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Abstract 

This textual analysis of the Sun newspaper coverage of the Ebola Virus Disease (EVD) in 

West Africa revealed how myths and stereotypes combined to blame an American 

lawyer, Patrick Sawyer, for his own death. This followed an outbreak of the Ebola Virus 

Disease in the West African sub-region in 2013. The disease spread to Nigeria in 2014. 

The Ebola deadly disease recorded 7000 cases and claimed over 5000 deaths in the sub-

region. It is for this reason that this paper investigated the Sun Newspaper coverage of 

outbreak in West Africa. A content analytical study was adopted and a total of 123 

editions of Sun newspaper formed the population. Out of this, 94 copies from July to 

October, 2014, formed the sample size. The paper covered 234 stories on Ebola Virus 

Disease through news, features, editorials, pictures and cartoons. The theoretical 

framework involved agenda setting and social responsibility theories. The findings 

showed that Sun newspaper displayed significant news battering in its coverage of the 

deadly disease in West Africa. It also provided the news prominence, accuracy and 

magnitude of issues related to the disease on its front and inside pages. It was also 

found, that the hypotheses employed and tested in this direction received both 

statistical and empirical support. The paper finally recommended among others, that 

surveillance for infectious disease outbreak and response must be given serious 

attention in West Africa and other nations if we must remain a step ahead of any 

pandemic. 
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Introduction 

 

Background 

The Ebola Virus Disease (EVD), commonly known as “Ebola Hemorrhagic Fever” (EHF), 

is a disease of humans and some other primates caused by Ebola virus. The fruit bats, 

grasscutters, wild rabbits, and poor sanitary environments are believed to be the major 

carriers of the virus.   

The virus was first identified as a possible new “strain” of mar bug virus in 1976. 

The virus got its name from the Ebola River in the democratic Republic of Congo where 

an outbreak of the disease occurred in 1976. The Ebola virus is an ongoing endemic 

disease in the West African sub-region with a mortality rate of about 70%. The first 

outbreak of Ebola virus occurred in Congo Republic in 1976, but the most recent 
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outbreak had its roots in Guinea in December 2013. It then spread to Liberia and Sierra 

Leone, respectively. An insignificant number of twenty cases occurred in Nigeria and 

another in Senegal the same year. In 2014, similar cases of the virus were reported in 

Mali and significant cases in the United States and Spain. As at 22nd December, 2014, the 

World Health Organization (WHO) reported that a total of 19,374 suspected cases of the 

virus with 7,533 deaths were recorded globally. However, the WHO believes that this 

number substantially understates the magnitude of the outbreak.  

 In August 2015, WHO reported that 10% of Ebola-related deaths were health-

care workers, and by the end of the same month, it confirmed that the loss of so many 

health workers was making it difficult for them to provide sufficient foreign medical 

workers to assist. In September, WHO estimated that the capacity of affected countries 

for capacity for treating Ebola patients was insufficient by the bed-space-equivalent of 

2,122. By the end of October 2015, many of the hospitals in the affected areas had 

become dysfunctional or totally closed prompting some health experts to declare that 

their inability to provide medical needs may have caused “an additional death rate”  

likely to exceed the outbreak itself. 

 However, Nigeria had her first ever Ebola experience on 20th July, 2014, when an 

American lawyer, Patrick Sawyer, flew from Liberia to Nigeria defying the doctor’s 

instruction not to travel. On Sawyer’s arrival in Lagos from Monrovia, he slumped. 

Unfortunately, Sawyer died four days later. In reaction, the Nigerian government traced 

all persons that made contact with Sawyer for signs of infection. Also, the nation quickly 

increased her surveillance at all entry points.  

 One of the nurses who attended to Sawyer died on 6th August, 2014, and the 

doctor who treated him also died on 19th August. However, by October 2014, the 

Nigerian Ebola outbreak was finally and effectively contained. By 20th October, 2014 

Nigeria was declared Ebola-free by the WHO following two incubation periods set up 

without any further case. It was indeed a battle that was miraculously won. The media 

in Nigeria (print and electronic) had successfully battered the story of the Ebola Virus 

disaster.  

