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ABSTRACT

COVID-19 has come and gone but up until today, the residual effects still lives with the public. Studies have
shown that the impact of COVID-19 is diverse. Some school of thought argue that the impact is felt more in
terms of the economy while some have said that the impact is felt more on the area of quality of life. Some
have also argued that the impact is felt more on family relationships where it has caused isolation and
disintegration. This work however singled out one crucial aspect that seems to have a more lasting impact
which is mental health and quality of life of the public using residents of South East Nigeria as a case study.
The study investigated the influence of COVID-19 Communication on mental health and quality of life of
residents in South East Nigeria. The study was anchored on the Framing theory. Using a sample size of 663
respondents drawn from the population using the multi-stage sampling technique, the study found that social
media is the dominant channel through which residents in South East Nigeria obtain information on COVID
-19 pandemic. The study also showed that COVID-19 communication to a large extent shaped the
respondent’s opinion about the pandemic. Also, the study showed that, the constant exposure to COVID-19
related information had some negative effects like depression, anxiety, fear and stress on the mental
health and quality of life of residents in the South East region. This might be due to the nature of such
messages because anecdotal evidence suggests that most of the information are those that concerns the effect
of the disease on person and people and also most of this information sometimes were also not very clear
and instead of giving the people some sort of relief on what to do, it increased their anxiety, fear and
misunderstanding concerning the disease. This findings aligns and upholds literature in this area which
shows that media messages on COVID-19 had significant effects on the mental health and quality of life of
the public during the pandemic. The study concludes that continuous dissemination of news about the
pandemic which particularly focused on the rising number of cases, deaths and health risks, led to increased
anxiety, depression, fear and stress among residents and this negatively affected their mental health well-
being and overall quality of life. In line with this, the study recommends that communication concerning
health issues must be well thought out, streamed and carved in such a way that it will produce the expected
results and not fear. The use of fear appeal and other appeals in communicating health information should
not be used in cases of pandemic but health communication messages concerning pandemic must be tailored
in a way to direct the public on what to do and not to cause fear and anxiety.
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INTRODUCTION
Research from different parts of the globe largely demonstrate that the different forms of media messages
and campaigns on COVID-19 pandemic presented challenges not only for mental health systems, but the
quality of life among citizens of most countries (Cumins, Gands & Gandre 2023; Biraaro, 2023). Similarly,
Orok, David, Olajide, Sulaiman and Oyewole (2021) discovered that “adults and youths in Nigeria generally
faced significant mental health challenges as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic messages that bombarded
not only the terrestrial media spaces, but the social media” Orok et. al (2021) further revealed that “most
adults of the south western states of Nigeria repeatedly grappled with a number of mental challenges that
manifested like: anxiety, depression and at other times, burnout during COVID-19 pandemic” In the same
manner, anecdotal evidence from Asia also demonstrated that most countries in Asia had much stress anxiety
and depressions engendered by COVID-19 messages from the traditional and social media (Wang, Tee,
Fardin, Srichokchatchawan, Habib 2021). While Thailand was identified as having the highest scores mental
health problems amongst the citizens, Vietnam had the lowest scores with regards to the effects of media
messages on COVID-19 on mental health (Wang, Tee, Fardin, Srichokchatchawan, Habib 2021;
Balakrishrian, Kaur, Govaichelvant &Lee, 2021). The statistics presented above are very instructive, given
that significant number of citizens of different climes and societies around the globe suffered from the mental
challenges induced by the quantity of media messages that bombarded the airwaves on COVID-19. From
the foregoing, it might be reasonable to argue that given the challenges people of the South East region of
Nigeria faced during the COVID-19 pandemic, the likelihood of also suffering from not only mental health,
but the general quality of life during COVID-19 pandemic might be high. On the other hand, there is a
possibility that the effect of COVID-19 communication may not high because of the close nature of the
family. South East Nigeria are known for being close knit families and there is always two step flow of
communication and family as a pressure groups has very strong influence on what people consume, accept
and react to so it may not. However, there is also a possibility that due to the existence of environmental,
economic hardship and the fact of the novelty of the virus that what was found in literature may also be true.
It now becomes necessary to find out the and why.
COVID-19 has undoubtedly been a source of complex and multifaceted stress for many (Chung, Dong & Li
2020). The fears and uncertainty associated with this virus, together with the anxiety and stress that it induces
has also remained a huge source of worry (Chung, Dong & Li, 2020, p.12 ; Rajkumar ,2020) somewhat
lends credence to the above argument when he opines that:

Following the different safety measures prompted by the quest to proactively

manage Corona-virus in different societies through such measures like

quarantine, lockdowns and social distancing, it appears that to varying degrees,

mental diseases in different geographical and cultural climes appears to have

been increasingly exacerbated.

