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Abstract 
The media can help spread development messages and one of such is health. It is 

worthy of note that the health care system in Nigeria is poor in addition, there is 

inequality in access to care and also dearth of resources. This study intended to 

determine the extent to which the media works to define the public agenda for the 

health sector in order to mobilize both the government and the governed toward 

creating a healthy state. The content analysis research methodology and the 

purposive sample technique were utilized. The Guardian, The Punch, The 

Vanguard and Daily Sun newspapers were selected in this one-week study. On the 

identified health issues, a total of 58 health reports were discovered and analyzed. 

COVID-19 received the most attention as a major healthcare issue in the world 

today. Most of the health issues were reported as straight news. Health issues 

received little attention in the media. Based on the findings, this study suggests 

that newspapers give more importance to health problems.  
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Introduction 
Health is an important part of life and 

this is evident as the third of the 

Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) is on ensuring good health for 

all. There are lots of health issues 

plaguing the world today and more  

specific to Nigeria are diseases like 

Malaria, TB, tetanus, HIV/AIDS, 

cholera, chicken pox, diarrhea, polio, 

measles, diabetes, and typhoid. 
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Although there was an improvement in its health system ranking from 187 to 163 

out of 191 countries in 2021, Nigeria still has a lot of grounds to cover in terms of 

the overall quality of its health infrastructure, professionals and competencies, cost, 

quality medicine availability and government support (Muanya and Ozioma, 

2021). Nigeria’s healthcare system remains the fourth worst in the world. Even 

with the teeming population, there is no commensurate increase in health 

infrastructure just as life expectancy at 55years in Nigeria remains one of the lowest 

(Nwachukwu, 2021).        

Muanya (2021) revealed that the health care system in Nigeria is weak as a result 

of poor coordination, dearth of resources, including drugs and supplies, poor 

infrastructure, poor resource distribution, lack of access and poor quality of care. 

Sasu (2022) also notes that government expenditure on health is slim as HERFON 

in the Nigerian Health Review (2006) explains that “the national health system’s 

coverage is restricted, and health education and enlightenment are lacking.”  

The media are important sources of health-related information, and have the ability 

to impact how people think about and debate health. According to Ochonogor 

(2009), “development media messaging, if organized and sustained over time, will 

ensure a smooth transition of mass media agenda to public agenda.” When 

development media messages are sustained, there will be a transition from media 

agenda to public agenda. This means that the more pertinent issues are discussed 

over time by the mass media, the more the public will consider such issues as 

important. The mass media have the ability to direct our attention to specific 

subjects as evidenced by the mass media's Agenda-Setting function. 

The World Health Organization (WHO) annually since its inception marks April 7 

as the World Health Day and April as the World Health Month. This is to draw 

attention to a specific health topic of concern to people all over the world. It is a 

movement to make health access more equitable.  

People need proper health information and understanding. They require 

information on healthy lifestyle choices, preventive health measures, medical 

problems and diseases, and government health-care programs. To this end, the 

mass media must be involved in raising awareness, increasing information flow, 

and mobilizing the public toward the achievement of national goals. As a result, 

the purpose of this research is to look into how newspapers deal with the task of 

informing, teaching, and enlightening people about health issues.  

This work thus tries to determine the extent to which selected Nigerian newspapers 

work to set the public agenda for the health sector in order to help build the 
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collective knowledge base and mobilize both the government and the governed 

towards accomplishing these health-related goals. 

 

Research Questions  

The following research questions were raised in this study:  

1. What level of prominence is given to health issues reported in the selected 

newspapers?  

2. What were the sources of the health stories reported in the selected 

newspapers?  

3. What health issue is most emphasised in the selected newspapers?  

4. In what format (news, features and editorial) were the health issues most 

frequently published? 

 

Literature Review 

Nigeria’s long battle with health issues and the media’s role 

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), Nigeria has one of the worst 

health indicators in Africa which makes achieving SDGs a challenge. The 

country’s rapidly growing population and development challenges have been 

blamed for the weak socio-economic condition of the African continent. The rise 

of non-communicable such as hypertension, diabetes and neurological disorders as 

well as communicable diseases such as tuberculosis, HIV, cholera, amongst others, 

remain major public health concerns. The country ranks second highest with the 

number of people living with HIV globally and accounts for 9% of the global HIV 

burden. Malaria remains the top cause of child illness and death in Nigeria with 

maternal mortality ratio standing at 814 per 100,000 (USAID,2022; Global Health 

Observatory, 2017).  

