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Abstract 

Lassa fever is a recurrent endemic disease in Nigeria with increasing seroprevalence in many parts of the country. In the 

absence of effective preventive vaccines, the mass media are being deployed as independent and complementary 

interventions to sensitise the public on appropriate measures for mitigating the spread of the disease. This study 

evaluates the different coverage patterns and frames that dominate newspaper narratives on Lassa fever epidemic in 

Nigeria. Multistage sampling technique was used to select 420 editions of six leading Nigerian newspapers published 

between January 2015 and December 2019. Findings showed that although the epidemic was frequently mentioned in 

newspaper articles, its coverage was mainly episodic with little media prominence, and its framing was too inadequate 

to compel the desired public health response. Hence, the study recommends that journalists and newspaper editors must 

dutifully engage in the publication of Lassa fever outbreak preparedness articles to significantly curb the spread of the 

disease in Nigeria. 
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1. Introduction  

Lassa fever remains a major public health challenge in many African countries, including Nigeria. The World Health 

Organisation ([WHO], 2017) estimates that the annual infection rate of the disease across Africa is about 100,000 to 

300,000, with approximately 5,000 deaths. Nigeria bears the highest burden of the disease with an estimated loss of 

3,000 lives per year (Ibeabuchi, 2012; Wogu, 2018). The zoonotic disease causes a severe haemorrhagic fever that is 

characterised by sore throat, muscular aches, nausea, vomiting, chest pain and abdominal throbbing (Ogbu, 

Ajuluchukwu & Uneke, 2007). The animal reservoir of the Lassa virus is Mastomys Natalensis, commonly known as 

the multimammate rat (Amodu & Fapohunda, 2019). 

Since the first isolation of the Lassa virus in 1969 in Lassa town of Borno State in North-eastern Nigeria, there has been 

a progressive increase in the seroprevalence rate of the disease in Nigeria, rising from a paltry 430 suspected cases in 

2015 to 6,791 cases in 2020 (Nigeria Centre for Disease Control [NCDC], 2021). Stakeholders’ efforts at tackling the 

spread of the disease have been significantly undermined by the absence of effective preventive vaccines which has 

remained elusive to the world for over 50 years after the discovery of the disease (WHO, 2017; Amodu & Fapohunda, 

2019). Hence, emphasis is being directed towards public sensitisation and enlightenment campaigns using different 

communication channels, including the mass media (Ogbu et al., 2003; Adefisan, 2014). 

Generally, the mass media are potent tools for spreading health information and influencing public health behaviour 

(Bala, Strzeszynski & Topor-Madry, 2017). Media messages can enhance public understanding of the course of an 

epidemic and simultaneously engender community-wide participatory changes in public knowledge and attitude 

towards health issues (Erubami, Bebenimibo & Ugwuoke, 2021). Specifically, studies have shown that the newspaper 

medium can significantly influence public responses to general health challenges (Whitley & Wang, 2017). This 

influence is due to the tendency of many people to rely on newspaper stories in the search for diverse health information 

(Gollust & Lantz, 2009). In the course of such exposure, newspaper reports tend to influence public opinion through the 

careful selection and effective deployment of appropriate frames that highlight the salient aspects of a published article 



Studies in Media and Communication                                                             Vol. 9, No. 2; 2021 

96 

 

(Shih, Wijaya & Brossard, 2008; Ajaero & Anorue, 2018). 

However, despite the consistent use of newspapers as independent and complementary interventions in the fight against 

the spread of Lassa fever (Wogu et al., 2019), research indicates that there is an inadequate improvement in public 

response and government commitment towards the prevention of the disease. For instance, government funding of 

Lassa fever health facilities in Nigeria is generally low, and public knowledge, attitudes and practices related to the 

prevention of the spread of the infection is poor (Adefisan, 2014; Adegoke, Ajibola & Ogundairo, 2017; Wogu, 2018). 

The current scenario raises a poser on the effectiveness of newspaper narratives on Lassa fever-related issues in Nigeria. 

