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ABSTRACT This study assessed the perception by the Nigerian press of the severity of the HIV and AIDS pandemic. The
assessment was based on the coverage of HIV and AIDS issues by selected newspapers. Three variables were used for examining
editorial matter in selected newspapers: Scope was used to define the extent of coverage of HIV and AIDS issues as a percentage
of total editorial content; genre was to establish whether published matter was news, opinion, feature, and so on, while trend
was to establish whether the press did more or less over time in covering the pandemic. Six national dailies were examined over
a five-year period. The study covered three time frames, June 2005, June 2008 and June 2010. The data suggest that the press
has severely underestimated the severity of the pandemic. The newspapers devoted only 0.35% of all editorial matter they
published to HIV or AIDS. More dramatically, overall coverage declined 94% between 2005 and 2010. The implication is that
if the press reflects the society, the public has underestimated the severity of AIDS and HIV. Thus, it may be hypothesized that
the longer a public health crisis lingers, the farther its severity recedes from the public mind.

INTRODUCTION

In the early days of AIDS when there was
little general knowledge of the enormity of what
was confronting humanity, there was a tenden-
cy to think of it as a “fad”, some strange ail-
ment that would pass with time. Apartheid South
Africa reflected most aptly the wishful-think-
ing mentality originally associated with the ad-
vent of the scourge. According to Patterson
(2006), “The apartheid state assured white South
Africans the disease was confined to ‘deviant
homosexuals’ or poor black migrants from nei-
ghbouring countries.” In Kenya, medical offi-
cials credited the first four deaths from AIDS to
skin cancer (Patterson 2006). The first two HIV
cases in Nigeria were identified in 1985 and
were reported at an international AIDS confer-
ence in 1986. Though the Nigerian health sec-
tor established the first National AIDS Advi-
sory Committee in 1987, it was not until “much
later before the government, the public and in-
ternational agencies began seriously to address
the emergent epidemic” (Smith 2004).

However, by 2005, the reality of the HIV and
AIDS pandemic had become entrenched in the
public mind. AIDS statistics showed very clearly
that social conditions in Africa guaranteed an
uncontrollable spread of the most defiant health
problem of the 20th and 21st centuries.  By that
year, according to UNAIDS, 3.6 million Nige-
rians were estimated to be living with AIDS, “a

prevalence rate of 5.4 percent, compared with
7.5 percent in Sub-Saharan Africa and 1.1 per-
cent globally” (UNAIDS 2007). Today, data
show some decline in the figures. UNAIDS (2010)
sources put the number living with HIV and AIDS
at 2. 6 million; NACA put the figure as of 2009
at 2.98 million (male 1.38 million; female 1.61
million). NACA (2010) put the national preva-
lence rate in 2005 at 4.4 percent and 4.6 in 2009;
AVERT, an AIDS charity, says the prevalence
rate is “around 3.1 percent of adults between
the ages 15 and 49 living with HIV and AIDS
in the country.” But the agency has often called
attention to the more realistic position that the
national prevalence rate masks great diversity
in the epidemic at the state level: “The epidemic
can be generalized in higher prevalence states
and concentrated in other states, affecting dif-
ferent populations in both urban and rural
settings...varying between 10.5 percent in some
states and 2 percent in others” (NACA 2010).

However, the most up-to-date and compre-
hensive authoritative source, the UNGASS 2010
Report, provides the following picture of HIV
and AIDS in the country:

Nigeria’s HIV prevalence is estimated at
3.6% (NARHS 2007) which is a population-
based survey. Antenatal sentinel survey has
been used to monitor the trend of the epidemic
over time. In 2008, the prevalence among the
pregnant women was 4.6% which could be
considered a progress from 5.8% in 2001.
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Despite that, more interventions are needed to
limit the spread of HIV in Nigeria. Current
estimates by the Federal Ministry of Health
(FMOH) indicate that 2.98 million people are
living with HIV/AIDS in Nigeria in 2009 with
a total AIDS death of 192,000. One of the most
remarkable social and economic impacts of
HIV/AIDS is the ever increasing number of
AIDS orphans which was estimated at 2.12
million in 2008 and 2.175million in 2009.
Despite the national prevalence of 4.6%, there
are several variations by state and local gov-
ernment area. At the zonal level, prevalence is
lowest in the South West (2.0%) and highest in
the South-South (7.0%). Age group specific
prevalence is highest in the age group 25-29
years (5.6%) and lowest in the 40-44 years age
group (2.9%), according to the 2008 ANC
survey.

Indeed, the cited annual death rate of 192,
000 from AIDS is, in all probability, an under-
statement; the true picture is likely to be much
worse.  Nigeria is a vast territory of 923, 768
square kilometers (356, 669 square miles), a
little smaller than one-fourth of the European
Union or Texas and California in the US put
together. About 66 - 70 percent of the popula-
tion of 150 million lives in the rural areas where
both deaths and births are generally under-re-
ported, where medical services are practically
non-existent and living conditions and nutri-
tion standards produce a fertile environment for
infectious diseases.

