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Abstract

This research intends to examine and analyze the coverage of COVID-19 pandemic in
leading Urdu newspapers of Pakistan and its effects on readers. For this purpose, this study
applied quantitative content analysis and survey method. News stories (n=690) of COVID-19
were selected randomly from two newspapers, daily Jang and daily Express to find out the
elements of fear, hope, awareness and precautions, while news readers and viewers were
selected as respondents (n=455) to know the fear level and preventive measures taken by the
news audience. The results found that newspapers paid attention to the crisis in terms of risk
perception, and public opted preventive measures after news exposure. Survey result shows
that television viewers have greater fear of COVID-19 than the social media users and
newspapers readers. It further shows that females have more fear of COVID-19 than males,
and they are taking more precautionary measures. Moreover, result shows that fear of
COVID-19 is a significant predictor of precautionary behaviour for males than females.
Limitations and future directions are discussed in details.

Keywords: News media, Newspapers, COVID-19, Fear, Preventive measures.
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Introduction

In the recent pandemic of COVID-19, mass media is playing industrious role globally. Media
organizations and persons are working constantly in providing health crisis information and
to create awareness to stop the deadly disease outbreak (Boberg et al., 2020). It is noted that
as day by day global pandemic increased in its intensity, media outlets augmented their
efforts to communicate its threat and for the cognizance of protective measures as well
(Thomas et al., 2020). Media perform reporting as a social responsibility and provide
information in an explicit and understandable manner (Mejia et al., 2020). That is why in the
digitalized millennium, people still depend on the traditional medium, television and
newspapers, for health crisis information (Tejedor et al., 2020; Rossmann et al., 2018), and
media always apprise the world community profoundly about ongoing situations with
accurate and authentic facts and figures and experts’ opinions (Husemann & Fischer, 2015).

Daily routines of the public are mostly influenced by media logics (Altheide, 2013);
particularly inhabitants of urban areas largely depend upon mass media to acquire knowledge
about the disease, health, and scientific issues (Ophir, 2018). Research studies conducted
after earlier pandemics of 21% century, SARS 2003, HIN1 influenza 2009, and MERS 2012
have proved this penetrated role of media during health crisis (Anwar et al., 2020). These
showed that daily revelation and deliberate use of media facilitate the public with
constructive health information (Lin et al., 2014) and (1) provide information about risks,
symptoms, or treatment of a disease; (2) enable the public to evaluate risks and deal with the
threats; and (3) encourage the public to take appropriate precautions (Rossmann et al., 2018,
p. 358). During pandemics, through persuasive communication, mainstream media advise
public to respond properly to virus-related information (Lee, 2014), and infuse the
perceptions of risk among the audiences (Mandeville et al., 2014) with the quality and
accuracy of the information. However, it is found that the elements of uncertainty like
numbers of increasing patients and death toll escalate public fear (Lopes et al., 2012).

No doubt, the basic function of media is to mobilize knowledge with information,
signs and language tone (Altheide, 2013), but in some extent, depending on the issue, the
tendency of mediated script and representation of risk information spread fear (Lopes et al.,
2012; Smith et al., 2013). Elements of fear are mostly found in headlines and sub-headlines
(Altheide & Michalowski, 1999). These news stories on health issues are positively related to
the spread of fear because readers talk with others regarding the emerging issue and they
react according to their exposure and experience (Nazione et al., 2021). In some studies, it
was discussed that media reports on pandemics, SARS and Avian Flu, overstated health
issues with grave and emotional language to increase fear (Kato & Ishikawa, 2016;
Vasterman & Ruigrok, 2013). However, it is evident that individual comprehend news
according to his cognition and exposure (Lee, 2014) and abnormal situations induce fear
among the folks (Ahorsu et al., 2020).