Thus, this study specifically seeks to (1) ascertain the prominence attached to Lassa fever news by Nigerian newspapers; 

(2) determine the main journalistic genres deployed by newspapers in the coverage of Lassa fever epidemic in Nigeria; 

and, (3) examine the diverse frames and discursive resources used in newspapers narratives on Lassa fever-related 

issues in Nigeria. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 The Concept of Media Framing 

The framing theory has become increasingly central to media analyses (Oriola, Ojomo & Ajilore, 2017). The theory 

presupposes that the media can impact or influence audience feelings and tweak public perception of recommended 

actions towards social issues (Scheufele & Lewenstein, 2005). This is based on the thinking that the highlighted aspects 

of a news story can trigger certain feelings or thought patterns in the minds of the audience and increase their likelihood 

of reacting to issues discussed in the media in a somewhat predictable way (Ajaero & Anorue, 2018). Hence, to frame is 

to select certain aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a communication text (Shih et al., 2008). 

Frames explain to the reader why an issue should be considered a problem, the possible causes of such a problem and 

the likely solution to it, thereby enhancing the ability of the audience to easily understand complex issues discussed in 

the media (Nwabueze & Egbra, 2016). 

The presumed inevitability of media framing rests on the belief that the larger audience is exposed to a vicissitude of 

uncoordinated information and may be less sophisticated to competently prioritise such barrage of information in line 

with general societal needs; hence, the need to carefully deploy media framing as a form of heuristics or cognitive 

shortcut to enable the audience make sense of complex issues on which they lack adequate coping experience 

(Scheufele & Lewenstein, 2005). Generally, good media frames enable the audience to comprehend issues discussed in 

the media, assist journalists in the packaging of discrete events into whole news reports, and guide policy makers in the 

definition of policy options and decisions making (Oriola et al., 2017). 

2.2 Newspaper Framing of Public Health Narratives 

Increasing evidence indicates that many people rely on newspaper as their core source of information on diverse 

health-related issues (Bello, 2015; Whitley & Wang, 2017). This suggests that the level of attention and type of 

interpretations (frames) given to health issues by newspapers may have some influence on the associated public 

response (Ajaero & Anorue, 2018; Erubami, Bebenimibo & Ohaja, 2021). As a result, the principles of framing have 

also been extensively deployed to understand how people perceive public health issues based on media interpretation 

and salience. 

Generally, the newspaper medium is regarded as a credible source of health information, and the nature of newspaper 

narratives on public health issues tend to significantly influence the way the public perceives such issues (Bello, 2015). 

For instance, in the 1990s, the prevalence of non-HIV Sexually Transmitted Diseases (STDs) became a major public 

health challenge in the USA, with an estimated 15 million new cases every year. When Davidson and Wallack (2004) 

conducted a baseline study on how national newspapers’ contents represented non-HIV STDs, their study showed that 

only 19% of the sampled articles mentioned the clinical and epidemiological courses of STDs; hence, the 

preponderance of non-HIV-related ignorance. 

Wrong newspaper framing of mental health issues has also been found to be a correlate of poor public knowledge and 

perception of the problem. Whitley and Berry (2013) conducted a time series analysis to ascertain the trends in 

newspaper coverage of mental illness in Canada from 2005 to 2010 and found no significant positive change over the 

period in any of the measured domains. Their findings showed that negative stigmatising themes, such as danger, 

violence and criminality were the direct themes that resonated in the majority of articles analysed in the study, while the 

quality of mental health services, treatment for mental illness and mental illness recovery rates were sparingly 

mentioned, leaving readers with the wrong impression that the ailments were incurable. 

In the first decade of the 21st century, the health sector in Ghana topped the agenda of development challenges that 

needed to be urgently tackled (Gadzekpo, 2010), and the media were considered as one of the contributors to efforts 

aimed at tackling the challenge. When Diedong (2013) examined the various frames employed by three major Ghanaian 
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national newspapers in the portrayal of public health issues between 2003-2005, it was found that newspaper articles 

were not adequately framed to encourage recommended health practices as the information and medical frames, which 

are crucial to empowering readers with correct health knowledge and information, were hardly noticeable in the 

majority of newspaper narratives on diseases. 