While public health services are primarily the responsibility of government, 

healthcare is provided by public and private sectors with the private providing 60% 

of health services (Global Health Observatory, 2017). The sad fact remains that the 

well-being of Nigerians and its failing health sector has never been a subject of 

concern to the government who has consistently neglected this sector while seeking 

for better healthcare services outside Nigeria.  

Stakeholders have always emphasized the important role of the media in improving 

healthcare and well-being of Nigerians as an institution which possesses enormous 

potential to influence government policies, health-related behavior and perception 

(Muanya and Ozioma, 2021). One viable way of achieving this is by bringing these 
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issues to the attention of the respective stakeholder by providing timely, detailed 

and thorough in its coverage of health issues.  

The fact remains that the media remains a critical influence in setting public agenda 

on health matters, improving the outcomes of health, improving health behavior, 

persuading people in times of health emergencies, acting as policy advocate 

amongst so many other important functions. The media play this role by duly 

informing the public through various programmes and by using different creative 

methods to reach the public. Given its pervasive, institutional structure of the media 

in contemporary societies, the media can profoundly influence health-related 

beliefs and behaviours. Hence, mass media is attested as much more important than 

interpersonal communication when it comes to increasing awareness and 

knowledge of health issues (Fishman and Casarett, 2006).  

Although the media has been of great impact in fulfilling this goal, there are still 

gaps in terms of attention and the manner in which these issues are treated by media 

organizations including newspaper. In addition is the suggestion of Saraf and 

Balamurugan (2018) that there is need for improvement in the performance of mass 

media including the need to convey the best and trusted sources regarding the 

health issues and doctors as well as the need for medical reporters to have proper 

technical knowledge and ability to focus on major problems.     

Gevah and Ezeah (2020) underscored the fact that the fundamental way through 

which the media can educate the public on health issue is by providing coverage. 

Specifically, this can be achieved by frequently reporting public health issues, 

recommending appropriate health behavior and suggesting policies that will assist 

in combating the public health issue reported.  

 

Agenda-setting theory 

According to Baran & Davis (2009), this theory indicates a significant relationship 

between media coverage and people's ranking of public issues. The theory 

describes the relationship between the frequency with which the media covers a 

story and the degree to which people believe that the issue is important. The 

essence of the theory is that the media decides where the stories of the day should 

appear. Some items may appear on the front page with bold headlines; others, 

which may appear less important, may have smaller headlines, short and to the 

point, with no accompanying images. In the case of broadcast news, some stories 

may be given more time earlier in the presentation, while others may be given 

significantly less time near the end of the show. Exposure to health issues in the 
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media, whether through news, features, editorials, or elsewhere, will assist broaden 

audiences' understanding of the topic. 

In this case, the mass media can prioritise health-related information by giving 

more frequency and prominence. Hence, the more important a health news article 

is in terms of frequency and prominence, the more relevant it is to the audience.  

 

Empirical review  

Health communication is a subset of development journalism; one function of 

development journalism is advocacy which could be campaigning for health-

friendly legislation. The American Public Health Association (APHA) explains 

that advocacy is promoting a subject to influence policymakers and bring about 

social change. The mass media can advocate positive change in health by educating 

the public, causing a change of mindset on some health issues, and influence the 

friendly health policies.According to Gupta & Sinha (2010), health subjects can 

take the shape of news, editorials, and features; it could be a report about the 

commencement of an immunization campaign or a speech about health given by a 

well-known figure. It could also be a health feature written by a health specialist 

regarding a specific ailment or health practice.  

Finset, Bosworth, Butow, Gulbrandsen, Hullsman, Pieterse, Street, Tschoetschel 

& Wert (2020) noted that professionals in the field of health communication, 

patient education and health behaviour change have a peculiar responsibility to 

contribute to the spread of concise and valid information in different contexts. This 

has become a necessity ever since the outbreak of the deadly COVID-19 which led 

to a massive flow of health information whereas verified information is the key to 

effective prevention of disease.  