 

Problem 

This paper examines the extent to which Sun Newspaper covered and discharged the 

campaigns that crushed the Ebola virus in West Africa. Unfortunately, in developing 

nations like Nigeria, most of the data sources are either not available or not usually in 

electronic form. They are commonly kept manually in notebooks with attendant 

inconsistencies due to human error. This is a handicap for most Third world nations 

which may want to join the trend in using automated data sources for syndromic 

surveillance.   

 

Objectives 

1. To show how Sun newspaper covered and effectively reported the Ebola Virus       

outbreak in the West African sub-region. 
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2. To ascertain whether Sun newspaper gave prominence to the coverage to the 

Ebola Virus outbreak in West Africa nations. 

3. To find out the direction of Sun newspaper’s stories concerning Ebola Virus 

outbreak in the sub-region.  

4. To determine whether Sun newspaper significant battered news stories on Ebola 

Virus outbreak in the sub-region.  

 

Significance 

The paper will encourage health workers in West Africa and other regions of the 

developing world to increase their awareness and be watchful over the outbreak of 

Ebola Virus Disease and similar diseases.  

 The paper will help to improve timeliness, accuracy and completeness of 

reporting on Ebola and other disease outbreaks. It will also help officials to detect 

outbreaks rapidly, investigate them, and mount a quick response within the country.  

 

Research Questions 

1. Did Sun newspaper effectively cover and report the Ebola Virus outbreak in 

West Africa? 

2. Did Sun newspaper give prominence to the coverage of Ebola virus Disease 

outbreak in West Africa? 

3. What is the direction of Sun newspaper coverage of the Ebola virus disease? 

4. Did Sun newspaper significantly batter news stories on Ebola Virus outbreak 

in the sub-region?  

 

Hypotheses  

H1: Sun newspaper effectively covered and reported a variety of news content on the  

Ebola Virus Disease outbreak in West Africa. 

H2: Sun newspaper gave prominence to the Ebola virus outbreak in West Africa. 

H3: Sun newspaper gave balanced coverage to Ebola Virus outbreak in the West 

African sub-region. 

H4: Sun newspaper battered significant news stories on Ebola Virus outbreak in the 

sub-region of West Africa. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

Two theories were used as theoretical foundations for this paper. They are Agenda-

Setting theory and the Social Responsibility theory.   

 

The Agenda-Setting Theory:  This theory is described as a very powerful influence of 

the media – the ability to tell us what issues are important. The position held by the 

proponents of Agenda-setting theory is that the media have the power to determine 

what one thinks about by pre-determining what issues are important in the society 

(Okoro, & Agbo, 2003). This theory was developed by a newspaper columnist, Walter 
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Lippmann. It concerned itself with the view that the media had the power to present 

images to the public.  

 The core assumption of this theory is the creation of public awareness and 

concern for salient issues by the news media. The two underlying assumptions of the 

Agenda-setting theory are that: the press and the media do not reflect reality but they 

filter and shape it. Secondly, the media concentration on a few issues and subjects lead 

the public to perceive those issues as more important than other issues (Cohen, 1963). 

The opportunity for agenda-setting by the mass media becomes enhanced when the 

value structure of a society is in a state of flux (Kunczik, 1988). 

 The theory, further, emphasizes that the print media present issues in order of 

importance and covers issues that affect society more than other subjects. Based on this, 

The Sun, for instance, considered issues of Ebola virus outbreak in West Africa as very 

significant.  

 

Social Responsibility Theory: This theory developed in 1947 by the United States 

Commission on Freedom of the Press is another theoretical anchor. The major opinion 

being canvassed by social responsibility theorists is that the media should fulfill their 

set obligations, and expectations for the society. They argued that it was by so doing 

that the media can see themselves as socially responsible.   

 The theory also emphasizes that mass media should have limited freedom to 

report issues of public interest at all times (Okoro, & Agbo, 2003).  

 

Review of Literature 

The Ebola Virus Disease (EVD) originated from bush meats, especially fruit-eating bats, 

wild rabbits, and unhygienic environments. According to Ezemoka (2001, p. 279), 

“viruses” cause a lot of diseases of plants, man and other animal.  These diseases are 

transmitted mainly by contact with infected organisms, droplets and infected materials.  