Also, more worrisome is the fact that these careful measures to contain COVID-19 have not only appears to
have affected mental health of patients, but somewhat diminished quality of lives among different residents
of diverse societies. (Yin & Feng, 2022). Of greater concern more so, is the fact that the stream of newsfeed
from the traditional and social media have further complicated situations, given that these media messages
have been disproportionately directed toward the COVID-19 infodemic, with little or no consideration for
how they might influence people’s mental and general health (Brooks, Webster, Smith, Woodland, Wessely,
Greenberg & Rubin 2020). In the same manner, such excessive misinformation and disinformation,
especially on social media surrounding COVID-19 also appears to consistently affect people’s mental,
physical health and wellbeing (Zheng, Goh &Wen 2020; Vazquez,Dib,Rougeaux,Wells,Fewtrell 2020;
Phalswal,Pujari,Sethi &Verma 2023. In recent time, anecdotal evidence has more and more demonstrated
that there are increased concerns about social isolation, increased stress, anxiety and depression among
patients — all implicated as covertly or overtly being associated with COVID-19
(Vazquez,Dib,Rougeaux,Wells,Fewtrell 2020; Zheng, Goh &Wen 2020). These and so many other
concerns, no doubt, create situations that calls for empirical investigation into the extent that COVID-19
communication has affected the mental health and quality of life among residents of South-East, Nigeria.
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To this extent, the study intends to investigate the extent that residents of South-East, Nigeria are in reality,
exposed to COVID-19 Communication messages on mental health. If they are, to discover the channel of
communication that they principally access these messages and the perception they have of COVID-19
media communication messages. Did COVID-19 messages affect the mental health and quality of life of
South East residents?

The above, to a reasonable degree, forms the problem that this study investigated.

1. To find out if information on COVID-19 pandemic affected the mental health of residents of
South East Nigeria

2. To identify the dominant media channel used by residents of South East Nigeria to obtain
information on COVID-19 pandemic.

To determine how residents of South East Nigeria perceive COVID-19 communication.
4. To ascertain if information on COVID-19 pandemic affected the quality of life of residents of
South East Nigeria.

L

The Media and COVID-19 pandemic

Research has shown that the media representation of the coronavirus pandemic, especially in the early days
of the virus largely shaped people’s perception and response to the pandemic. In other words, people were
directly or indirectly affected in both their mental and daily lives by the way the media portrayed the virus
(Bosworth & Butow, 2020). Health communication plays an important role in health promotion and disease
prevention because it increases knowledge, influence perception, and more importantly, reinforce behavioral
changes During the COVID-19 pandemic crisis, timely, accurate, and credible health communication
remained the key factor in saving lives as reliable and well-developed health communication is beneficial in
advancing new strategies, easing uncertainty, managing and reinforcing the implementation of COVID-19
protective measures ((Anwar, Malik & Raees, 2020; Mheidly & Fares 2020; Finset, Bosworth & Butow,
2020).

The mass media usually play a substantial role during the outbreak of any disease. In this regard, Mheidly
& Fares, (2020) assert that “the media provide health information to the public on preventing the spread of
diseases” Corroborating the above assertion, Brailovskaia, Cosci, Mansueto and Margraf (2021) observe that
inadequate media coverage of disease could increase its spread. They cite the handling of the outbreak of the
Ebola outbreak in some African countries in 2014 as a case of reference where poor coverage led to dangers
among the people. They also disclose that an inadequate information-sharing system worked against the
effective control and management of the Ebola disease. What the above presupposes is that insufficient
information could lead to disbelief in the existence of the condition. As to the role the mass media played in
preventing the spread of COVID-19 in Nigeria, Obi-Ani, Ezeaku, Ikem, Isiani and Onu (2021) found that
both the mainstream media and social media created significant awareness of the COVID-19 pandemic in
Nigeria. Their finding indicated that the country's National Centre for Disease Control (NCDC) and other
relevant government institutions used the mass media to enlighten the public about the disease and persuade
them to take the right measures to avoid the spread of COVID-19. They also found that apart from the
NCDC, the Presidential task force on the COVID-19 pandemic in Nigeria and the different states' ministries
of health provided information online to help the public control and prevent the spread of COVID-19. The
Media was principally considered to have provided essential service to the populations during the world
crisis caused by COVID-19. This statement above explicitly underscores the role of mass media in health
reporting, especially in curbing spread of infectious disease outbreak. However, research shows that what
always raises dust regarding media roles in health reportage is the degree of success or failure recorded by
mass media in a particular health outbreak or health challenge compared to the risks (Zhou, Wang, Xia, Xiao
& Tang, 2020). Media is the primary source of information and plays vital role in educating the masses.
However, when overly eager media sources spread information without proper verification, not only that it
can be harmful, it can also have unintended consequences (Islam, Laato, Talukder & Sutinen, 2020). It is
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such unintended consequences, especially as it concerns mental and general quality of life that this study
investigated.

Effect of COVID-19 on Mental and General Health

Health communication no doubt plays a very important role in health promotion and disease prevention in
different societies. This is so because it increases knowledge, influences perception and most importantly,
reinforces behavioral changes (Anwar, Malik & Raees, 2020). Interestingly, this very critical role of health
communication was visibly noticed During the COVID-19 pandemic crisis, as timely, accurate, and credible
health communication messages enabled citizens of many countries manage the pandemic (Mheidly & Fares
2020; Finset, Bosworth & Butow, 2020). This somewhat explains the reason Finset, Bosworth & Butow
(2020) argues that “through health communication plans, reliable and well-developed health intervention
programms were developed during COVID-19” These programs Finset, et.al (2020) argue “did not only help
in easing uncertainties among citizens, but also helped immeasurably, in reinforcing the implementations of
COVID-19 protective measures. However, irrespective of the fact that these messages were particularly
tailored to provide increased awareness, knowledge and presumably behaviour change among receivers, it
somewhat has had its negative implications, especially, as it concerns mental health state of the residents
(Ahmad &Murad, 2020).