Ciboh (2010) in a content analysis of four Nigerian newspapers for a period of two 

years attempted to establish how Nigerian newspapers constructed issues of health 

and if such reports are written to help readers attain higher health status. The study 

found that different health issues ranging from HIV/AIDS, cardiovascular diseases, 

cancer, reproductive health, policies, and management are some of the issues 

featured on Nigerian newspapers’ pages. Through these reports, the media is able 

to mitigate different health conditions through the knowledge they give and the 

solutions offered. The study pointed out that the need for studies on magazine 

contents as means of promoting health of Nigerians. Gupta & Sinha (2010) asserts 

that many individuals rely on the news media for health-related information 

including policy makers who get significant information from the media. Lovejoy 
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(2007) corroborates that mass media are an alternative source of health information 

and perhaps the primary source that people rely on. 

Lovejoy (2007) citing Hodgetts & Chamberlain (2006) explains that the mass 

media enjoy the position of being instrumental to and explicitly involved in 

society’s shared understanding and knowledge of health issues. However, the study 

by Bello (2014) showed that the selected Nigerian newspapers did not give 

adequate coverage to the health issues. Bello (2014) carried out a content analysis 

on four Nigerian national newspapers between 2010-2013 on three health issues, 

HIV/AIDS, malaria and polio. The issues were given inadequate coverage, hence, 

the author suspected that this could be one of the reasons there is high prevalence 

of these diseases in Nigeria while highlighting the need for more coverage.  

Smith, Menn, & McKyer (2011) explains that timely and correct information has 

the ability to favourably benefit individuals, communities, and societies, and also 

that Individuals' awareness, knowledge, attitudes, self-efficacy, abilities, and 

commitment to behaviour change can all be affected by effective health 

communication. 

Nwafor, Amatu, Onyejelem & Eze (2021) evaluated the Nigerian Press Coverage 

of High Blood Pressure in order to ascertain the adequacy of the coverage given to 

this ailment. The study covered a period of 13months – May 2020 – May 2021 

since May 17 is recognized by the World Health Organization as the High Blood 

Pressure day. This, 1002 editions of newspaper reports were content analysed while 

this was complemented with a focused group discussion among media audience. 

The study revealed that high blood pressure issues were not given adequate 

attention in terms of prominence as they mainly appeared as feature stories. The 

audience on the other hand indicated that hospitals and other healthcare centers 

were their sources of information about High Blood Pressure. The need for media 

houses to have a specialized and functional health beat was emphasized in the 

study.   

Mach, Reyes, Pentz, et.al (2021), reckoned that newspaper coverage is important 

amidst increasing disinformation especially on public health and policy 

information. Although low sensationalism was found across 1331 sampled articles 

in twelve newspapers representing the political interests of the three countries 

considered (Canada, UK and US), there are concerns that coverage with low 

scientific quality that failed to alert readers of public health risks, misinformation 

or policy failures, may have worsened the public health effect of COVID-19.  

Ogbonne (2021) in a study titled: health is wealth: newspaper coverage of the 

economic impact of COVID-19 in Nigeria, aimed at determining how newspapers 
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in Nigeria reported the impact of COVID-19 on Nigerian economy. The study 

revealed that the four national daily newspapers namely Leadership, Guardian, 

Nation and Punch randomly selected, utilized official sources and reported 

COVID-19 stories as straight news. In addition, it was found that newspapers in 

Nigeria neither made suggestions on how to manage the economy in times of the 

pandemic nor post pandemic.     

Leask, Hooker & King (2010) studied how journalists’ select and present health 

news items through in-depth interviews. They discovered that specialist medical 

reporters produce and advocate for quality health stories. In addition, Health 

specialists preferably doctors were seen as the best sources of health stories. 

 

Methodology 

This study adopted content analysis method to measure the level of coverage of 

health issues in Nigeria. Using the purposive sampling technique, the month of 

April 2022 was selected as it is celebrated as the World Health month by the World 

Health Organization. Four newspapers- The Guardian, The Punch, The Vanguard 

and Daily Sun newspapers- were selected and 7 days in the month were studied. 

To this end, the population of the study was 120 newspaper editions, that is, 30 

days for the four newspapers. April 7 is celebrated as the World Health day, hence 

the sample of this study revolved around April 7. Three days before April 7 and 

three days after April 7 comprised the sample. Thus, April 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 and 10 

were selected representing 7 days of the week. 

Data retrieved from this study was analysed using the Statistical Product and 

Service Solution (SPSS) version 21. The descriptive statistical tools made use of 

were simple frequency counts and percentages. A coding sheet was used to gather 

information from the newspapers; the content categories for this study were: 

prominence, genre, health issues and sources. 