In the wake of AIDS, though certainly not
solely because of it, Nigeria’s life expectancy
has declined. The World Health Organization
(WHO) notes that in 1991 the average life ex-
pectancy was 53.8 years for women and 52.6
years for men. By 2007 these figures fell to 46
for women and 47 for men (WHO 2008). The
Human Development Report 2009 indicates life
expectancy as 47.7 (UNDP 2010). As AVERT
(2010) surmises, “Despite being the largest oil
producer in Africa and the 12th largest in the
world, Nigeria is ranked 158 out of 177 on the
UNDP Human Poverty Index…The poverty of
the majority means that Nigeria is faced with
huge challenges in fighting its HIV AND AIDS
epidemic.”

Some authorities have suggested that the
most available data are far from reliable because
of the size of the country, inadequate monitor-
ing capacity and the low level of literacy in the

rural areas where the disease might thrive most.
For example, Smith (2004) noted that the “lack
of reliable data perhaps contributes to both offi-
cial and popular neglect of the potential magni-
tude of the public health, social, economic and
political implications of the epidemic” (p. 201).
The inadequacy of data has eased dramatical-
ly in the last five years or so. For example, the
UNGASS 2010 Report has tapped from the most
authoritative official and voluntary agencies
sources: NACA, UNAIDS, Line Ministries and
Civil Society groups, several units of the Fed-
eral Ministry of Health such as National HIV/
AIDS and Sexually Transmitted Infection Con-
trol Programme and Blood Bank, as well as the
Federal Ministry of Education.

UNGASS said it also reviewed various pub-
lished reports such as ANC 2008, NARHS 2007,
IBBSS 2007 and NDHS 2008. In addition, sec-
ondary data analysis was done with the ANC
2008, NARHS 2007 and IBBSS 2007 survey data
to obtain survey related indicators and disag-
gregation. Literature review was done to streng-
then the quality of the reports with published
articles. Similarly, 18 National Composite Policy
Index (NCPI) questionnaires were administered
to organizations/institutions (nine government
institutions and nine nongovernment institutions
involving non-governmental organizations, UN
organizations, bilateral agencies and civil soci-
ety groups). According to the UNGASS Report,
the questionnaires were administered to the
HIV/AIDS focal persons in these agencies and
organizations. This is, therefore, undoubtedly a
great resource for the most comprehensive data
on the HIV-AIDS conundrum in the country.

From the understated data to the most com-
prehensive, the picture that emerges is still a
gloomy one. Smith (2004) cited a study (Panch-
aud et al. 2002) which projected that “in the
next 10 – 15 years, Nigeria will have the largest
number of people living with HIV and AIDS of
any country in Africa.” Fortunately, the projec-
tion has not materialized. According to UN-
GASS (2010), “HIV epidemic rose from 1.8%
in 1991 and peaked at 5.8% in 2001. Subse-
quently, the trend reversed and took a down-
ward turn from 5.8% to 5% in 2003 and then to
4.4% in 2005, although a slight increase was
observed in HIV prevalence from 4.4% in 2005
to 4.6% in 2008 (Federal Ministry of Health
2010). That puts the current prevalence rate at
4.6 percent, better than the situation in South
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Africa with a smaller population. Current fig-
ures indicate a reduction in prevalence rate to
4.1 percent (Diala et al. 2011). Still, that is cold
comfort.

From all perspectives, then, it is imperative
to continue to build and sustain awareness of
HIV and AIDS as well as awareness of their
complexities, complications and socio-economic
implications. This will help in the continuous
expansion of the knowledge base of the Nige-
rian population about the scourge. The role of
the mass media in this endeavour is incontro-
vertible and provided the motive for this study.
The study focused specifically on the daily press
and their perception of the severity of the HIV
and AIDS pandemic and, therefore, their role
in raising the level of public awareness of the
pandemic.

Mass Media, HIV and AIDS and
Public Awareness

It is evident that the mass media are indis-
pensable in the march of civilisation. As Allen
(1977) asserts, mass communication is identi-
cal and basic to the meaning of mass society.
He noted that “modern society does not only
depend upon mass communication, but the pro-
cess itself defines the nature of mass society.”
In the age of media convergence, the mass me-
dia more than ever remain a critical factor in
the development of modern large-scale commu-
nities. The potentials for greater media access
represented by Internet-based platforms and new
communication technologies mean that more
and more citizens will depend on the media for
much of what they know. In a few words, the
weighty issues of the 21st century would be im-
possible to communicate without the mass me-
dia.

HIV and AIDS qualify to be listed among
those weighty issues.  Indeed, UNAIDS has
noted that, “a sweeping new UNAIDS and
Zogby International public opinion poll shows
that nearly 30 years into the AIDS epidemic,
region by region, countries continue to rank
AIDS high on the list of the most important is-
sues facing the world” (UNAIDS 2010). HIV
or AIDS is so pervasive and yet so personal that
it would be impossible to spread awareness and
knowledge of it without the mass media. But
the effectiveness of the media for purposes of
public campaigns – including health campaigns

- varies in proportion to their commitment to
undertake any specific task.

