (NCDC), was mandated to lead the preparedness, detection and response to 

the infectious disease outbreak with a mission to protect the health through evidence based 
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prevention. This surveillance and response health institute is mandated to protect health 

through evidence based prevention and also serves as a body to disseminate information 

about the virus to the citizens. The Federal Government and NCDC situated efforts to 

dispelling misinformation about COVID 19 by urging precautions while setting up risk 

communication strategy to update the public about the pandemic and combating 

misinformation. 

Consequently, the NCDC also collaborated with the Presidential Task Force on COVID 19 

(PTF) and the Nigerian Communication Commission (NCC) and Network providers to 

circulate information that enhances knowledge. The NCDC launched websites and online 

platforms to serve as communication channels with the public, enabling the institution to 

share timely public health information that includes latest guidelines, advisories, Press 

releases, information, education and communication materials about infectious disease in 

Nigeria. Media advocacy and sensitization about COVID 19 disease surveillance, 

emergencies, and responses were issued through media outlets and communication networks, 

and in taking steps to actively and publicly confront misinformation, disinformation, and mal-

information, the media strives to shape public opinion about the spread and precautionary 

measures that help mitigate it.  

Similarly, to combat the spread of misinformation, disinformation, and mal-information 

about COVID 19 and the promotion of unscientific traditional treatment, the NCDC 

implemented some proactive measures, such as a social distancing strategy to reduce physical 

contact, which required strict adherence to non-physical greetings, at least 2 metres physical 

distancing, and the closure of public places. Regrettably, compliance with the directives 

became a challenge as adherence failed due to ignorance or complete defiance (Agusi et al, 

2020) and to this effect, NCDC intensified risk communication with various target audience 

and as well launched communication campaigns themed „‟Take Responsibility‟‟ as 

individuals and communities were strongly advised to adhere to with the aim of reducing the 

spread of the virus.  

While fighting COVID 19, misinformation, disinformation, and mal-information, effective 

communication is a key factor of management. As a result, the media has become a medium 

of means of communication and engagement by the government with the public, by utilizing 

promotions for emotional stability with full responsibility to ensure filtered information of 

discernment. Massive mobilization awareness and sensitization of citizenry to the dangers, 

symptoms and signs of the virus with emphasis on hygiene and sanitation as NCDC 

beneficial guidelines for preventing COVID 19 were reinforced through conspicuous 

advertisements on most and commonly used social media platforms with message slogans 

and hash tags of „‟Stay home Stay Safe‟‟ „‟Stay Home Saves Lives‟‟ „‟Spread the message 

not the virus‟‟ „‟Wash your hands, Stay Healthy‟‟ were frequent ads and following the social 

distance protocols, face mask became mandatory in all public places.  

In the middle of the panic and confusion caused by conflicting information regarding COVID 

19, the number of verified and fatal cases, media campaigns to advocate safe behavior and 

create solidarity with sufferers were launched. By February 2020, media campaigns on 

COVID 19 featured public service announcement, informative pictures, short videos, 

infographics published in local newspapers about the symptoms and protective measures that 

included social distancing, wearing masks were regularly broadcasted on private and public 
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owned media platforms. The NCDC broadcasted videos dispelling myths about the virus, 

stating that people of all ages can be affected, and that gargling salt, warm water, or chewing 

garlic or ginger would not prevent the virus.  

Equally, drinking alcohol, hot lemon, palm oil, chloroquine, Dettol, special oils, boiling 

pineapple peel with lime and ginger or placing onions in rooms would not ward off the virus. 

Hence, advised that only verified sources of information that include Federal Ministry of 

Health, Education or NCDC is permissible (NCDC, 2020).  The European Union took the 

initial steps to mitigate COVID 19 mis/disinformation by elevating authoritative sources of 

information in order to improve content moderation and reactively minimize harmful 

information (EU, 2020).  Information revealed on COVID 19 in Nigeria is monitored across 

multiple media platforms to identify false and misleading claims that lead to significant 

consequences for individuals and public health.  

Facebook announced the removal of false claims and conspiracy theories posted about the 

disease on its platforms and by March, Twitter uploaded its safety policy to prohibit tweets 

that could place people at a higher risk of transmitting COVID 19. In the same way, other 

social media platforms also set strategies for dispelling misinformation including the deleting 

of posts and accounts, deducting scores, lowering credits ratings, tagging rumour label and 

training professional whistle blowers
53

. Likewise, the NCDC partnered with independent fact 

checking organizations that are signatories of the International Fact-checking Network to 

provide and debunk related misinformation, disinformation and mal-information on COVID 

19. The fact checking strategy adopted by the NCDC is to verify images, videos, audio-clips 

and texts messages circulated on media platforms.  

The NCDC also set up support services to provide information through automatic services 

that sends information on symptoms, prevention tips and testing information to users as well 

as dispelling the growing myths about cures and sensitizes on COVID 19. Successively, in 

November 2020, the NCDC and UNICEF further launched Chatbot to combat COVID 19 

misinformation through the U Report platform; SMS based interactive chatbot to provide 

timely and accurate information on COVID 19. The chatbot is leveraged opportunities to use 

technological solutions to enhance the delivery of mandate that will serve as an additional 

medium to access validated, vetted and accurate information about COVID-19 and 

government‟s efforts to control the pandemic
54

. The Nigeria Health Watch, Christian Aid 

Organization Nigeria Country office also gave support to countering COVID 19 

misinformation by sharing actual situation of the outbreak by introducing #COVID 19 Truths 

projects while leveraging on generated insights of advance media monitoring to produce 

multimedia messages debunking misinformation
55

.  
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Conclusion and Recommendations 

The number of COVID 19 cases in Nigeria continues to rise, affecting multiple states, and the 

health-care system is anticipated to become overburdened as a result of the increasing risk of 

disease. During the COVID-19 pandemic, media reports have been delivering a large number 

of pieces of pandemic-related information because it poses a significant threat to global 

human well-being. By informing the public about the pandemic, the media also aims to shape 

public opinion about the spread and precautionary measures to flatten the curve. However, 

the quality of information during this period portends risk, as misinformation about the 

pandemic comes in form of conspiracy theories that adversely caused people to resort to 

ineffective, potentially harmful remedies and more dangerously engaging in risky behaviour 

that could inadvertently spread the virus. To this end, this paper recommends that:  

a) Media organizations should train professionals who cover health crises because 

balance is essential in health reporting, especially in situations that jeopardize public 

health. 

b) Regulatory bodies such as the National Broadcasting Commission (NBC) require 

additional support and autonomy in order to regulate media outlets without 

interference. 

c) Professionalism in the media is required for accuracy and responsible reporting in 

accordance with the media code of conduct and ethics. 

d) To avoid the spread of misinformation, disinformation, and mal-information, the 

media should take on the role of gatekeeper and self-censorship by fact-checking and 

verifying information before publishing. 

e) The government should elevate pandemics from a public health emergency to a 

national security emergency in order to coordinate an effective national response, as 

well as create regulations to control information flows and censor content. 

 

 
 
 