2.3 Newspaper Narratives on Public Health Challenges in Nigeria 

In Nigeria, several studies have established a correlation between newspaper dissemination of public health information 

and public health behaviours. Bello (2015) analysed 844 editions of four Nigerian national dailies to ascertain the 

coverage and representation of 45 public health issues in Northern Nigeria from 2010 to 2013. Using a triangulation 

method of content analysis, survey and in-depth interviews, the study concluded that health issues in Nigeria were 

grossly under-reported when compared to politics and the economy, and such under-reportage was responsible for the 

reduced media influence in directing needed public and government attention towards prioritising the health sector. 

Observably, there has been an appreciable improvement in public knowledge and response to HIV/AIDS prevention and 

control efforts in Nigeria. This manifests in the increasing number of patients availing themselves of HIV/AIDS testing 

and case management. When Ciboh (2010) examined how the Nigerian print media framed health issues between 2007 

and 2009, the results showed that HIV/AIDS was among the most frequently mentioned illnesses in newspapers. 

Furthermore, the sampled dailies adopted the information frame to create appropriate awareness and knowledge that 

motivated positive action against the spread of HIV/AIDS. 

In 2014, there were confirmed cases of Ebola Virus Disease (EVD) in Nigeria. Although this initially caused a stir 

among the Nigerian public, the problem was effectively contained and its looming epidemic outbreak was successfully 

averted. Johnson, Layefa and Taiwo (2016) later investigated media performance to determine if newspapers 

contributed to the effective management of the disease. Their analysis of 214 editions of two Nigerian dailies provided 

evidence to conclude that the mass media were alive to their responsibilities as they deployed the reassurance frame to 

convince the public that the disease would soon be brought under control. The study also showed that newspapers made 

use of the information/awareness frames which kept the public abreast of efforts aimed at containing the disease, 

patients’ response to treatment and appropriate coping mechanisms. A similar study conducted by Akpor and Alawari 

(2016) also affirmed that the information frame was utilised in newspaper narratives to enlighten the public on EVD 

trends.  

The ensuing analyses explicitly show that how newspapers interpret and frame public health issues may significantly 

influence public response towards the issues; hence, it is imperative to investigate newspaper narratives on the nagging 

challenge of Lassa fever epidemic in Nigeria. Therefore, relying on previous theoretical and empirical findings, the 

current study proposed the following hypotheses; 

H1: There is no significant difference in the level of prominence attached to Lassa fever news by Nigerian newspapers. 

H2: There is no significant difference in the journalistic genres deployed by newspapers in the coverage of Lassa fever 

epidemic in Nigeria. 

H3: There is no significant difference in the frames and discursive resources used in newspaper narratives on Lassa 

fever-related issues in Nigeria. 

3. Method 

3.1 Design 

The study adopted quantitative and qualitative content analysis to evaluate Lassa fever-related newspaper articles 

published by six major Nigerian national dailies (Vanguard, The Guardian, Punch, Daily Sun, Nigerian Tribune and The 

Nation) which were purposively selected on the basis of their national outlook, wide patronage, recognised 

professionalism, and consistent reportage of Lassa fever news (Wogu et al., 2019). The population of study consisted of 

all editions of the selected newspapers published from January 1st, 2015 to December 31st, 2019. This period covered 

the waxing, maintaining and waning phases of annual Lassa fever outbreaks in Nigeria. Lassa fever occurs in Nigeria 

throughout the year, but most cases are recorded during the dry season, especially between November and May (WHO, 

2017). Thus, the total population of newspaper editions published within the period for the six selected dailies was 

10,951. 

To ensure the representativeness of the sample, the study adopted the composite week sampling and continuous week 

sampling techniques. While the composite week sampling technique is generally considered to be less biased and 

superior to both the random sampling and continuous week sampling techniques (Obayi, Anorue & Onyebuchi, 2016), 

the inclusion of a continuous week enabled the researchers to capture as many articles on Lassa fever as possible to 

enhance the interpretation of the patterns of newspaper representation of the disease. Since previous studies have shown 
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that a minimum of six constructed weeks is adequate for a longitudinal health study of between one and five years 

(Luke, Caburnay & Cohen, 2011), we selected a sample of six constructed weeks and six continuous weeks in line with 

Hero Stample’s recommendation that a selection of 14 newspaper editions comprising constructed and continuous 

weeks can provide a representative sample for one year’s worth of a newspaper’s entire issues (Obayi et al., 2016). 