Nigeria’s media environment requires some
elaboration here. The broadcast media systems
are impressive by African standards. Radio and
television have expanded tremendously in the
last 15 years. There are at present 100 radio sta-
tions, 147 television stations, 35 cable stations,
and five direct-to-home and four direct broad-
cast satellite (DBS) stations on air at the mo-
ment (National Broadcasting Commission 2010).
The combined use of these resources holds a lot
of promise for the kind of public health cam-
paign demands presented by HIV and AIDS.
AVERT observes: “As Nigeria is such a large
and diverse country, media campaigns to raise
awareness of HIV are a practical way of reach-
ing many people in different regions.” (AVERT
2010). The AIDS charity reported that:

Radio campaigns like the one created by the
Society for Family Health are thought to have
been successful in increasing knowledge and
changing behaviour. “Future Dreams” was a
radio serial broadcast in 2001 in nine (Nige-
rian) languages on 42 radio channels. It focus-
ed on encouraging consistent condom use, in-
creasing knowledge and increasing skills for
condom negotiation in single men and women
aged between 18 and 34 (AVERT 2010).

Radio has great advantages as a medium of
mass communication. Many scholars agree that
radio helps people scale not just the literacy
barrier but also physical barriers. Rogers (2003)
noted that “today in the new millennium, radio
is still the most important medium for reaching
mass audiences in many poor nations.” A 2006
research by the British Broadcasting Corpora-
tion (BBC) re-affirmed that radio is the most
accessible and the most consumed media in all
the countries surveyed. “Radio dominates the
mass media spectrum with state-controlled ra-
dio services still commanding the biggest audi-
ences in most countries but regional (within
country) commercial stations demonstrating
the largest consistent increases in numbers...”
(BBC World Service Trust 2006). The report lists
Nigeria as a “medium listening” country, with
weekly reach figures of 70 percent – 90 percent.

But radio also has the disadvantage of being
aural and, therefore, ephemeral. The consumer
of radio has to be there to receive what is given.
That becomes a big problem in most of rural
Nigeria and indeed the urban areas where the
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people are highly mobile – farmers, merchan-
disers, small-scale and itinerant traders, and
fishermen.

TV as a medium is generally more attuned
to the elite and urban dwellers. Technically, with-
out networking or satellite or cable connections,
its signals reach is limited. In addition, in Ni-
geria where power outages are a perennial prob-
lem, TV sets are quite often mere living room
furniture for the lower middle class. The high
cost of a TV set may also militate against its
mass usage (Okunna 1994; Salama 1989). How-
ever, it should be added here that the presence
of television in the rural areas of Nigeria is not
as rare a phenomenon as it once was. Primary
and secondary school teachers, retired civil ser-
vants and even retired university teachers who
have retreated to the country’s quieter rural en-
vironment have taken television with them. The
BBC-led research cited earlier put TV owner-
ship in Nigeria at 52.5 percent of the popula-
tion. Among the urban poor and rural dwellers,
access to TV has a uniquely Nigerian character,
where as many as 20 – 30 people can cluster
round one TV set and experience even more
excitement than those who watch it in the com-
fort of family living rooms. Not surprisingly,
the BBC report put access to television in the
country at 74 percent, with 52.3 percent of the
population watching TV at least once a week.
This and its audio-visual character give televi-
sion enormous advantages in any major public
health campaign. As Madhu et al. (2009) point
out: “Well researched television content can cre-
ate public awareness about HIV prevention,
treatment, care and support can potentially in-
fluence the development and implementation of
relevant policies.”

Also, the rising profile of private broadcast
media in the country - 15 television and 27 ra-
dio stations (NBC 2010) - is good for a country
faced with grave health issues that need to reach
the largest segment of the population. These
private outlets do offer the audiences different
perspectives in programming and the issues they
cover. They provide expanded platforms for car-
rying HIV and AIDS messages.

Newspapers and magazines also have the
problem of being accessible to only those who
can read. Though newspaper circulation data
are difficult to access in the country, the news-
paper has unique advantages in any efforts to
reach a wide spectrum of the Nigerian popula-
tion with HIV and AIDS information.

The use of new media to raise awareness has
been boosted by the surge of mobile phone us-
age across Africa, which is said to have the
world’s fastest growth, with penetration soar-
ing from just one in 50 people at the turn of the
century to 28%. Nigeria, with 75 million sub-
scribers (ITU 2010), has enjoyed a mobile phone
use surge commensurate with its size and, as
far back as 2005, UNICEF tapped into the mo-
bile phone revolution to send SMS texts to 9
million Nigerian youths in the campaign to rai-
se their awareness about HIV and AIDS (BBC
2005). With internet access also reaching 43. 9
million (ITU 2010), the prospects and parapher-
nalia for spreading health issue messages con-
tinue to expand. With Generations X and Y do-
minating the social media environment, the pic-
ture, in terms of reach towards the more vul-
nerable groups in the HIV and AIDS conun-
drum, is less bleak than it was just five years
ago.

These strengths and weaknesses of the vari-
ous media of public communication provide a
compelling, professional argument for using a
combination of the media in the fight against
HIV and AIDS. To wit, using broadcast, print,
new and traditional media in combination holds
greater prospects of success for any well-arti-
culated public health campaign. However, this
study focused on the role of the newspaper in
such a media mix.