In 1976, Ebola (named after the Ebola River in Zaire) first emerged in Sudan and Zaire 

(now Democratic Republic of Congo). The first outbreak of the Ebola (Ebola-Sudan) 

infected over 284 people with a mortality rate of 53%. A few months later, the second 

Ebola outbreak emerged from Yambuku, Zaire, as Ebola-Zaire (EBOZ). The EBOZ with 

the highest mortality rate of all Ebola virus attacks (88%) infected 318 people.  

Despite the tremendous effort of experienced and dedicated researchers, Ebola’s 

natural reservoir was never identified. The third strain of Ebola, called Ebola Reston 

(EBOR), was first identified in 1989 when infected monkeys were imported into Reston, 

Virginia, from Mindanao in the Philippines. Fortunately, the few people who were 

infected with the EBOR never developed Ebola hemorrhagic fever (EHF). The last 

known strain of Ebola, Ebola Cote d’ Ivoire (EBO-CI), was discovered in 1994 when a 

female ethnologist performing a necropsy on a dead chimpanzee from the Tai Forest, 

Cote d’Ivoire, accidentally infected herself during the necropsy.  

The four identified subtypes of Ebola Virus in Africa - Ebola Zaire (EBOZ), Ebola 

Sudan (EBOS), Ebola Core d’Ivoire (EBO-CI) and Ebola Reston (EBOR) are the major 

strains we have at present time. The first three have caused diseases in human 
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primates. Ever since Ebola was first identified in 1976, outbreaks have appeared 

sporadically. Other confirmed cases of infection have been reported in Gabon, DR of 

Congo, Sudan, Ivory Coast, Congo and Uganda, all in the African continent.  

 

Ebola Outbreak in Nigeria  

On 9th July, 2014, a Liberian American by name, Patrick Sawyer, informed Arcelor Mittal 

Management at the Buchanan office that he had been exposed to the Ebola Virus. 

Sawyer contracted the virus during his sister’s burial. That sister of his died from the 

virus. Sawyer attended her burial. Sawyer was referred to the Liberian Ministry of 

Health for observation. He did not return to his office for 28 days. Unfortunately, he 

utilized an upcoming conference in Calabar, Nigeria, to petition the Liberian Finance 

Ministry to attend as an “ambassador”. His departure was approved and the Liberian 

government apologized for not listing Sawyer’s name at the airport. 

 On 20th July, 2014, Sawyer flew via Asky Airlines from James Spriggs Payne 

Airport in Monrovia, Liberia, to Murtala Muhammed International Airport in Lagos, 

Nigeria, with a stop-over at Lome, Togo. He was subsequently described as having 

appeared to be “terribly ill” when he left Monrovia.  

 He collapsed upon his arrival at Lagos. It was later reported that at the time he 

flew, Sawyer was already under surveillance for Ebola infection. But he was cleared by 

the Finance Ministry of the Liberian government to leave for an ECOWAS conference in 

Calabar, Nigeria. Sawyer died on 24th July, 2014. The doctor who treated him, Ameyo 

Adadevoh, also died on 19 August, 2014.  

 Based on the Agenda-Setting theory, the press audiences not only learn about 

public issues and other matters through the media, they also learn how much 

importance to attach to an issue or topic from the emphasis the mass media place upon 

it. So, the level of media coverage given to the outbreak of Ebola Virus Disease in West 

Africa by Sun newspaper went a long way in encouraging readers of the newspaper to 

understand the relevance of the outbreak in the sub-region. As asserted by Hanson 

(2005), the issues that are portrayed as important in the news media, become 

important to the public, that is, the media set the agenda for public debate. As stated by 

Agbese (1987), the press has power and its influence on every society is pervasive. For 

good or ill, the press dictates public taste and further decides what is fit for public 

consumption.  

 

Methodology  

 

Research Design: This paper adopted content analysis with a descriptive design as 

research method.  