Anecdotal evidence has over time demonstrated that negative news can lead to severe mental health issues
among consumers (Ahmad & Murad 2020; Kamble,Joshi,Kamble & Kumari ,2022; Misra, Le, Goldmann
&Yang 2020). Due to the scale and severity of COVID-19, media attention has been regularly focused on
pandemic-related news, which could further affect individuals already facing more significant mental health
challenges (Zhao & Zhou, 2020). Research has shown that when news is biased, misleading and deceptive,
the adverse effect it produces on personal and population health and well-being could be more pronounced
(Wen, Aston, Liu & Ying, 2019). Previous studies found that some media outlets issued biased and
misleading reports on COVID-19, and this in turn, facilitated the spread of misinformation on the virus and
consequently, generated fear and panic that produced long-term effect on people’s mental health (Jayaseelan,
Brindha &Kades, 2020 ; Shahi, Dirkson & Majchrzak, 2021).

There is empirical evidence that a handful of research conducted to examine the public’s anxiety level during
the pandemics, such as: Ebola, H7N9 SARS and H5N1 generally suggested that the outbreak of a pandemic
is associated with higher level of anxiety among the public (Fullana, Hidalgo-Mazzei, Vieta & Radua,2020).
In this regard, it is important to understand the psychological factors that predict anxiety during the outbreak
of a pandemic because health anxiety may lead to clinically significant distress like: anxiety, fear, worry and
excessive preventative behaviors such as excessive hand washing, and repeatedly seeking reassurance from
medical professional in some people (Fullana, Hidalgo-Mazzei, Vieta & Radua, 2020). Furthermore, due to
COVID-19 and its various restrictions, like lockdown, social distancing,people experienced fear,
uncertainty, social isolation and many lost track of their normal lives (Mihelj,Kondor & Stetka, 2022).
Similarly, COVID-19 has been found to cause significant physical and psychological impairment, thus
leading to decreased health-related quality of life. (Chen, Zhang & Li 2020). Studies showed that all domains
of quality of life of people were affected during the lockdown period (Majeed, Irshad, Fatima, Khan &
Hassan, 2020). The pandemic outbreak led to a global health crisis that affected the daily lives of citizens,
as well as the global economy. In addition, the lockdown, social distancing measures among other COVID-
19 safety protocols adopted to curtail the spread of the virus led to dwindling economic activities and
somewhat had huge influence on the social life of people
(Dwivedi,Hughes,Coombs,Constantiou,Duan,Edwards,Gupta,Lal,Misra,Prashant,  Raman,Rana,Sharma
&Upadhyay 2020). In addition, COVID-19 provided infodemics that grew at a rapid rate. Infodemics involve
the purposeful spread of misinformation and disinformation via the media, particularly the social media
platforms. During the peak period of the pandemic, a number of studies showed that COVID-19 infodemics
somewhat was taken away from the hands of health experts and this created a situation that fueled public
fear, uncertainty, and mistrust, which had personal and economic consequences in most societies (Gijzen,
Shields-Zeeman, Kleinjan, Kroon,Van der Roest & Bolier 2020). Sadly, during the pandemic it was clearly
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observed in certain economies that such social media platforms like Twitter and Facebook were used as
channels of engendering extreme infodemics, as array of topics were publicized as misinformation and
disinformation. Oftentimes, these infodemics are powered by interested individuals or groups with ulterior
political and economic interests (World Health Organization 2020).Typical slants include the “Chinese
virus” narrative, and promoting the use of disinfectants to cure COVID-19. (World Health Organization
2020, Andersen, Rambaut, Lipkin, Holmes & Garry 2020) .

During the early stage of the COVID-19 outbreak, research showed that instead of focusing attention on
medical facts and actual viral outbreak, sensationalized coverage using less relevant content by news media
outlets whipped up hysteria and fear in the USA on the issues. Similarly, news has focused more on death
and grave consequences of the pandemic leading to increased public panic and negative emotions, while
giving less attention to information as to how to control the spread and promote healthy practices (Basch,
Hillyer, Meleo-Erwin, Jaime, Mohlman & Basch, 2020). The above discoveries somewhat lend strong
credence to the fact that COVID-19 have significantly correlated with increased mental health management
in different societies of the globe.

In the same manner, COVID-19 has been found to cause significant physical and psychological impairment
leading to decreased health-related quality of life. (Chen, Zhang & Li 2020). Studies showed that the entire
domains of quality of life of people were affected during the lockdown period (Majeed, Irshad, Fatima, Khan
& Hassan, 2020). In fact, it was empirically proven that the COVID-19 outbreak led to increase health crisis
globally and consequently created remarkable setback on the daily life of citizens, as well as the global
economy.