In this kind of strategy, the newspaper has
specific advantages. In their surveillance func-
tion, newspapers have more capacity for depth
of coverage than the other media, except per-
haps the internet. Newspapers can present vari-
ous perspectives to an event or issue over time
and with considerable space. In the Digital Age,
most Nigerian newspapers are also online, thus
strengthening the print newspaper in its surveil-
lance role.

Newspapers are also crucial in the interpre-
tation of events for the reader. Interpretation
helps to sift the deluge of information available
to the population from day to day. In addition,
they provide perspectives that give meaning and
significance to events reported or filtered into
the public domain. Unarguably, newspapers are
among the best media of mass communication
in performing this function because of the great-
er space available to them. Thus, they are able
to present “articles, often labeled ‘news analy-
sis,’ (which) appear alongside straight news sto-
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ries and try to explain the implications and pos-
sible consequences of certain events” (Wilson
1993).

The newspaper also has the advantage of
being “hard copy.” People have the tendency to
hold and physically feel things. As Neher (2003)
rightly observed, “newspapers are tangible ob-
jects that can be passed around and read aloud
to families and other groups, so circulation fig-
ures may understate their influence.” This trans-
lates into several advantages for the newspaper
medium.
• It can be preserved
• It can be revisited, read over and over
• Facts and issues can be rechecked
• It can be passed on
• There are parts of Nigeria where readers

pay street vendors a little money to scan or
read newspapers on the newsstand if they
cannot afford to buy a copy.

In other words, in spite of the information
available to the public on radio, TV and, in-
creasingly, on new media, readers still buy news-
papers not only in order have greater details of
events, but also to have some form of perma-
nent record of the events. This is why, in times
of prominent national events such as presiden-
tial speeches, budget announcements, change of
governments or ministerial appointees and
coups d’état during the military interregnums,
newspaper circulation would go up.

Despite limited circulation (compared with
the mass circulation tabloids of Europe, North
America and Japan), the papers at least reach
many of those in policy making positions, opin-
ion leaders and urban residents (which include
those in the 774 Local Government headquar-
ters) with their varied contents. In addition,
Nigeria’s media culture is embedded in the
printed press, which dates back to 1859 with
the founding in Abeokuta of Iwe Irohin, a bilin-
gual fortnightly, recorded as the country’s first
regular newspaper. Between then and 1932
(when the British Empire Service radio was
extended to the country), newspapers thrived in
numbers – though not in longevity – providing
the only media outlets with which the citizens
could personally identify. As a consequence, the
average Nigerian tends to trust the newspaper
more than the broadcast media that are still
dominated by governments.

 This is the background for this study, which
sought to assess how the Nigerian press per-

ceives the severity of HIV and AIDS pandemic,
using the contents of six national dailies.

Research Questions

Three basic research questions guided the
study:
RQ1: What was the scope of HIV and AIDS

coverage in the selected newspapers?
RQ2: What was the dominant genre of what

was published?
RQ3: What was the trend of coverage over time?

Three variables were established for exam-
ining the study population, namely, scope, genre
and trend. Scope was defined as the extent of
coverage of HIV and AIDS issues as a percent-
age of total editorial content; genre was used to
identify the communicative form of presenta-
tion – whether the editorial matter was news,
opinion, features, photographs or cartoons,
while trend was used to establish whether the
press was doing more or less over time in pub-
lishing HIV and AIDS issues. This was consid-
ered important because the mass media provide
the main sources from which a substantial por-
tion of the population draw their knowledge and
information on AIDS and other diseases that
plague the people. Thus, in studying how much
coverage the newspapers gave to HIV and AIDS,
the researcher also sought to find out in what
form the information was presented.

RESEARCH METHOD

This was a simple descriptive content study,
defined by the basic goal of the research. The
study relied on the coverage of HIV and AIDS
by the selected newspapers to assess how the
Nigerian press perceives the severity of the pan-
demic. As Babbie (1997) observed, content ana-
lysis enables a researcher to learn “about hu-
man behaviour by observing what people in-
advertently leave behind them” particularly in
documents.

Descriptive content analysis often appears to
be too simple in the view of some scholars be-
cause it tends to centre on “manifest content.”
Krippendorff (2004), for example, took issue
with Berelson’s definition of content analysis
because “by including the attribute ‘manifest’
in his definition, Berelson…literally excludes
‘reading between the line,’ which is what ex-
perts do, often with remarkable inter-subjective
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agreement.” Of course, the point is well taken
because there is a lot to be gained in studying
latent meanings in texts. But, Riffe et al. (1998)
stated the alternative view that, “simple descrip-
tion of content has its place in communication
research.”

One of the ways to address the contentions
with descriptive content analysis is “to draw
inferences about meaning or infer from the com-
munication to its context” (Riffe et al. 1998).
Research Question 2 provided the framework
for drawing such inferences and “conclusions
about what was not observed based on what was
observed,” (Riffe et al. 1998). The selected news-
papers were, therefore, examined page by page
to identify all editorial matter on HIV and AIDS.
At the same time the number of other editorial
items on the page was noted so as to be able to
determine HIV/AIDS materials as a percentage
of all editorial matter.