On the other side, these health news stories educate and aware public about the
infectious diseases and motivate them to take precautionary measures promptly (Van den
Broucke, 2020), which helps to lessening the infection (Zhao et al., 2020). In the starting
period of every pandemic, people don’t aware of the disease’s vulnerability that is why they
don’t accept the protective measures. But when they were advised for protective measures to
avoid any infection, they adopt it due to the perceived risk of virus (van der Weerd et al.,
2017). Dependency on media in a health crisis for latest information help the public to change
their behavior (Bults et al., 2011). Further, more attention to media reporting increase the
perceived knowledge (Zhang et al., 2015) and convince people to adopt protective measures
(Shultz et al., 2016). It is evident that most of the time fear call-in health crisis messages
brought change in people's behavior and attitude. Previous research endorse that during 2009

Journal of Peace, Development and Communication
March, 2021. Vol: 05, No: 01 PISSN: 2663-7898, eISSN: 2663-7901



A Study of Newspapers’ Coverage and Public Perception on COVID-19 Pandemic 396

H1N1 influenza pandemic, media has created great fear as well as awareness, and resultantly,
preventive measures were taken by the public generally (Anwar et al., 2020).

It is compulsory for the public health that awareness about health crisis and
preventive measures reached to the public accurately and timely (De Coninck et al., 2020).
People take news messages on serious note and recognize threats of pandemic harmful and
potential risks, not only for themselves but for their family as well (Paek et al., 2016). In
recent scenario of COVID-19, mediated information is playing significant role. People are
searching and sharing related information which is contributing greatly to risk perception
(Lanciano et al., 2020) and this escalation leads towards preventive measures. The purpose of
this research is to analyze the coverage of COVID-19 news in national press of Pakistan to
find out its extent and its effects among the masses regarding fear and precautionary
measures.

Method
Study 1

This study has used two research method for data collection. We used the quantitative
content analysis to study the ongoing coverage of COVID-19 in Pakistan newspapers. For
content analysis, two widely circulated Urdu newspapers (Jung and Express News) were
taken to study the COVID-19 coverage during an early four-month period (20" March to
20th June 2020).

Total 690 news stories related to COVID-19 selected from electronic website
database of these two newspapers Jang and Express. The news selected from the front and
back pages of each 5™ day of newspapers and it includes all local, national, international,
social economic and political news stories. Quantitative content analysis is a useful technique
to assess that how far these two-newspaper set the agenda in creating panic, awareness, hope
and education among public in their reporting of public health crisis.

Unit of analysis

The unit of analysis for this study were news stories related to COVID-19. Only front-
and back-page stories were included in the study.
Intercoder Reliability

The study has used two coders to ensure the intercoder reliability. Both the students
were belonged to University of Management and Technology. First the coders were briefed
about the study and then they were trained about the coding sheet. Reliability test was
performed on 20% sampled data. Cohen’s Kappa test of intercoder reliability was used and
the result yielded a score of 0.93 for theme identified factors and 0.83 for word count.

Data analysis

SPSS version 25 was used to perform the descriptive and inferential analysis. First,
frequency and percentages were used and then chi-square test was used for content analysis.
Study 2

On the other hand, we also conducted a survey on how news coverage affects the
people precautionary behaviour. The survey technique was used to measure the relationship
between perceived fear from media and precautionary measures taken after the fear of
COVID-19. A sample of 454 respondents were selected through the purposive sampling. A
link of online questionnaire was created and circulated among the respondents.

Measures
Media exposure

To measure the media exposure a scale was adopted from the Melki et al. (2020)
study. The scale has used the exposure of social media and television. We also added a
question related to the newspaper in the media exposure.

Fear of COVID-19
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This scale was adopted from the Giordani et al. (2020) and Ahorsu et al. (2020) study.
The scale consist of seven items and all the questions were measured on 5-point Likert scale.
The reliability of the scale was checked through Macdonald omega and the value was ®=.87.
Preventive Behavior

This scale was adopted from different studies (Melki et al. (2020) study). The scale
consist of 10 items and all the questions were measured on 5-point Likert scale. The
reliability of the scale was checked through Macdonald omega and the value was w=.75.