Prominent among the challenges created by this lockdown was the dwindling economic activities which had
huge influence on the social life of people.
(Dwivedi,Hughes,Coombs,Constantiou,Duan,Edwards,Gupta,Lal,Misra,Prashant, Raman,Rana,Sharma
&Upadhyay 2020). In the same manner, a study by Basch, Hillyer, Erwin, Jaime, Mohlman and Basch,
(2020) evaluated the 100 most viewed videos on YouTube with the word “coronavirus”, these together had
more than 165 million views as of March 5, 2020, 85% of them belonging to news channels. Interestingly,
the study revealed that less than one-third of the videos studied mentioned the recommended prevention
measures for the pandemic, less than half mentioned the most frequent symptoms, however, almost 90% of
the video commented on deaths, anxiety, and the quarantine status of the pandemic. This study leaves us
with an important reflection on the missed opportunities for dissemination of quality information on the
prevention of contagion and frequent symptoms of COVID-19 on platforms such as YouTube which are
usually consulted as an information source.

The implication of this sort of communication therefore ,is that the receivers of such information are misled
and as such, leaving room for increased anxiety, worry and burden — a situation which according to
Dwivedi,Hughes,Coombs,Constantiou,Duan,Edwards,Gupta,Lal,Misra,Prashant, Raman,Rana,Sharma and
Upadhyay 2020) could affect the general quality of life.

COVID-19 and misleading media Coverage

The effect of a biased and misleading news is usually disastrous to every society (Nelson,Kagan, Critchlow,
Hillard & Hsu 2020). The implication of the foregoing is that when news, especially, health news is portrayed
in a manner that it raises fear, anxiety and distress,it creates an unhealthy mental and life situation. The
adverse effects of COVID-19 media coverage on personal and population health and well-being was grossly
pronounced, especially in 2020 and 2021 (Lelisho,Wotale, & Tareke 2023).The most problematic type of
media coverage on COVID-19 involves content that is false and dishonest. While some media practitioners
uphold the founding pillars of the industry, journalistic values and ethical standards, the prevalence of
narratives referring to the “Wuhan virus,” “Chinese virus,” and “China virus” in other media reports on
COVID-19 suggests that some media outlets are fully capable of producing baseless and sensational news
directly associating a group of people, nation, and entire race to a virus will inevitably evoke substantial
mental health concerns among those targeted(Lelisho, Wotale, Tareke 2023). Another irreversible negative
effect of media’s instigation of fake news is the deterioration of public trust around COVID-19. It is
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challenging to predict what might happen if people decide to ignore COVID-19 information disseminated
through media outlets, where health experts and government officials share the latest developments related
to the virus. What is not difficult to imagine is the human and economic consequences tied to a deliberately
“ignorant” public. The results could be catastrophic (Cuan-Balthzar, Munoz-Perez, Robledo-vega, Perez-
Zepeda & Soto-Vega, 2020; Gao, Ma, Wang, Yang & Zhao, 2020). Misinformation about COVID-19 was
proliferated widely on social media, ranging from the peddling of fake cures, such as gargling with lemon
or salt water and injecting yourself with bleach (World Health Organization, 2020), to false conspiracy
theories that the virus was bio-engineered in a lab in Wuhan(Andersen, Ambaut, Lipkin, Holmes &Garry
2020; Cohen 2020) or that the 5G cellular network is causing or exacerbating symptoms of COVID-19 (BBC
News, 2020). Misinformation about COVID-19 is not limited to information that is blatantly true or false,
which widens the scope of the problem. For example, although the harms and benefits of hydroxychloroquine
as a potential treatment are indeed being studied, there is currently no scientific consensus on its effectiveness
(Geleris, Sun, Platt, Zucker, Baldwin,ripcsak 2020; Meyerowitz, Vannier, Friesen, Schoenfeld, Gelfand &
Callahan 2020). Thus, even deciding what counts as misinformation about COVID-19 is a complicated
matter as insights into the causes of and treatments for the virus develop over time. Nonetheless, it is
becoming increasingly clear that misinformation about COVID-19 is a common problem. For example, a
poll by Ofcom in the United Kingdom found that almost half (46%) of the United Kingdom population
reported exposure to fake news about the coronavirus (Ofcom 2020). Similar results (48%) have been
reported by Pew in the United States (Mitchell & Oliphant 2020). Amongst those exposed, nearly two-thirds
(66%) reported seeing it on a daily basis, which is problematic as repeated exposure is known to increase
belief in fake news (Pennycook, Mcphertes, Bago & Rand 2020). The implication of the submissions above
is that misleading media coverage during the pandemic somewhat affected the mental and general health of
citizens globally.