Study Period

Three time frames were established for the
study: one month (June) in 2005, the same
month in 2008, and the same month in 2010.
The first time frame was chosen arbitrarily due
to the fact that by 2005 the press would have
reflected the re-orientation of the populace that
HIV and AIDS were not a passing “fad”. The
second and third time frames were selected on
the assumption that there was a reasonable lapse
of time between 2005 and 2008 and 2010 to
present a comparative perspective. Two to three
years were assumed to be a reasonable period
for a trend to emerge, one way or another. In
sum, the study spanned five years.

Thus, issues of The Guardian, the New Ni-
gerian and The Punch were examined in the
first time frame (June 2005); the same newspa-
pers were examined in the second time frame
(June 2008). In the third time frame, issues of
The Nation, Thisday, and Daily Trust published
in June 2010 were examined.  The use of differ-
ent newspapers for the 2010 analysis was to
broaden the scope and enhance the external va-
lidity of the study even though this might raise
the question of comparability. Note was, how-
ever, taken of the fact that these newspapers met
the criteria used for selecting the three newspa-
pers used for 2005 and 2008.

Also, for the purpose of this study the Satur-
day and Sunday editions of the newspapers were

included in the study period although these edi-
tions are usually treated as separate titles from
the daily, with separate editors from those of
the dailies. The use of titles The Punch, The
Guardian, New Nigerian, The Nation, Thisday
and Daily Trust in the study was, therefore, for
analytical convenience since these are the legal
titles of the dailies.

Study Population

Establishing the population for this study
involved multistage sampling. The universe of
the study consisted of all 42 daily newspaper
titles in Nigeria.  From this population six news-
papers were selected, using circulation as the
major criterion. They were within the circula-
tion range of 25, 000 – 200, 000, that is: The
Guardian, New Nigerian and Daily Trust (25,
000 – 50, 000); Thisday, The Nation, and The
Punch (100, 000 – 200, 000). (These figures
were supplied by the media organisations. The
circulation figure for New Nigerian was extract-
ed from a report made to Nigeria’s Vice Presi-
dent Namadi Sambo by publishers of the paper,
which is currently off the newsstands).

An additional criterion was local coverage.
Though the selected newspapers are described
as national newspapers in the country, some of
them cover certain areas of the country with
greater intensity. For example, before it went
under, the New Nigerian covered the Northern
parts of the country both intensively and exten-
sively. Indeed, Galadima and Enighe (2001)
have asserted that “the perception of the New
Nigerian by the political class in the 19 north-
ern Nigerian states was that of a political cre-
ation (that) represents the views and aspirations
of the North.” In the national perception, Daily
Trust has more than filled the vacuum left by
the New Nigerian. Based in Abuja FCT and
printed simultaneously in Kaduna, Abuja and
Maiduguri, it is able to reach many distant places
in Nigeria’s 19 northern states.

The Punch prides itself as the most widely
read newspaper in the country; but it does have
a South-West home base as well as proprietor-
ship. Both The Guardian and Thisday are eas-
ily perceived as “national” newspapers but their
proprietors are from the South-South geopoliti-
cal zone of the country. They also cover exten-
sively the South-East geopolitical zone – which
is contiguous with the South-South. The Nation
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has made considerable inroads in its national
circulation bid and sees itself in the “tabloid”
mould and does cover “bad news” or “disaster
news” avidly. (The country is divided into six
geopolitical zones: North-West, North-East and
North-Central; South-West, South-South and
South-East – encompassing the 36 states. The
Federal Capital Territory of Abuja is autono-
mous). There is a tendency among the country’s
newspapers to skew their distribution to some
parts of the country according to their spheres
of interest.

All this was considered important in view of
the nature of the research.  One of the factors
considered in HIV and AIDS statistics is varia-
tions in the prevalence rate; that is to say, look-
ing beyond the overall picture to the incidence
in specific areas of the country. For instance,
within the national prevalence rate of 4.4 per-
cent, the following state-level prevalence rates
give a completely different picture of the scale
of the problem: Benue (10%), Cross River
(6.1%), Enugu (6.5%), Federal Capital Terri-
tory – FCT (6.3%), Kaduna (5.6%), and
Nasarawa (6.7%)  (NACA 2010). This suggested
that in selecting the newspapers for study, as
much of the country as possible should be en-
compassed. The six newspapers selected met
these criteria and cover sections of the country
extensively.

The small population of this study (270 edi-
tions) lent itself readily to a census rather than
sampling. The usual worry about analysing the
census of a population is that “it is…generally
cost-prohibitive and may in fact confound the
research” (Wimmer and Dominick 2000); that
did not apply in this case. Riffe et al. (1998)
conclude that “a census provides the most valid
discussion of a population because it includes
all units” (1998). Like Wimmer and Dominick,
they argued that the decision whether a census
is feasible depends on the resources and goals
of individual research projects. The selected
population was not too large to analyse.

The 270 issues produced by the six newspa-
pers for the three periods were thus examined
page by page by three coders to indentify all
published items on HIV and AIDS. The units of
analysis (in this case equivalent to content units)
were the published items. These were hard news
stories, human interest stories (used to describe
soft news), features, institutional editorials, opi-

nion articles, signed columns, letters to the edi-
tor, cartoons and pictures about HIV and AIDS.
The coders were also trained to count the num-
ber of all editorial items published on each page
by simply counting the headlines on the page.
If a story, feature, opinion piece, etc, jumped
from one page to another, the jumped head was
counted as a separate item on that page.