 

Period Covered: The paper focused on the contents of Sun newspaper on Ebola Virus 

Disease (EVD) outbreak, a period of four months (July – October, 2014). The Sun 

newspaper is one of Nigeria’s foremost newspapers, widely circulated, and publishing 

from three major cities of Lagos, Abuja and Aba.  
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Population: The population was drawn from the publications of Sun newspaper from 

July–October 2014. The Sun newspaper published one hundred and twenty three (123) 

editions within this period. The number of days in each month from July 2014 is as 

follows:   

July   –  31 days/copies 

August  –  31days/copies 

September –  30 days/copies 

October  –  31 days/copies 

Total   =  123 editions  

 The sample size from the above (123) editions using Taro Yamane formula is:  

S = __N__ 

  1+N(e)2 

S = Sample size  

N = Population size  

e = Level of significance (5%)  

I = Constant 

 

S = ___123___ 

  1+123(0.05)2 

 

S = ____123____ 

1+123 x 0.0025 

 

S = __123____ 

1+0.3075 

 

S = 94.07 

 

S = 94 (sample size of the newspaper examined) 

  

Data Analysis/Test of Hypotheses 

  

Hypothesis One  

H1: Sun newspaper effectively covered and reported a variety of news content about the 

Ebola Virus outbreak in West Africa.   

Nature of Stories  O E O – E  (O – E)2 (O – E)2/E 

News  190 58.5 131.5 17292.25 295.59 

Features/Articles 21 58.5 -37.5 1406.25 24.04 

Editorials  13 58.5 -45.5 2070.25 35.39 

Pictures/Cartoons 10 58.5 -48.5 2352.25 40.21 

Total  234 234   395.23 

X2 = 395.23; D F = 4 – 1 = 3  
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The above shows that the calculated Chi-square value of 395.23 is greater than the table 

value = 7.815. So, the alternate hypothesis is accepted and the null hypothesis rejected. 

The result showed that Sun newspaper effectively covered and reported a variety of 

news content about Ebola virus outbreak in West Africa. 

  

Hypothesis Two  

H2: Sun newspaper gave prominence to Ebola outbreak in West Africa. 

Prominence O E O – E (O – E)2 (O – E)2/E 

Front page news coverage 94 58.5 35.5 1260.25 21.54 

Inside page news coverage 100 58.5 41.5 1722.25 29.44 

Editorials page  13 58.5 -45.5 2070.25 35.39 

Pictures/cartoons  27 58.5 -31.5 992.25 16.96 

Total  234 234   103.33 

X2 = 103.33, DF = 4 – 1 = 3, P = 0.05. 

The calculated Chi-square value of 103.33 is greater than the table value of 7.815. 

Therefore, going by the decision rule, the alternate hypothesis is accepted and the null 

rejected. Accordingly, Sun newspaper gave prominence to Ebola outbreak in West 

Africa. 

 

Hypothesis Three  

H3: Sun newspaper gave balance coverage to Ebola outbreak in the West African sub-

region. 

Direction of Stories  O E O – E  (O – E)2 (O – E)2/E 

Balanced  201 117 84 7056 60.31 

Unbalanced  33 117 -84 7056 60.31 

Total  234 234   120.62 

X2 = 120.62; DF = 2 – 1 = 1; P = 0.05 

The above table indicates that the calculated Chi-square value is 120.62, while the table 

value is 3.841. This result indicates that the calculated Chi-square value is greater than 

the table value (120.62 > 3.841). Hence, the alternate hypothesis showing that Sun 

newspaper gave balanced coverage is accepted and the null hypothesis rejected. 

 

Hypothesis Four  

H4: Sun Newspaper significantly battered news stories on Ebola Virus outbreak in the 

sub-region of West Africa. 

Depth of Stories  O E O – E  (O – E)2 (O – E)2/E 

22 inches & above  29 78 -49 2401 30.78 

11 – 21 inches  163 78 85 7225 92.63 

10 inches & below  42 78 -36 1296 16.62 

Total 234 234   140.03 

X2 = 140.03; DF = 2 – 1 = 2; P = 0.05. 
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The above table indicates that the calculated Chi-square value of 140.03 is greater than 

the table value of 5.991. Accordingly, the alternate hypothesis is accepted in accordance 

with the decision rule. In this way, Sun newspaper significantly battered news stories on 

Ebola virus outbreak in the sub-region of West Africa. 