Framing Theory

This study is anchored on the Framing Theory. According to McQuail (2005), this is a philosophical
postulation that provides an explanation on which news content is typically shaped and contextualized by a
media outlet. The frames are cognitive structures that guide the representation of events. In framing, the
media devote volume of coverage to a particular issue. In other words, the media through framing make an
issue salient and direct audience attention to specific issues, ideas and individuals while downplaying what
lies outside the frame(Nwakpoke , Chike , Chukwu, Nwasum, Nwakpu, Ugochukwu , Nwamini, Elem,
Iroabuchi & Ogbaeja, 2020). In terms of frame tone, Yas, Jusoha, Streimikieneb, Mardania, Nora, Alatawic,
&Umarlebbed (2021) note that “much of media coverage tilt towards the negative than the positive frames”
It is noticeable that the media in respect of the COVID-19 pandemic hyped the consequences of the
pandemic, focusing more on the danger of the spread of the virus across countries and continents. In this
context, therefore, there is a nexus between the study and the theory because the media frame stories, and
such stories or words, depending on the content producers, portend to issues like COVID-19 pandemic. In
other words, from the postulation of the theory, it might be right to conjecture that the way the media framed
the COVID-19 pandemic would have either positively or negatively affected not only the way mental health
of the public was portrayed but the general quality of life among the residents of South-East, Nigeria.

The researchers adopted survey research design. The population of the study comprises individuals who are
residents of south eastern part of Nigeria. According to the 2022 projected population, these residents
39,383,874. Given that south-east was one of those zones affected by Corona virus and which continued to
send different media messages to its citizens on the ways to contain the pandemic, it became a suitable
population for this study. The multi-stage sampling technique was used to select the respondents across the
different states in the zones for the purpose of instrument administration. The researchers achieved the multi-
stage sampling procedure this way: at the first stage; using the table of random sampling, three states at
(Abia, Anambra and Imo) were chosen at the senatorial district. The second stage of the sample was the
selection of local government areas, from each of the senatorial zones in the three chosen states, that is three
local government areas to represent each of the senatorial zones, making a grand total of nine local
government areas. The third stage involved the selection of towns/communities to represent each of the
selected local government areas. While the fourth stage involved the survey of the instrument among the
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villages in each of the selected towns/communities. The sample size of this study is 663. This sample was
statistically worked out by using Krejcie and Morgan (1970) sampling determining formula. Therefore, 663
copies of questionnaire were distributed to randomly selected respondents (residents of south east). However,
647 copies of the questionnaire were successfully retrieved and analysed.

RESULTS
Demographic Variables
Variables Frequency No. Percentage
Gender Male 311 48.1%
Female 336 51.9%
Total 647 100%
Age Bracket 18-25 years 144 22.2%
26 — 35 years 268 41.4%
36-44 years 127 19.6%
45-49 years 77 11.9%
50 years and above 31 4.79%
Total 647 100%
Marital Status
Single 439 67.9%
Married Married 208 32.9%
Total 647 100%
Educational Qualification First school Leaving 46 7.11%
SSCE/Equivalent 79 12.2%
OND/NCE/PGD 87 13.4%
First Degree/HND 249 38.5%

The data from the table above shows an almost even distribution between the male and female respondents
although the males were a little under sampled. Males represented 48.1% percent of the sample while females
were 51.9% percent, an indication that no significant disparity existed between the genders used for the
study. Thus, there was 3.8% difference between the number of male and female respondents. In terms of
age, 22.2% of the respondents were 18 — 25 years; 41.4% were 26 — 35 years; 19.6% were 36 — 44 years;
11.9% were 45 — 49 years; while 4.79% were 50 and above. Hence, the dominant age bracket was 26 — 35
years, while the least featured was 50 and above. For marital status, 67.9% of the respondents were single
as against 32.1% that were married. This amounted to 35.8% difference between the number of single and
married respondents. In terms of education, 7.11% of the respondents held First School Leaving Certificate
(FSLC) as their highest educational qualification; 12.2% held SSCE/equivalent; 13.4% held OND/NCE/pre-
degree diploma; 39.5% held first degree/HND; while 28.7% held postgraduate qualifications. Thus, First
degree/HND was the highest qualification while the least featured was FSCL. On the occupation front,
9.11% of the respondents were government workers; another 10.7% professionals in private firms; 6.96%
teachers; 6.03% traders’ 23 % students; while 44.2% belonged to other professions unspecified in the
questionnaire.
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Research Question 1: To find out if information on COVID-19 affected the mental health of residents of
South East Nigeria?

Figure 1. View on the Effect of Covid-19 Media Messages on Respondents Mental Health

= YES = NO

Figure one shows that 82% of the respondents were of the opinion that COVID-19 communication had
effects on their mental health, while 18% did not think so. This implies that most of the respondents observed
that COVID-19 communication had a significant effect on their mental health. This suggests that the
respondents might have been exposed to news reports inducing the above emotion; they might have spoken
out of experience.

Table 1. Respondents’ feeling when exposed to daily news reports on COVID-19 Response Frequency

Response Frequency Percentage
Stress 95 14.7%
Anxiety 120 19%
Depression 382 59%

Fear 35 5.41%
Worry 15 2.32%
Total 647 100

Table 1 shows that among the respondents, 14.7% reported feeling stressed when exposed to daily news
reports on COVID-19, 19 % reported feeling anxious, 59% reported feeling depressed , 5.41% reported
feeling fear ,while 2.32% of the respondents reported being worried when exposed to daily news reports
on COVID-19. From the foregoing, it could be said that majority of the respondents (59%) reported feeling
depressed after exposure to daily news reports on COVID-19.Based on this, it could be said that there is a
relationship between exposure to news reports and the state of mind of the respondents who were exposed
to daily news reports during the outbreak of the pandemic.