Reliability

Because this study was concerned with sim-
ply counting all published materials on HIV and
AIDS, the chances of coder disagreement were
negligible. There was, therefore, no attempt to
establish inter-coder reliability in terms of agree-
ment on whether a publication was on HIV and
AIDS. However, the coders used for this con-
tents scan were final year students of Mass Com-
munication. Since genre was one of the vari-
ables used in identifying HIV and AIDS edito-
rial matter, the chances of disagreement existed
in terms of classifying. For example, it was pos-
sible for there to be differences in perception of
a soft news story (human interest) and a fea-
ture, even though every effort was made to de-
fine these as precisely as possible. For this rea-
son, the human interest/feature classification
was preferred in recording the results.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Krippendorff (2004) suggests that tables are
attractive to researchers because they tend to
simplify textual data. He characterises tabula-
tions as “by far the most common technique used
to render data comprehensible” because of the
large volume of text that content analysts typi-
cally handle.” This is especially true for nomi-
nal level data. The data for this study are thus
presented in tabular form.

The data suggest rather troubling indicators
as is evident in answering the research ques-
tions.

RQ1: What Was the Scope of Coverage?
First of all, the scope of coverage was abysmal.
Table 1 indicates that the three newspapers pub-
lished only 63 editorial items (news items and
human interest/feature articles) on HIV and
AIDS in the 30-day period of June 2005. In 2008
(Table 2) they published 36 items (nine news
stories, nine human interest/feature articles,
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Table 1: Frequency of editorial items on HIV and AIDS
published by the newspaper in June 2005 (N = 63)

Genre of editorial matter Newspapers

The The New Total
Guar- Pun- Nige-
dian ch rian

Hard news 9 18 22 49 (78%)
Human interest/features 5 7 2 14 (22%)
Editorial comments 0 0 0   0
Editorial comments 0 0 0   0
Signed columns 0 0 0   0
Letters 0 0 0   0
Cartoons 0 0 0   0
Pictures 0 0 0   0

Total 14 25 24 63 (100%)

Table 2: Frequency of editorial items on HIV and AIDS
published by the newspapers in June 2008 (N = 36)

Genre of editorial matter Newspapers

The The New Total
Guar- Pun-Nige-
dian ch rian

Hard news 3 3 3   9 (25%)
Human interest/features 1 8 8   9 (25%)
Editorial comments 0 0 0   0
Signed columns 0 0 0   0
Opinion articles 0 0 11 11 (31%)
Letters 0 0 7   7 (31%)
Cartoons 0 0 0   0
Pictures 0 0 0   0

Total 14 25 24 36 (100%)

Table 3: Frequency of editorial items on HIV and AIDS
published by the newspapers in June 2010 (N = 8)

Genre of editorial matter Newspapers

The The New Total
Guar- Pun- Nige-
dian ch rian

Hard news 0 3 1 4 (50%)
Human interest/features 0 0 0 0
Editorial comments 0 0 0 0
Signed columns 0 0 0 0
Opinion a`rticles 0 0 4 4 (50%)
Letters 0 0 0 0
Cartoons 0 0 0 0
Pictures 0 0 0 0

Total 0 3 5 8 (100%)

Table 4: Total editorial items published by the six newspapers over the three time frames (N = 30, 177)

Time frame Newspapers

Year The Guardian The Punch New Nigerian Thisday The Nation Daily Trust Total

2005 2171 2213 1513 = = = 5897
2008 3896 3780 2573 = = = 10249
2010 = = = 4736 5146 4149 14031

Total 6067 5993 4086 4736 5146 4149 30177

seven letters to the editor, and 11 opinion ar-
ticles) on HIV and AIDS. In 2010, only two of
the selected three newspapers published any-
thing on HIV and AIDs, a paltry eight (8) edi-
torial items: four (4) hard news stories and four
(4) opinion articles (See Table 3).

Data from Table 4 show that the six papers
published 30, 177 editorial items in the three
time frames: 5, 897 in 2005 and 11, 249 in 2008,
and 14, 031 in 2010. This means that in 2005,
only 1.07% of all editorial items published in
the three newspapers were on HIV or AIDS; 0.35

in 2008 and 0.06 % in 2010. Thisday did not
carry a single editorial item on HIV or AIDS.
Yet it published a total of 4, 736 editorial items
in the study period. Therefore, in percentage
terms, HIV and AIDS occupied about 0.35% of
total editorial space in the six newspapers in
the three time frames.

Although there is a downward trend in the
national prevalence rate (4.1%, according to
Diala et al. 2011), these data suggest that the
newspapers may misjudge the enormity of AIDS
or are not convinced of the scale and severity of
the problem and, therefore, place the coverage
of the scourge lower down in their priorities. A
major factor impeding progress in the struggle
against AIDS in Africa is insufficient public
information on the pandemic. Oko-Offoboche
(n.d.) lists “lack of information and education”
among the factors that have contributed to re-
productive ill health among adolescents in Ni-
geria. She ranks this factor alongside “a long-
established history of inequality and neglect of
the young population and women, inappropri-
ate health care services…poverty as well as lack
of legislation and policies.”