Consequently, we selected a total of 420 editions of the six newspapers spanning a five-year time frame. For the 

continuous week samples, a week was carefully selected from the 52 weeks in a year using the level of Lassa fever 

prevalence as the main criterion. For instance, in 2019, we selected week three which covered several Lassa fever 

related events, including the first international conference on Lassa fever held in Nigeria on January 16 and 17, 2019. 

3.2 Procedure 

To aid the article selection and coding processes, we operationalised Lassa fever reports as all newspaper stories (news, 

features, opinion, editorial and cartoons/graphics) that are related to the infection, causes, transmission, prevention, 

treatment, sensitisation and government/public response towards the disease. The extent of media prominence given to 

the disease was measured by the frequency of newspaper reportage of the epidemic as well as the position/placement 

given to newspaper articles concerning Lassa fever. That is, front cover, back page, centre spread or inside pages of the 

newspaper (Erubami, 2019). For our second research objective, journalistic genres were measured based on the format 

of the published newspaper article on Lassa fever: that is, straight news, features, opinions, editorials, 

letters-to-the-editor and cartoons/graphics (Ohaja, 2003; Smith, Smith & Adedeji, 2017; Ajaero & Anorue, 2018). To 

measure our third research objective, we operationalised media frames as the major discursive resources deployed by 

newspaper journalists/editors to highlight the salient aspects of an article, particularly the dominant issues contained in 

the lead of an article (Shih et al., 2008). Hence, relying on our pilot survey and previous studies on media framing of 

public health crises (Shih et al., 2008; Ciboh, 2010; Smith et al., 2017; Ajaero & Anorue, 2018), we identified the 

following six framing typologies: 

Table 1. Framing typologies for newspaper coverage of Lassa fever in Nigeria 

Frames                                         Definition 

Medical  This is when an article essentially discusses the state of Lassa fever treatment facilities, the rate 

of recoveries/mortality at treatment centres and how survivors of the epidemic are reintegrated 

into the larger society. 

Action This is characterised by newspaper emphasis on the steps taken or ought to be taken to mitigate 

the outbreak and/or spread of the disease. It includes such actions as ban on open air drying of 

food items, rat consumption and compulsory sanitation of markets and other public places. 

Warning This frame covers stories with the main purpose of alerting the public to the looming outbreak 

and/or spread of Lassa fever, especially at the beginning of the dry seasons. 

Reassurance This frame is seen in stories that encouraged the public against anxiety and fear, and emphasised 

the readiness of concerned authorities to curb the spread of the disease. 

New evidence This refers to articles that featured new scientific findings on the clinical and epidemiological 

course of Lassa fever, including the discovery of new strains and transmission patterns of the 

disease. Issues of preventive and curative vaccines are also covered in this frame. 

Consequence This refers to stories focusing on the human, social and economic burden arising from the 

outbreak of Lassa fever. Other consequences, such as restraint from attending to infected 

relatives and stoppage of risk behaviours, are also reflected in this frame. 

3.3 Coding and Inter-Coder Reliability 

Data for the study were collected using a coding sheet that reflected appropriate content categories and units of analysis 

for the study. The inter-coder reliability coefficient was determined using Hosti’s (1969) formula which is the most 

widely used technique in behavioural literature (Ajaero & Anorue, 2018; Erubami, 2019). Prior to the actual data 

collection exercise, two of the researchers independently coded the 2019 editions of the six selected newspapers, 

representing 20% of the total samples. On average, the results yielded an inter-coder reliability coefficient of .87 which 

is greater than the minimum benchmark of ≥0.70 (Erubami, 2019). The reliability scale of each frame was also above 

the minimum benchmark: medical frame (.96), action frame (.85), warning frame (.91), new evidence frame (.79) and 

consequence frame (.84). 