Table 1 and figure 1 above provided answer to the first research question. From the responses,it was clear
that majority (59%) showed that they felt depressed when exposed to daily news reports on COVID-19,
while a greater percentage 82% demonstrated that COVID-19 had effect on their mental health.

Based on the foregoing, the first research question is answered by stating that the information on COVID-
19 pandemic adversely affects the mental health of residents of South East Nigeria
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Research question 2: What was the dominant media channel used by residents of South East Nigeria to
obtain information on COVID-19 pandemic?

Table 2: Respondents’ Major Medium of obtaining COVID-19 News

Response Respondents’ Respondents’ Respondents’ Respondents’ Respondents’
Exposure to Exposure to Exposure  to | Exposure to Exposure to
News News via News News via News via
Radio Via Television | Newspaper/ Social media
Magazine
Agree 38.2% 3.7% 18.5% 3.6% 31.7%
N = 247 N=24 (N =120) (N =23) N =205
Strongly agree | 61.8% 6.5% 13.1% 1.7% 42.5%
N=400 (42) N=85 N=11 N=275
Disagree 0% 43.6% 33% 44.8% 10.7%
N=0 (N = 282) (N =213) N =290 N =69
Strongly 0% 46.2 35.4% 49.9 15.1%
disagree N=0 (N=299) (N=229) N=323 N=98
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
N = 647 N = 647 N = 647 N = 647 N = 647

Table 2 above provided answer to research question 2. The table shows that 100% of the respondents were
exposed to COVID-19 news. 3.7 % of the respondents agreed that radio news was the dominant media
channel they used for getting information on COVID-19. 6.5% of the respondents strongly agreed. 43.6% of
the respondents disagreed that radio was the dominant media channel they used in obtaining COVID-19
information while (46.2 %) of the respondents strongly disagreed that radio was their most utilized medium
for obtaining COVID-19 information. For that of the television, data generated from the table shows that
(18.5 % )of the respondents agreed that television was the dominant media channel they used for getting
information on COVID-19, (13.1%) of the respondents’ strongly agreed , (33% )of the respondents disagreed
that television was the dominant media channel they used in obtaining COVID-19 information while (35.4
% ) of the respondents strongly disagreed that television was their most utilized medium for obtaining
COVID-19 information. On the other hand,(3.6%) of the respondents’ agreed that newspapers/ magazines
was their go to source for news on COVID-19, (1.7 % )of the respondents strongly agreed that
newspapers/magazines was the dominant media channel they used for getting information on COVID-19,
44.8% of the respondents disagreed that newspapers/magazines was the dominant media channel they used
in obtaining COVID-19 information while (49.9 % ) of the respondents strongly disagreed that
newspapers/magazines was their most utilized medium for obtaining COVID-19 information. For that of the
social media, data generated from the table indicates that (31.7 % )of the respondents agreed that social
media was the dominant media channel they used for getting information on COVID-19, (42.5%) of the
respondents’ strongly agreed , (10.7% )of the respondents disagreed that social media was the dominant
media channel they used in obtaining COVID-19 information while (15.1%) of the respondents strongly
disagreed that social media was their most utilized medium for obtaining COVID-19 information. Reading
the data it is apparent that the dominant media channel respondents’ used for obtaining information on
COVID-19 in the South East was the social media.

From the foregoing therefore, the answer to research question 2 is provided by stating that the social media
was the dominant media channel residents of South East Nigeria used to obtain information on COVID-19
pandemic.
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Research Question 3: What is the perception of South East residents’ regarding COVID-19
communication?

Figure 2: Did COVID-19 Communication Contain any form of False Information?

=YES = NO

Figure 2 shows that 72% of the respondents were of the opinion that COVID-19 communication contained
false information, while 28% did not think that COVID-19 communication contained false information. Data
from the figured demonstrates respondent’s opinion concerning the information on COVID- 19 as
inaccurate. The implication may be seen from the angle of the dominant belief concerning social media
channel as majorly containing fake news and it could also arise from the fact of the controversy surrounding
COVID-19 itself which had majority of the people confused and unbelieving about the COVID-19 issue.
Figure 3: Respondents’ view on the credibility of COVID-19 News

= Agree = strongly agree = Disagree Strongly disagree

In Figure 3, the data shows that 11% of the respondents agreed that all COVID-19 news was credible, 16%
of the respondents strongly agreed that all COVID-19 news was credible, 30% disagreed that all COVID-19
news was credible while 43% strongly disagreed that all COVID-19 news was credible. This implies that
majority of the respondents (73%) see COVID- 19 information as not credible while 27% see it as credible.
This data agrees with data from figure one above which shows that majority of the respondents are of the
opinion that some COVID-19 Information was inaccurate.