Data Analysis

SPSS was used to analyze the data. Independent sample t-test, one-way ANOVA and
simple linear regression was used to analyze the data.
Results
Study 1

During the review of topic of Pandemic, the threat of Novel Corona Virus (COVID-
19) appeared prominently among the two-national newspapers with a total of 694 news
stories published between 20™ March, 2020, to 20™ June, 2020. Table 1 shows that Daily
Jang published total 374 (53.8%) and Daily Express 320 (46.1%). The results indicate that
Daily Jang showed more interest in covering the COVID-19 news than the Daily Express.
Table 1. Number of News stories on COVID-19 Pandemic by Two Newspapers

Each newspaper published four to five Lead news and 15-20 located in different
column news stories in front and back pages according to its prominence and importance.
However, fluctuations in the news stories appeared in both newspaper reporting. The
collection of the news stories provides a clear evidence that both newspapers have equality in
frequency at which they published the health crisis news.

Table 2 shows that both newspapers have same participation in facilitating
information to its reader in first view on front page as Daily Jang report 166 and daily
Express 167 news stories in different types of news. However slightly difference was shown
in Box news. Daily Jang published 51 box news and Daily Express published only 15 box
news.

On the back page we found that Daily Jang published 208 news stories and Daily

Newspaper Frequency Percentage
Daily Jang 374 53.8%
Daily Express 320 46.1%
Total 694 100%

Express published 153 news. Moreover, Daily Jang focused more on one column news (113)
rather than two columns (23) and three columns (72). On the other hand, Daily Express gave
more emphasis to two columns news (85) on back page rather than one column (49) and two
columns (19).

Table 2. Story Type in Daily Jang and Daily Express

Story type Daily Jang Daily Express  Total
Front Back Front Back

Lead story 11 -- 14 - 25

Super lead 10 -- 08 - 18

Box news 51 - 15 -- 66

Three Columns 28 23 55 19 125
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Two Columns 40 72 39 85 236
One Column 26 113 36 49 224
Total 166 208 167 153 694

The first news story published on 29 February 2020 in both newspaper with banner
headline and from 29 Feb to 19 March both newspapers did not give much coverage to
pandemic as they published 5-7 news stories as whole. Soon, the intensity of disease
increased and more than of 400 cases were reported. Both newspapers published corona
related news as priority and their front and back pages fully covered the health-related news
included symptoms, fear, hope, awareness, and precautionary measures. To analyse the news
stories, we designed a coding sheet of each newspaper and identify four factors fear, hope,
awareness, and preventive measures.

Table 3. Factors Identified in Daily Jang and Daily Express

Identified factors Daily Jang Daily Express Total

Fear 238 (70%) 204 (68.2%) 442 (69.1%)
Hope 37 (10.8%) 25 (8.4%) 62 (9.7%)
Awareness 06 (1.7%) 08 (2.6%) 14 (2.1%)
Preventive measures 59 (17.3%) 62 (20.7%) 123 (19.2%)
Total 340 299 639

Table 3 shows that both dailies gave more coverage to fear as Daily Jang published
238 (70 %) news and daily Express published 204 (68.2 %). While providing information
about hope, Daily Jang published 37 (10.8 %) and Express published 25 (8.4 %). While
awareness stories were 6 (1.7%) in Jang and 8(8.4%) in Express which indicates that both
newspapers did not give much importance to awareness about corona to their readers.

Meanwhile both newspaper coverage on precautionary measures shows that at least
they let the reader to protect themselves from infection by reporting 59 (17.3%) news in Jang
and 62 (20.3%) in Express. Aggregate percentages in both newspapers are almost same with
little difference but the text and words of the news stories clearly indicate the actual
difference in them.

Table 4 showed that Daily Jang published 209 (63.7 %) Corona word related news as
compared to Daily Express who reported it 172 (59.3 %) times. In reporting death rates
newspapers gave almost same space to corona deaths updates. As Jang gave coverage in 29
(8.8 %) times as compared to Daily Express 32 (11 %). Apart from panic news stories like
Corona and deaths, both newspapers have same ratio in the coverage of recovered patients
from Corona. Both newspapers reported 10, 10 news stories which clearly shows that during
pandemic each newspaper focused on health-related issues rather than other news. We also
found that news stories which were talking about helping the needy and deserving people and
funds (Ehasas cash programs), Daily Jang reported 14 (4.2 %) news as compared to Daily
Express 7 (2.7 %).