3.4 Data Analysis 

The results were analysed using descriptive statistics of tabulated frequency counts and percentages, while textual 
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analysis was used to build coherent themes/frames on newspaper coverage of Lassa fever. To test the hypotheses, SPSS 

version 23 was used to conduct Pearson Chi Square (X2) Test of Independence to determine whether there were 

significant differences between the observed and expected frequencies in the collected data. Probability value for the 

study was determined at <.05 significance level. 

4. Results 

4.1 Prominence of Newspaper Narratives on Lassa Fever Epidemic in Nigeria 

The results presented in Table 2 show that the outbreak of Lassa fever and its associated challenges are adequately 

covered by newspapers in Nigeria; however, newspaper articles on the disease are seldom given adequate media 

prominence. A total of 391 articles related to the disease were found in the 420 editions that were analysed for the 

five-year period, but in terms of placement, the majority of the stories  (N = 328, 83.9%) were tucked in the inside 

pages of the six newspapers, 8.2% (N = 32) were published on the front page, 7.4% (N = 29) were placed on the centre 

spread, while a paltry 0.5% (N = 2) of all the articles featured on the back page of the six national dailies. 

To test our first hypothesis, X2 test of independence was conducted to determine whether all the studied newspapers had 

equal preferences in the prominence attached to Lassa fever related articles in terms of page placement. The results 

presented in Table 3 show that there was no significant difference in the page placement of stories related to the disease 

across the studied dailies, X2 (15, N = 391) = 9.672, p = .840. As shown in Table 2, all the newspapers followed a 

similar pattern of publishing Lassa fever-related stories on the inside pages (N = 328, 83.9%). Hence, the assumption of 

H1 was supported. 

Table 2. Newspaper articles on Lassa fever according to placement, genres and frames 

Placement  Front cover Back page Spread Inside pages   

 32 (8.2%) 2 (0.5%) 29 (7.4%) 328 (83.9%)   

Genre News Features Opinions Letters-to-the-e

ditor 

Editorials Graphics 

 294 (75.2%) 59 (15.1%) 23 (5.9%) 2 (0.5%) 7 (1.8%) 6 (1.5%) 

Frames Medical Action Warning Consequence New 

evidence 

Reassurance 

 42 (10.7%) 112 (28.7%) 31 (7.9%) 158 (40.4%) 30 (7.7%) 18 (4.6%) 

4.2 Journalistic Genres in Newspaper Narratives on Lassa Fever Epidemic In Nigeria 

Across all the studied national dailies, straight news was the dominant format deployed in the coverage of Lassa fever 

epidemic in Nigeria. As shown in Table 2, 75.2% (N = 294) of all articles related to the disease were reported as straight 

news, 15.1% (N = 59) were published as feature articles, 5.9% (N = 23) were opinion articles, 0.5% (N = 2) were 

editorials, 1.8% (N = 7) were letters-to-the-editor, while 1.5% (N = 6) were cartoons. To test hypothesis two, we 

conducted X2 test of independence to ascertain if the genres adopted by newspapers in the coverage of Lassa fever 

epidemic in Nigeria varied significantly among the studied tabloids. According to the results of the analysis presented in 

Table 3, there was no significant difference in the journalistic genres adopted by the studied newspapers in the reportage 

of Lassa fever outbreaks, X2 (25, N = 391) = 31.722, p = .166. Specifically, Table 2 shows that the majority of Lassa 

fever articles were published in the straight news format (N = 294, 75.2%). Therefore, the assumption of H2 was 

supported. 