Table 4: Respondents’ View on COVID-19 Communication as Propaganda

Response Frequency Percentage
YES 569 87.9%
NO 78 12.1%
Total 647 100%
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Table 4 shows that 87.9% of the respondents were of the opinion that COVID-19 news contain propaganda,
while 12.1% did not think so. This implies that most of the respondents observed that COVID-19 news
contains some elements of propaganda. This may suggest that the respondents might have been exposed to
COVID -19 news reports that they felt evidence of propaganda. Figure 2 and 3 and table 4 above provided
the answer to research question 3. From the responses of these tables and figures, it was evident that majority
(72%) of the respondents were of the view that Covid-19 news and messages contained false information.
Similarly, majority of the respondents (73%) perceived Covid-19 news as not credible. Likewise, higher
percentage (87.9%) of the respondents perceived Covid-19 communication as propaganda.

From the foregoing therefore, it may be stated in answer to the third research question that South East
residents’ perceived Covid-19 communication as having elements of falseness, being less credible and
containing traces of propaganda.

Research Question 4: To ascertain if information on COVID-19 pandemic affected the quality of life of
residents of South East Nigeria?
Figure 4. Respondents Opinion about Effect of Media Reports on COVID-19 on their Quality of Life.

= Agree = Strongly Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree

Figure 4 shows that (27%) of the respondents’ agree that their quality of life was affected by the media
reports on COVID-19 while 39% of them strongly agreed that media reports on COVID-19 affected their
quality of life .On the other hand, 15% of the respondents hold an opposing view because they don’t believe
that media reports on COVID-19 had any effect on their quality of life,19% of the respondents hold similar
view because they strongly disagreed that media reports on COVID-19 had any effect on their quality of life.
This implication of the present data is that to a large extent, media reports on COVID-19 affected the quality
of life of the respondents in one way or another as could be seen in the number of respondents who hold the
view that COVID -19 media reports affected their quality of life.

Table 5: Respondents’ rating on how media reports on COVID-19 affected their quality of life

Response Frequency Percentage
Very bad 346 53.5%
Bad 156 24.1%
Moderate 65 10.1%
Good 33 7.26%
Very Good 47 5.10%
Total 647 100%

Table 5 shows that 53.5 % of the respondents’ rated their quality of life very bad as a result of media reports
on COVID-19 ,24.1 % of the respondents’ rated their quality of life bad ,10.1% of the respondents rated
their quality of life moderate ,7.26 % of the respondents rated their quality of life good while 5.10% of the
respondents rated their quality of life very good as a result of media reports on COVID-19 pandemic .This
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means that majority of the respondents (53.5%) rated their quality of life very bad as a result of media
reports on COVID-19.

It against the data gathered from figure 4 and table 5 that the researchers provide the answer to research
question 4 by inferring that information on COVID-19 did not only affect the quality of life of South East
residents, it affected it very badly.

Discussion of Findings

The first finding of the study indicated that the information on COVID-19 pandemic adversely affects the
mental health of residents of South East Nigeria. This finding is somewhat instructive as it lends credence
to fact that the way a media message is constructed, especially health messages can positively or negatively
affect the people who such message is exposed to (Wakefield, Loken, & Hornik, 2010). Interestingly, the
present work is also in agreement with Gilbert, Basran, Plowright, and McEwan (2023) who also discovered
that the content of messages on COVID-19 somewhat affected the mental health of receivers of such
messages. Similarly, Werg Semo, & Frissa (2020) found that the impact of media messages on COVID-19
especially, in the early stage of the pandemic was somewhat adverse. From the foregoing therefore, one
might argue, that beyond the very important role of the media as a platform for dissemination of COVID-19
control measures, creation of awareness and attitudinal change, they also created, through their false and
propagandistic messages, fear, anxiety and worry that exacerbated the mental health of receivers of such
messages.

In the same vein, the second finding of the study demonstrated that 42.5% of the respondents who are in the
majority used the social media for obtaining COVID-19 information. This work was able to establish that
social media platforms were more dominant in the spread of COVID-19 information during the pandemic,
even though the conventional media platforms like: radio, tv, newspapers/magazines were also used by
respondents for obtaining COVID-19 information. This finding indicates that the dominant media channel
used for obtaining COVID-19 information by respondents’ in South East Nigeria was social media The
finding reflects the results of previous studies such as (Ying Ho, Chen, Cheng-Fang &Yen 2020; Liu and
Liu, 2020; Dhanashree, Garg , Chauhan, Bhatia, Sethi and Chauhan, 2021 ; Ying, Chen, Cheng-Fang and
Yen, 2020) which revealed heavy reliance on the Social media for information dissemination during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Similarly, the third finding reveals that the residents of the South East perceived COVID-19 communication
as having elements of falseness, being less credible and containing traces of propaganda. It might be
important to note that social media remained one of the very popular channels through which COVID-19
communication was made increasingly available to the audience in the early days of the pandemic and given
that the social media has over time, been implicated as having that penchant to spread false information
(Buchan, 2020) this situation is even worsened based on the fact that individuals who most times encounter
false information on social media may continue to actively spread it further (Buchan, 2020). Interestingly,
other studies Bayer, olznagel, Lubianiec, Pintea, Schmitt, Szakacs, & Uszkiewicz (2021); Shahi, Dirkson,
Majchrizak, (2021), Ngozika, Chinenye, & Mathias (2020), Uzochukwu, Nwosu and Okeke (2022) in the
same way, discovered just like the present study, that most people who were exposed to COVID-19 messages
saw it as propagandistic, falsity and at other times, less credible. This situation largely played out particularly
in Nigeria, where members of the public largely perceived the news and information on COVID-19 as either
a hoax, false and/or deceptive (Uzochukwu, Nwosu & Okeke, 2022). From the foregoing it is glaring that
most COVID-19 messages that were disseminated to the public, especially those ones sent through online
platforms had traces of deception.