The press is expected to be in the frontline of
the struggle to upgrade that environment. It can
do this by providing support for civil society,
serving as a repository of current information
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about HIV and AIDS which can be tapped by
the public and encouraging the governments in
the areas of policy initiatives, investment in
antiretroviral drugs, addition of new and better
health facilities and in continuously enhancing
awareness. Awareness needs cover a wide spec-
trum, including the social implications of HIV
and AIDS such as stigmatization. It can pro-
vide information it gleans from the day-to-day
struggles of People Living with HIV and AIDS
(PLWHA), which could be useful to govern-
ments and organizations involved in the epic
fight against disease.

The press cannot make this kind of contri-
bution by allocating only 0.35 percent of its edi-
torial space to reporting and commenting on
HIV and AIDS. The issues the newspapers rou-
tinely covered and to which they devoted a lot
of editorial space included fashion, sports, the
home video/movie industry, crossword puzzles
and games, politics, political cartoons, and so
on. Of course, these are legitimate content ar-
eas for newspapers, designed to make them com-
mercially viable. But a socially responsible
newspaper wants to be a business success so it
can serve as a vehicle for community and hu-
man development. At the present level of per-
formance the press community is all but negli-
gent of one of the greatest health challenges of
our time and its negative impact on the country’s
development agenda.

In addition to the paucity of coverage, the
news stories were short items, some as short as
three paragraphs. A majority of them looked like
fillers – stories used to fill space left over after
placing major stories. Not surprisingly, the sto-
ries lacked depth and detail. As is characteris-
tic of the average Nigerian newspaper story, they
“leave more questions in the reader’s mind at
the end than at the beginning” (Anim 2006).
Though the inquiry did not set out to study story
placements – in terms of prominence – it was
inevitable to observe that no HIV or AIDS story
made either the front-page lead or indeed the
front page.

Patterson (2006) asserted that institutions
influence political responses to the pandemic
and that “there is no one institutional design
that has fostered political commitment to AIDS
or led governments to positively develop AIDS
policies.”  The press should fit well into that
role. The newspapers reach the policy makers
and the political elite and should, therefore,

strive valiantly to drive state policy towards an
increasingly sustainable confrontation with the
AIDS pandemic. One of the functions assigned
to the press by media theorists is agenda-set-
ting. Essentially, the agenda-setting theory holds
that there is “a correspondence between the or-
der of importance given in the media to ‘issues’
and the order of significance attached to the
same issues by politicians and the public”
(McQuail 2005). The press plays a vital role in
what gets elevated to the major issues of regu-
lar public discourse and debate.

RQ2: What Was the Dominant Genre of
What Was Published?  One way to remedy the
tendency towards short, sketchy stories is to
supplement straight news with a lot of features
and soft news. But the data in this area sug-
gested this was not the case. Table 1 shows that
about 78% of the published items in 2005 were
hard news stories; features and human interest
stories made up only 22%. In 2008 (Table 2),
hard news and features/human interest stories
levelled at 25% each. The dominant genre was
opinion articles at 31%, while the people’s views
(letters) contributed 19%. In 2010 (Table 3),
apart from the abysmally poor showing in cov-
erage, there were no features or soft new sto-
ries, just four hard news stories and four opin-
ion articles.

Indeed, features were not widely used across
the six newspapers. For example, the seven fea-
tures entered for The Punch in 2005 were pub-
lished in one Sunday issue which devoted the
Sunday magazine section to stories of People
Living with HIV and AIDS (PLWHA). This is
not to take away from the newspaper’s efforts;
it merely suggests that it could do more of that
and more frequently too. So could the other
newspapers.

In professional journalism, straight news and
features perform different functions for the read-
ing community. Feature stories, as Whitaker et
al. (2000) observe, “… offer readers serious
background information, give readers a closer,
in-depth look at current events or trends, or
present different perspectives on a news hap-
pening.” Then there is a variant of the feature
form called the human interest story or soft news
because it “particularly emphasizes human val-
ues and has sympathetic people as story sub-
jects” (Whitaker et al. 206). A human interest
story especially considers what it means to deal
with the defeats and victories, joys and sorrows
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of the human condition. The relevance of this
to coverage of HIV and AIDS should be obvi-
ous to any committed journalism community.

First, without in-depth reports and in the
absence of insufficient number of features in the
press, there is much information out there which
cannot become public knowledge. UN Special-
ised agencies, AIDS charities, NGOs, bilateral
and multilateral donors, national HIV and AIDS
organisations and many more are providing in-
formation that could lead to better care – medi-
cally, logistically, financially, and psychologi-
cally for PLWHA if only such information be-
came common knowledge – both to health care
workers and the general public. Knowing that
most African countries are ill-equipped to pub-
lish and massively distribute information on HIV
and AIDS, these organisations have continued
to produce literature that could be of great help
to PLWHA. There are hundreds of such publi-
cations in response to specific problems as the
battle against the scourge exposes the weak-
nesses of the ensuing battle plans. Sadly, many
of such efforts may get to the local NGOs and
state officials, but a more general circulation
would enable the public to share the informa-
tion and counsel they contain, bringing great
benefit to the AIDS community. Newspapers are
the best equipped to disseminate such knowl-
edge.