Table 3. Chi Square Test of Independence 

Ha Pearson Chi-Square Value df N P 

H1 9.672 15 391 .840 

H2 31.722 25 391 .166 

H3 162.765 25 391 <.001 

Ha = Hypotheses; df = Degree of freedom; N = Number of valid cases; P = Asymptotic Significance  

4.3 Newspaper Framing of Lassa Fever Epidemic in Nigeria 

The data presented in Table 2 indicate that the consequence frame (N = 158, 40.4%) and action frame (N = 112, 28.7%) 

were the major salience and principal discursive resources that resonated in most newspaper narratives related to Lassa 

fever epidemic in Nigeria. This was followed by the medical frame (N = 42, 10.7%), warning frame (N = 31, 7.9%), 

new evidence frame (N = 30, 7.7%) and reassurance frame (N = 18, 4.6%). Accordingly, for our third hypothesis, we 
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used X2 test of independence to evaluate whether there is a significant difference in the frames and discursive resources 

deployed by newspapers in media narratives related to Lassa fever epidemic in Nigeria. The results of the analysis 

shown in Table 3 indicate that there is a significant difference in the framing of the diseases among the studied dailies, 

X2 (25, N = 391) = 162.765, p < .001. Table 2 shows that the studied tabloids adopted significantly different frames in 

the publication of Lassa fever-related articles with the consequence (N = 158, 40.4%) and action (N = 112, 28.7%) 

frames topping the charts. Accordingly, the assumption of H3 was rejected. 

5. Discussion 

Our study sought to map newspaper narratives on Lassa fever epidemic in Nigeria by investigating the extent of 

coverage and nature of framing given to the disease by six leading Nigerian newspapers. Upon the careful analysis of 

420 newspaper editions selected for the study, the results showed that the disease has been frequently reported by 

newspapers in the past five years (2015-2019), given that no fewer than 391 articles mentioned the epidemic with 

reference to its infection rates, causes, transmission, fatality ratio, recovery rate and public response, among other issues. 

Thus, our findings lend credence to previous studies which showed that the Lassa fever epidemic is being adequately 

covered by the Nigerian press (Smith et al., 2017). 

Despite this wide coverage, however, newspaper articles on the disease seldom enjoyed media prominence. About 83.9% 

of stories on the disease were published on the inside pages of the newspapers, especially on the metro and health news 

pages, and this approach did not vary significantly across the six studied national dailies. Only 8.2% of articles related 

to the disease were published on the front cover of the newspapers, 7.4% which were mainly feature articles were 

published on the centre pages, while 0.5% of the articles were published on the back page. The result is consistent with 

previous studies which found that most health-related stories are tucked in the inside pages with little or no media 

prominence (Ajaero & Anorue, 2018). In apportioning prominence to societal issues, newspaper editors usually place 

perceived important issues on strategic pages where they can be easily seen (Ohaja, 2003; Obayi et al., 2016). In this 

regard, the front cover is considered the most prominent page in a newspaper because it serves as the first point of 

attraction to the reader. This is followed by the back cover, the centre pages and the inside pages in a descending 

hierarchy (Erubami, 2019). 

Generally, straight news was the dominant genre used by newspapers in the coverage of Lassa fever epidemic in Nigeria, 

and the results of our X2 analysis showed that the adoption of this reportorial format did not vary significantly across 

the six national dailies studied. This indicates that newspaper narratives related to Lassa fever were mainly event-based, 

with minimal thematic frames that offered detailed extrapolation on the clinical and epidemiological courses of the 

disease. The current finding is consistent with previous research which showed that media coverage of health issues are 

generally episodic and tied to the occurrence of events, given that many newspaper editors tend to wait for the 

occurrence of negative health events before reporting them (Shih et al., 2008; Ajaero & Anorue, 2018). The 

insignificant number of letters-to-the-editor (N = 7, 1.8%) that was published by the newspapers also indicates a low 

level of public involvement in media discussions on the outbreak of Lassa fever epidemic in Nigeria. Usually, 

letters-to-the-editor provide the ample opportunity for media audience to push down their opinion to the larger public 

and suggest ways in which pertinent social challenges can be effectively managed. 