In the same vein, the fourth research question indicated that information on COVID-19 did not only affect
the quality of life of South East residents, it affected it very badly. Of course, the finding at this point is
predictable, given that the pandemic which arrived with its scourge, economic retrogression, political
instability and other social quandaries would expectedly, affect the quality of life of the population. The
rationality behind these researchers position at this point is that diseases, pandemics and maladies of the ilk
of the pandemic would ordinarily produce adverse effects on the quality of life of the populace. Interestingly,
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the present study shares similar position with WHO, (2023); Sharifi, Khavarian-Garmsir (2020). This
explains the reason WHO (2023) clearly notes that:

The COVID-19 pandemic led to dramatic loss of human lives worldwide and

presented an unprecedented challenge to public health, food systems and the

world of work. The economic and social disruption caused by the pandemic was

devastating, as tens of millions of people were opened to the risk of falling into

extreme poverty.

Little wonder WHO (2023) explains that “after the challenges of COVID-19, the number of undernourished
people, currently estimated at nearly 690 million, could increase by up to 132 million by the end of the year”

Conclusion
From the study, it becomes clear that the constant exposure to COVID-19 related news and information had
a significant negative effect on the mental health and quality of life of individuals in the South East region.
This was because the media focus on the negative aspect of the pandemic which included the rising number
of cases, deaths and health risks, these messages basically led to increased anxiety, depression, fear and
stress among residents. These situations therefore affected their mental health, well-being and overall quality
of life. This upholds the postulation of the framing theory that in framing, the media devote volume of
coverage to a particular issue. In other words, the media through framing make an issue salient and direct
audience attention to specific issues, ideas and individuals while downplaying what lies outside the frame
(Nwakpoke , Chike , Chukwu, Nwasum, Nwakpu, Ugochukwu , Nwamini, Elem, Iroabuchi & Ogbaeja,
2020). In terms of frame tone, Yas, Jusoha, Streimikieneb, Mardania, Nora, Alatawic, &Umarlebbed (2021)
note that “much of media coverage tilt towards the negative than the positive frames” It is noticeable that
the media in respect of the COVID-19 pandemic hyped the consequences of the pandemic, focusing more
on the danger of the spread of the virus across countries and continents. Consequently, the constant
bombardment of news and information about the virus somewhat contributed to increased anxiety, fear and
stress among the population. We understand from communication theories that the constant exposure to
negative information produces negative effects and that seems to be the reason behind the anxiety ,fear and
negative effects on mental health not really because the pandemic have spread but because of the nature of
the communication itself, the intensity of the communication and the way it is communicated so that in
future, it becomes necessary that communication concerning health messages should be clear, simple
,unambiguous and intentionally couched in a way that will induce positive response from the public and not
cause fear. It is this underlying tone and nature of the message that has led to this stress on mental well-
being and quality of life.. It is therefore against the discoveries of this study that the following
recommendations were made
e That the government and health authorities should communicate COVID-19 information in an
unambiguous ,clear ,simple and easy to understand language intentionally so that the message
will communicate exactly the intention of the health institution concerning such cases. This will
help to reduce confusion and uncertainty -associated with the messages among the population —a
challenge that has been identified to lead to mental health and low quality of life.

e Messages concerning health issues should be guarded in such a way to reduce the amount of fake
information because another thing discovered in the study was that there were too many
information on social media concerning the pandemic and most of this information were fake and
this contributed in no small measure to the negative effects of COVID-19 information on the
mental health and quality of life of residents of South East ,Nigeria.

e Mental health services should be readily available for residents in the South East region. This
includes counseling, therapy, and other forms of support that can help individuals cope with the
stress and anxiety associated withCOVID-19.
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¢ Mental health should be given priority in policy decisions related to COVID-19. This includes the
allocation of resources to mental health services and programs, as well as the inclusion of mental
health experts in decision-making processes.

e Community engagement and awareness-raising activities should be conducted to promote mental
health and enhance quality of the people’s life. This includes providing information on coping
mechanisms such as resilience, hope, and positive thinking, as well as fostering community
support and solidarity during a pandemic.

e The study also identified the detrimental effect of misinformation on mental health and quality of
life and as such strongly advocate that authorities should adopt strategies to counteract and refute
false information promptly. This, the researchers note, can be achieved through targeted
campaigns, fact-checking initiatives and partnerships with credible sources to ensure that reliable
information reaches residents.
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