As the corona cases increased the scientist quest for new vaccine got more attention.
New vaccine hydroxychloroquine and erythromycin discovery brought new hope for the
doctors and the people. At that time both newspapers played their role effectively in
informing the public about vaccine in news stories. Jang published 8 stories and express
published 7 stories with same ratio of 2.4% within each newspaper
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Table 4 : Selected Words for Identifying Factors in Both Daily Newspapers

Word category Daily Jang Daily Express Total
Corona 209 (63.7%) 172 (59.3%) 381
Death 29 (8.8%) 32(11%) 61
Recovered 10 (3%) 10(3.4%) 20
Funds 14 (4.2%) 08(2.7%) 22
Vaccines 08(2.4%) 07(2.4%) 15
lockdown 40 (12%) 33(11.3%) 73
Protection 18 (5.4%) 28(9.6%) 46
Total 328 290 618

Although vaccine experiment gave contentment to people but not enough to relax and
carefree from Corona virus. Government took the precautionary measures to reduce the
increasing number of cases by imposing smart, partial, or full lockdown in the most infected
areas. In this case, Daily Jang reported this lock down with 40 (12%) news stories and
express published 33 (11%) news stories.

Study 2

Table 5 shows the demographic characteristics of the participants. The sample
included 253 (55.6 %) males and 202 (44.4 %) females. Most of the participants hold the
BS/bachelor’s degree 222 (48.8 %), 116 (25.5) hold the masters while remaining 117 (25.7
%) have MS/MPhil degree. Majority of the participants 235 (51.6) were between the age of
21-25 while only 25 (5.5 %) participants were above the age of 41.

Table 5. Demographic Characteristics

Demographic Frequency Percentage
Gender

Male 253 55.6
Female 202 44 .4
Education

BS/Bachelor 222 48.8
Master 116 255
MS/MPhil 117 25.7
Age

21-25 235 51.6
26-30 139 30.5
31-35 34 7.5
36-40 22 4.8
41+ 25 5.5

Table 6 shows that One way ANOVA was performed to measure the differences in
fear of COVID-19 among newspaper, TV, and social media users. The results show that there
is significant difference exist regarding fear of COVID-19 [F(2,452)=3.55, p<.05] and
precautionary measures among three group [F(2,452)=4.70, p<.01]. Moreover, Television
viewers have greater fear of COVID-19 than the social media users and newspapers readers.
In addition to this, television viewers have greater fear of COVID-19 than the social media
users and newspapers readers. Thus, our H1 and H2 were supported.
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Table 6. One-Way Analyses of Variance in Fear of COVID-19 and Precautionary Measures

Newspaper  Television  Social Media 2
M SD M SD M so (@42 m

Measure

Fear of COVID-19 275 052 278 070 261 0.63 3.55* 0.12
Precautionary Measures ~ 2.63 0.71 299 0.72 269 078 470" 0.15

“p<.01, p<.05

In table 7, an independent sample t-test was used to check the difference regarding
fear of COVID-19 and precautionary measures between males and females. The result shows
that there is significant difference in fear of COVID-19 between males and females. In
addition to this, significant difference found regarding precautionary measures between males
and females. The result shows that females have more fear of COVID-19 than males.
Similarly, females are taking more precautionary measures than males. Thus, our H3 and H4
were supported.
Table 7. Independent sample T-test in Fear of COVID-19 and Precautionary Measures

Measure Male Female t(453) p Cohen’s d

M SD M SD

Fear from COVID-19 2.62 0.64 273 057 -1.89 .001 0.102

Precautionary Measures 2.59 0.76 285 0.75 -3.78 .001 0.124

Simple linear regression was used to predict the precautionary measures with the help
of fear of COVID-19 perceived from media. The result shows that fear of COVID-19 is a
significant predictor of precautionary behaviour [=.362, p<.05] for males and for females
[B=.219, p<.05]. The beta value was greater for males than the female respondents. Thus, our
H5 was supported.
Discussion