 

Findings/Discussions 

From the above analysis, it is evident that Sun newspaper effectively covered and 

reported issues about the outbreak of Ebola Virus Disease (EVD) in the sub-region. The 

paper covered a variety of news content in the form of news, features, editorials, 

pictures and cartoons. The arguments of this study received support from the alternate 

hypothesis which showed that Sun newspaper covered a variety of news content about 

Ebola outbreak in West Africa.  It shows that Sun newspaper stood firm in the discharge 

of its duties as indicated in Nwuneli’s (2005) position that the mass media inform, 

educate, persuade, entertain and sell. This is supported by the view that the mass media 

serves the political system by providing surveillance, information, discussion, and 

debate on public life (Siebert, 1993).  

 People can use the information they got from the media to form their individual 

and group opinions concerning the subjects of the media coverage. According to 

McQuail and Windahl (1981), the image of the medium held by the receiver causes 

expectations of the media content and may thus be assumed to have an influence on the 

receiver’s choice of content as well as their ways of sharing experience and responding 

to the issues.  

 In line with the above, it may be said that through the various publications of Sun 

newspaper as well other newspapers, readers easily understand the prominence given 

to issues related to the outbreak of Ebola Virus Disease (EVD), thus amounting to news 

battering of Ebola stories. Recall that in 2014 when Ebola broke out in the sub-region, 

the Federal Ministry of Health in Nigeria sent a text message via MTN to all subscribers 

asking them to help prevent the spread of Ebola by reporting any suspected case. The 

combined efforts of government, and health workers were embraced by the media and 

all the hypotheses tested in this study attest to the battering of Ebola Virus news.   

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

i. Sun newspaper and other mass media have effectively covered and reported the 

Ebola Virus Disease outbreak in West Africa between July and October, 2014.  

ii. Sun newspaper gave prominence to Ebola virus outbreak in West Africa.  

iii. Sun newspaper gave a balanced coverage to Ebola virus in the region. 

iv Sun newspaper played a crucial role in by ensuring that Nigerians were kept 

abreast and updated with information related to Ebola outbreak in the West African 

sub-region. 

v Sun newspaper was very objective in its coverage of the outbreak of Ebola Virus 

Disease (EVD) in West Africa. 
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vi. Sun newspaper, based on the findings of this study, presented more reports 

about outbreak of Ebola on its front page than on the back and editorial pages. This 

signifies more in-depth news coverage.  

 The paper, therefore, recommends that: 

i.         The Federal government and the Ministry of Health in developing nations take the 

health of their citizens more seriously. 

ii.     Countries in the sub-region be vigilant and screen those coming in and out of their 

domains as a way forward.  

iii.      The surveillance for disease outbreak and response must be taken seriously if we 

must remain a step ahead of any future pandemic.  

iv.        Developing nations should invest in the training of community health workers/ 

professionals to provide vigilance round the clock.  

v.      Governments at all levels should make environmental cleanliness mandatory for all 

citizens. 

vi.      Regular hand washing should be maintained in public places. 

vii.           Bush meat consumption should be curtailed  
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Appendix: Coding Guide for Sun Newspaper 

COVERAGE OF THE EBOLA VIRUS DISEASE (EVD) OUTBREAK IN WEST AFRICA  

Purpose of Study  Data/Item/Unit of 

Analysis  

Content Categories  Code  

To investigate how sun 

newspaper covered/reported 

the Ebola Virus Disease (EVD) 

outbreak in West Africa, 

particularly Nigeria  

1. Newspaper  

2. Year of study  

3. Months of study  

Sun  

2014  

July  

August  

September  

October  

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

 4. Days  Monday  

Tuesday  

Wednesday  

Thursday  

Friday  

Saturday  

Sunday 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

 5. Nature of stories  News  

Features  

Editorials  

Pictures/Cartoons  

14 

15 

16 

17 

 6. Direction of stories  Balanced  

Unbalanced  

18  

19 

 7. Placement  Front page  

Editorial page  

Inside page  

Back page  

20 

21 

22 

23 

 8. Depth of stories  22 inches and above  

11 – 21 inches  

10 inches and below  

24 

25 

26 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