Prominence: This was measured by the position of the story. It is assumed that the 

placement of a news story determines the importance attached to that story. The 

position of the reports was measured as front page (FP), other front page (OFP), 

inside pages (IPs), and back page (BP), editorial page and dedicated health page.  

Genre of Report: This has to do with the form in which health reports are covered 

in the newspapers such as straight news, features, editorial, and opinion. 

Health issues: These are the health topics reported in the newspapers. The health 

topics covered are: COVID-19, Diabetes, Cancer, Malaria, Lassa Fever, Cholera, 

Pneumonia, Sickle Cell, Brain Drain, Environmental health, Oppression of 

Workers, Free Health Care, Health Policy Adherence, Malnutrition, Health 

Awareness, Maternal Health, Mental Health, Gastroenteritis, Health innovation, 

Stroke, Treatment/help, Tuberculosis, Health equality and accessibility, 

Orthopedic, Endometriosis, Health care delivery, and Prevention of diseases.  

Sources: These are the lead voices in the health reports. It is assumed that the lead 

actors in a report can give more credence to the reports. The lead voices in the 

reports are: Health Specialist, Federal Government, State Government, Other 
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Government Officials, International Organisations, Non-Governmental 

Organisations, Support Groups, Health Organizations, Victim, Health Workers and 

Media Organization.  

 

Results and Discussion 

A total of 58 health reports were gathered from the newspapers within the period 

of study. Further analysis was done according to the categories raised in the study  

 

Table 1: Prominence of Health issues 

 Front 

Page 

Other 

Front Page 

Back 

Page 

Editorial 

Page 

Inside 

Pages 

Dedicate 

Health Page 

Total 

Daily Sun 0 1 0 2 8 0 11 

The Punch 0 5 1 3 7 12 28 

The 
Guardian 

0 2 0 0 7 1 10 

The 
Vanguard 

0 0 0 0 4 5 9 

Total  0 8 1 5 26 18 58 
 

Table 1 shows that health issues were not accorded prominence. There was no 

health issue in the front page of the four newspapers. There were some health 

stories that had small headlines on the front page (8) while the health stories were 

placed in the inside pages. Majority of the stories were in other pages of the 

newspapers (26) while 18 stories and 5 stories were on the dedicated health page 

and editorial page respectively. Some stories that had small headlines on the front 

page had such topic as: ‘How to prevent recurrent stroke-study’, ‘Brain drain: 

Nigeria has 315,426 doctor deficiency, says NMA’.  

 

Table 2: Genre of health issues  

 Daily Sun The Punch The Guardian The Vanguard Total 

Straight News 4 17 7 5 33 

Features 5 5 3 3 16 

Editorial 2 0 0 0 2 

Opinion 0 6 0 1 7 

Total 11 28 10 9 58 
 

Table 2 shows that there were more straight news reports than other journalistic 

genres. This shows that the reports were more informative and did not give more 

in-depth analysis. It is quite impressive that there were feature stories showing that 

some extensive research went into the reports.  Gupta and Sinha (2010) assert that 

health news could take the form of news, editorial or features. This is evident from 

the findings of this study. Some feature reports in the newspapers are: Reducing 
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the burden of Pneumococcal infections in Nigeria, ‘We are scarred and burnt for 

life- users of bleaching creams cry out’. Some editorial reports were titled: 

‘Tackling stillbirths in Nigeria’, ‘Funding the tuberculosis epidemic’. There were 

also opinion articles like ‘What every couple should know about IVF’, ‘Know your 

pancreas’.  

Radu & Banjac (2012) in a study on Zambian media, found out that there were 

more straight news stories on health across the different media compared to other 

forms.  

 

Table 3: Sources of health issues 

 Daily Sun The Punch The 
Guardian 

The 
Vanguard 

Total 

Health Specialist 4 13 1 5 23 

Federal Government 0 1 1 1 3 

State Government 0 1 1 0 2 

Other Government 

Officials 

1 1 2 0 4 

International 

Organisations 

0 4 3 1 8 

Non-Governmental 

Organisations 

1 2 0 0 3 

Support Groups 0 1 0 1 2 

Health Organizations 0 2 0 1 3 

Victim 3 2 0 0 5 

Health Workers 0 0 2 0 2 

Media Organization 2 0 0 0 2 

Others 0 1 0 0 1 

Total 11 28 10 9 58 
 

Table 3 shows that the voices in majority of reports were by health specialists. 