Finally, our study showed that the consequence and action frames were the major discursive resources used by 

newspapers in the reportage of Lassa fever epidemic in Nigeria. However, the results of the X2 analysis suggest that the 

adopted frames in newspaper narratives related to Lassa fever epidemic in Nigeria varied significantly across the 

studied tabloids. Consistent with previous research (Shih et al., 2008; Ajaero & Anorue, 2018), the majority of the 

analysed articles (N = 158, 40.4%) generally focused on the human, social and economic losses arising from the 

outbreak of Lassa fever (consequences), just as a significant amount of the reports (N = 112, 28.7%) reflected the steps 

taken or ought to be taken by relevant authorities and the public to mitigate the outbreak and/or spread of the disease 

(action). One of such actions was the first international conference on Lassa fever organised by the NCDC in January 

2019. On the consequence frame, one of the analysed news articles titled “Lassa fever kills 1,047 Nigerians” read thus:  

Over the past 50 years, Lassa fever has become a disease occurring in perennial outbreaks in nearly all the 36 

states of Nigeria, with increasing numbers of suspected cases, dry season peaks, and unacceptably high case 

fatality rates…Nigeria should declare Lassa fever disease a public health event of national emergency. 

Similarly, another article titled “Ondo distributes 10,000 rat poisons as Lassa fever spreads” essentially reflected the 

action taken by the government to curb the spread of the disease in Nigeria. A part of the news article read thus: 

Ondo State Government has distributed 10,000 rat poisons to residents of Ogbese in Akure North to kill rats in 

the community to curb the spread of Lassa fever…Over 3,000 rats were killed in Owo town after the state 

government distributed poison to the residents. 
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Despite the significant difference in the framing patterns adopted by the studied newspapers, the dominance of the two 

frames across the six national dailies supports arguments that journalists tend to deploy similar themes in the coverage 

of the same events (Bennet, 2001). The focus on the consequence and action frames also suggests that journalists and 

newspaper editors pay greater attention to the substantive aspects of epidemics unlike controversial scientific issues that 

tend to get dramatised through journalistic reporting (Nisbet & Huge, 2006). 

Our analyses show that the warning frame (N = 31, 7.9%) was sparingly used in newspaper articles on the Lassa fever 

epidemic; hence, the public did not get adequate media reminder on impending outbreaks of the disease. It is also likely 

that the media did less in discouraging the public from certain risk behaviours and environmental practices that 

predispose people to contracting Lassa fever disease. The pertinence of the warning frame in media health reports is 

reflective of the surveillance/watchdog role of the press which entrusts the media with the responsibility of identifying 

looming dangers and alerting the public to their possible occurrence (Erubami, Bebenimibo & Ugwuoke, 2021). 

Considering that the annual waxing and maintenance phases of Lassa fever are experienced between November and 

May (WHO, 2017), the least the media could do is to consistently remind the public on the imminent danger arising 

from a possible outbreak of Lassa fever. 

Also, consistent with previous studies (Diedong, 2013), the medical and new evidence frames only resonated in a few 

articles on Lassa fever. Although the conspicuous absence of articles on new evidence could be explained by the general 

snail-pace progress in scientific breakthroughs related to the development of effective human vaccines for the 

prevention and management of the disease, the infrequent deployment of the medical frame suggests that the media did 

less in addressing the challenges related to poor government funding of Lassa fever treatment facilities which are 

generally inadequate and in dire need of urgent government attention (Adefisan, 2014; Adegoke et al., 2017; Wogu, 

2018). 

6. Conclusion 

Newspapers are critical to the process of creating public awareness on infectious diseases, such as Lassa fever. Our 

study has shown that issues related to the outbreak of Lassa fever epidemic in Nigeria are frequently covered by 

Nigerian newspapers, but such issues seldom enjoy the desired media prominence that may compel appropriate public 

response towards the effective prevention of the disease’s outbreak. Also, newspaper narratives on Lassa fever epidemic 

in Nigeria were largely episodic and event-based with limited thematic discussions that could enhance public 

understanding of the risks associated with the disease. Similarly, the study affirmed that newspaper narratives on the 

disease are mainly mirrored through the consequence and action frames, while the medical and warning frames seem to 

be less popular among journalists and editors with reference to Lassa fever discourse. Thus, the findings underscore the 

need for journalists and newspaper editors to dutifully perform their surveillance roles by publishing Lassa fever 

outbreak preparedness articles to significantly curtail the spread of the disease in cases of its outbreak. Importantly too, 

media practitioners are encouraged to be more proactive in their choice of salience and frames for articles on public 

health crises, such as Lassa fever. 
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