The purpose of the study was to examine the coverage of COVID-19 in two Pakistan
national newspapers. The study found that Jang newspaper published more news stories
regarding COVID-19 than the Daily Express. The results showed that there were less news
stories at the start of pandemic and with the increased cases more stories were published on
the Corona Virus cases. These findings are contrary to the previous research which was
conducted on media coverage of Dutch influenza of 2009 (Vasterman & Ruigrok, 2013). The
Dutch media paid more attention at the start. Less lead stories were published on front page
regarding COVID-19 in both newspapers. These findings are consistent with previous studies
(de Veen & Thomas, 2020; Smith & Smith, 2016). Both dailies gave more coverage to fear as
Daily Jang published more news than daily Express. Previous studies show that media
highlight certain part of an issue (Gever, 2019). While providing information about hope,
Daily Jang published more stories than Express. Awareness stories got similar attention in
Jang and Express daily which indicates that both newspapers did not give much importance
to awareness about corona to their readers. Meanwhile, both newspaper coverage on
precautionary measures shows that express paid more attention towards precautions than
Jang. These results are consistent with the previous studies that media play a major role
during public health crisis and create awareness in the public about the precautionary
measures (Allan, 2002; Reynolds & Quinn, 2008; Zhang et al., 2015).

Daily Jang published more Corona word related news as compared to Daily Express.
In reporting death rates both newspapers gave almost same space to corona deaths updates.
Apart from panic news stories like Corona and deaths, both newspapers have same ratio in
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the coverage of recovered patients from Corona. We also found that news stories which were
talking about helping the needy and deserving people and funds (Ehasas cash programs) were
reported more in Daily Jang as compared to Daily Express.

Survey result shows that television viewers have greater fear of COVID-19 than the
social media users and newspapers readers. In addition to this, television viewers have greater
fear of COVID-19 than the social media users and newspapers readers. These results are in
consistent with the previous findings that people depend more on television during crisis
(Holland et al., 2014; Melki & Kozman, 2019; Melki et al., 2020). The result shows that there
is difference in fear of COVID-19 between males and females. In addition to this, difference
found regarding precautionary measures between males and females. The result shows that
females have more fear of COVID-19 than males. Similarly, females are taking more
precautionary measures than males. Previous studies have also found that men are more
prone towards mortality due to different factors such as lifestyle and economic reasons
(Bwire, 2020; Jin et al., 2020). Moreover, men show less fear towards public health crisis
because they have to run the matters of family. Sometimes, men suppress feelings of fear due
to their culture (Melki et al., 2020). The result shows that fear of COVID-19 is a significant
predictor of precautionary behaviour for males than females.

Conclusion

On the basis of findings, we conclude that major newspapers of Pakistan paid
attention towards public health crisis. However, most of the stories were not published at the
start of crisis and stories lacks the depth. Moreover, the news stories were based on actions of
government and different health official’s description of the situation. Later, media used the
NCOC (National Command Operation Center) as a source for COVID-19 related news and
published their head/chairman remarks. In start news also focused on the available facilities
in hospital and emphasized on the new hospitals or COVID-19 centres. Though, news related
to awareness and precautions were published but they could not play an effective role in
educating the public about public health crisis. Better results could have been achieved if
media has paid more attention towards the precautionary measures at the start of the
pandemic.

There are some limitations in the study. First, this study used the cross-sectional data
and result of this study cannot be generalize to the whole population of Pakistan. Moreover,
only two newspapers data included in the study. Future studies can add more national
newspapers in their study to see the difference in their reporting. Moreover, an English and
Urdu newspaper comparison can be performed to examine who paid more attention to public
health crisis at the start. In addition to this, role of radio was not included in the study. Future
studies can add radio as a source of information. The sample consist of Lahore residents and
rural areas were not included in the study. Future studies can also increase the time frame for
content analysis to see how newspapers have covered the crisis in a complete year.
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