These are professionals in the medical field like doctors and other health 

practitioners. International organizations like WHO, USAID, NCDC, UNDP were 

also key voices in the reports. Some reports that had international organizations as 

sources were titled: ‘How to protect human health, combat climate crisis’; ‘USAID 

tackles malnutrition in Bauchi, others with $9.5m’. There were different voices in 

the reports like the government, health workers advocating better working 

conditions, victims and also the academia classified in the others category.  

As it relates to health, it is important to note that there is more credibility in reports 

that have health professionals as the major voices as they have expertise in health-

related issues. Leask, Hooker and King (2010) in their study discovered that health 

specialists are the best sources of health stories. Radu and Banjac (2012) also 
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discovered that professionals were the major sources through which health reports 

were accessed.  

 

Table 4: Health topics reported in the newspapers 

 Daily Sun The Punch The 
Guardian 

The 
Vanguard 

Total  

COVID-19 0 2 4 3 9 

Diabetes 0 1 0 1 2 

Cancer 0 2 0 1 3 

Malaria 0 1 0 0 1 

Lassa Fever 0 2 0 0 2 

Cholera 0 1 0 0 1 

Pneumonia 0 0 1 0 1 

Sickle Cell 0 1 0 1 2 

Brain Drain 1 1 0 0 2 

Environmental health 0 0 2 0 2 

Oppression of workers     0 0 2 0 2 

Health care and 

administration 

0 3 0 1 4 

Malnutrition 0 1 0 0 1 

Health Awareness 0 3 0 0 3 

Maternal & Child Health 3 4 0 1 8 

Mental Health  0 1 0 1 2 

Gastroenteritis  0 1 0 0 1 

Stroke 1 0 0 0 1 

Treatment/help 3 0 0 0 3 

Tuberculosis 1 0 0 0 1 

Health equality and 

accessibility 

1 0 0 0 1 

Orthopedic 1 0 0 0 1 

Prevention of diseases 0 1 0 0 1 

Others 0 2 0 0 2 

Total 11 28 10 9 58 
 

Table 4 shows that most reports were on COVID-19. This is expected as the world 

is still recovering from the effects of the disease. The next most reported issue was 

on maternal and child health. This area covered issues on women’s health like 

pregnancy, endometriosis, natal deaths, still births, menstrual issues among others. 

A lot of other health issues were covered, illnesses like cancer, tuberculosis, 

diabetes, malaria and other issues like health awareness which touched on issues 

like nutrition, the need to be fit; also reports on oppression of workers like strike 
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threats. There were also issues of free healthcare and health equality just as is 

advocated by the WHO. Reports on treatment/help were about individuals seeking 

help, such reports like- ‘Man bedridden for 19 years, needs 19m for treatment’, 

‘Pius Enefiok Nyong needs help to live’.  

Radu & Banjac (2012) also covered an array of health issues; the major health topic 

was on healthcare delivery while the major ailment was HIV and AIDS. On the 

other hand, the disease to get the most attention according to Kaiser Family 

Foundation & The Pew Research Center (2008) was cancer.  

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The study highlights the level of importance given to health issues by Nigerian 

newspapers by examining the level of prominence given to health issues, the 

sources of the health stories, what health issue is most emphasized and the format 

these reports frequently took. It was discovered that health issues in Nigerian 

newspapers were not accorded much prominence as none of the newspapers 

sampled had any health issue on their front page. Health issues were mostly 

reported as straight news, hence, they may not have provided enough details many 

times. Health specialists were the most cited sources in these reports which implies 

that the information provided were from experts and therefore can be relied on for 

decision making. COVID 19 tops the list of topics reported in the newspapers and 

this shows that Nigerian newspapers focus on topical issues thereby keeping the 

public abreast of global concerns on health emergencies.  

It is therefore recommended that Nigerian newspapers give more prominence to 

health issues by placing such stories on the front page where the attention of readers 

is easily directed. Also, there is a need for Nigerian newspapers to provide more 

in-depth information on health issues as this gap was noted in the newspapers 

sampled. Since health is a vital concern, there is the need for adequate public 

knowledge on whatever issues are highlighted for there to be a positive outcome. 

It is equally recommended that Nigerian newspapers improve on the frequency of 

reporting health issues as the study noted that out of the 120 newspaper editions 

sampled, there were only 58 health topics in all.      
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