Second, a critical problem with any pan-
demic, which is often generally ignored by the
Nigerian press, is the social implications.  As
one American reporter involved in the cover-
age of AIDS noted, “The disease is one story;
the social context of the story becomes another
story. If you ignore the opportunity to deal with
the social revulsion, you miss the whole crux”
(Rich 2003). In other words, the media should
deliberately cultivate the option of writing sto-
ries that bring alive the people living with HIV
and AIDS, stories that enable the readers to
visualise the lives of those they sometimes treat
as untouchables, and help them (the readers),
on the basis of better knowledge and informa-
tion, to realise that those “untouchables” are,
after all, just neighbours, friends or family folks
who happen to be overtaken with a certain dis-
ease.

Good human interest features are people-
centred and readers like to read them because
“they tell about people who are dealing with loss:
of health, money, of a loved one, of life”

(Whitaker et al. 2000). The dramatic style in
which bona fide features are presented resemb-
les the fiction style, except that features are cre-
ated from reality, from the information reported
from real-life situations. Soft news, according
to Rich (2003), is news “that focus on people,
places and issues that affect readers’ lives” (Rich
2003). Such an approach will help to fight stig-
ma and encourage the general population to
share their communities with PLWHA. There
is copious literature on AIDS-associated stigma
(Goffman 1963; Herek 1990, 1999; Jones et al.
1984) which suggests the need for a vigorous
campaign against it. The human-interest app-
roach will help focus the media’s agenda on
people instead of statistics.

The data from this study show that there was
not a single editorial comment on HIV and AIDS
in any of the newspapers during the study pe-
riod. Yet, a good newspaper has the responsi-
bility not only to provide an honest and com-
prehensive reportorial coverage of its commu-
nity but also to courageously express editorial
opinions in support of the basic principles of
human liberty and social progress (Emery 1962).
Kamath (1980) argues that though only a few
read editorials, editorials “help form and nur-
ture public opinion, especially the opinion of
the elite that alone frequently counts.” How can
the Nigerian press draw attention to the prob-
lems associated with the pandemic with regard
to policy making, implementation and manage-
ment, and maybe corruption within the AIDS
crisis? Or how can the press focus public atten-
tion on the social and economic complications
of AIDS if it ignores the use of editorials, opin-
ion articles and features?

The increase in opinion articles (31% in
2008) was a welcome trend. It showed that the
newspapers were willing to open their pages to
diverse opinions, enabling people in and out-
side their editorial teams to canvass views on
the issues. The addition of letters to the editor
on HIV and AIDS was also good for the press
because letters provide good feedback for the
newspapers. They also show that the public is
being engaged by the press.

RQ3: What Was the Trend of Coverage Over
Time? Finally, to answer RQ3, the data showed
a steep decline in coverage. Editorial space al-
located to HIV and AIDS in 2005 was 1.07 per-
cent and 0.35% in 2008; that was a 78% de-
cline. The percentage of HIV and AIDS cover-
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age in 2010 was 0.06%; that was a decline of
83% from 2008. Thus, between 2005 and 2010,
there was a massive decline in coverage of 94%.
This represents an unacceptable dwindling of
interest in HIV and AIDS coverage. It can, there-
fore, be concluded that Nigerian newspapers
have devalued the severity of the HIV and AIDS
and have, accordingly, lowered the coverage of
the pandemic in their scale of priorities.

CONCLUSION

The conclusions of this study were based on
analysing what was published. Further research
is encouraged into the attitude of newspaper
managements towards the coverage of the pan-
demic. But what has been revealed by this study
strongly suggests that there is no articulate pol-
icy by the various newspapers for the coverage
of HIV and AIDS.

The results suggest something even more
alarming.  The agenda-setting theory of the press
associates what the people of a particular com-
munity think or talk about with an agenda set
by the press through what they publish. The fear
is, therefore, that the press may indeed be re-
flecting the attitude of the society it serves. If
that is so, the Nigerian community has severely
down-graded the severity of the AIDS crisis. It
may then be hypothesised that the longer a pub-
lic health crisis lingers, the farther its severity
recedes from the public mind.

This hypothesis may provide the focus for
further research: to find out through a survey of
the populace whether the public feels less threat-
ened by HIV and AIDS now than it did five to
ten years ago.
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APPENDIX

The following acronyms, which appear in
this research report, specifically in the review
of available data, were adopted from the UN-
GASS Country Progress Report 2010:
ANC - Ante-Natal Clinics
BCC - Behavioural Change Communication
BSS - Behavioural Sentinel Survey
FMOH - Federal Ministry of Health
IBBSS - Integrated Biological and Behavioural

Surveillance Survey

NACA - National Agency for the Control of AIDS
NARHS - National HIV/AIDS Reproductive Health

Survey
NDHS - National Demographic and Health Survey
NGOs - Non Governmental Organization
PLWHA - People Living with HIV/AIDS
UNAIDS - Joint United Nations Programme on AIDS
UNDP - United Nations Development Programme
UNESCO - United Nations Educational Scientific and

Cultural Organization
UNGASS - United Nations General Assembly Special

Session
UNICEF - United Nations International Children

Education Funds


