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INTRODUCTION
Reportedly originating

the recent
outbreak of the deadly Coronavirus, otherwise
called COVID-19, started in Wuhan, China, and
was first reported by Chinese officials in
December 2019. By February 2020, the virus
found its way into Europe and North America.
Among the top five countries most hit by the
virus are the United States, India, Brazil, France,
and Turkey [19]. The USA leads globally in Covid-
19 cases with over 33 million confirmed cases as
of May 12, 2021 [19]. Due to the continuous

in bats,

Abstract. As the world battles the novel Coronavirus pandemic ravaging lives
and destroying economies, many nations have entrusted the detection,
handling and management of confirmed coronavirus cases to their leading
public health institutions. For Nigeria, the Nigeria Centre for Disease Control
(NCDC), charged with the said responsibility, faces a worrisome myriad of
backlash from citizens' who regard their daily update of confirmed cases as
misleading. In this survey, the researchers purposively study this category of
sceptic individuals to understand their level of awareness of the virus and
their perceptions about the government agency, to determine the factors
responsible for the lack of confidence in the reportage, and how their
confidence level may be boosted. The study adopted a mixed-method to
recruit some 425 respondents that fit the profile of 'those who lack
confidence in the NCDC daily reports'. Findings revealed that even the aware,
educated, and high-income Nigerians equally constitute those with
misperceptions and scepticism about the NCDC. Key reasons for the distrust
include inconsistent reporting, secrecy about patients' database, and
perceived corruption tendencies. Recommendations based on the findings
call for increased openness and access to compelling information about
activities to curtail the infection, especially transparency in treatment and
budget spending.

Keywords: Covid-19 Awareness; Covid-19 Perceptions; NCDC Distrust; Covid-
19 Management; Covid-19 Information.

Nigeria recorded its first case on February 7,
2020, and 31 days later, the Federal government
imposed a lockdown on Lagos, Abuja, Ogun, and
later on Kano States, while Governors of other
States followed suit in efforts to limit the spread
of the virus. Within this period, the country saw
an increasing level of distrust among some
Nigerians regarding the accuracy of the daily
reportage of confirmed cases by the Nigeria
Centre for Disease Control (NCDC), and this was
evident in the series of criticisms and public
outcries against the government, particularly on
social media platforms.

spread of the virus to other Continents, the

World Health Organization declared the crisis a
pandemic. As of May 12 2021, the total number
of confirmed cases globally stood at 160+ Million,
while the total number of deaths was 3+ Mil-

lion [19].

Section “Social Communication”

Considering that it is nearly a decade since the
country witnessed a public health crisis of this
nature, the last one being the 1918 Influenza
pandemic, there are not many perception types
of research that give insight on Nigerians'
societal reactions towards government and its
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agencies in periods of epidemics. While studies
such as [15, 16] help understand general public
perceptions about the virus, this one sought to
narrow down the study scope to Nigerians in the
Federal Capital Territory. They lack confidence in
the NCDC, hoping to unravel why and what needs
to be done to boost public confidence in the
agency and its ability to manage the health crisis.

Research Questions

1. What is the level of Covid-19 awareness among
Nigerians who are doubtful of NCDC reportage?

2. What are the factors responsible for the
hesitancy towards NCDC by this select group of
Nigerians?

3. What may be done to boost the confidence
level of citizens regarding the transparency of
NCDC in handling issues about the Covid-19
virus?

Literature Review

Despite the newness of this common enemy,
Covid-19, there has been a remarkable number
of articles, reports and studies that seek to
broaden the general understanding of this
phenomenon. Researchers [14] warn that Africa
is at a high risk of a widespread infection based
on weak healthcare systems, inadequate
surveillance and laboratory capacity, scarcity of
public health human resources, limited financial
means and thus called for a unified Continent-
wide strategy for preparedness and response.

In contrast, authors [2] carried out a study on the
early transmission dynamics of Coronavirus in
Nigeria, using a 45-day estimate. Their findings
suggested that cases of COVID-19 in Nigeria have
been remarkably lower than expected; however,
the level of preparedness to detect cases needs to
be improved upon to stop local transmission.

From an economic impact perspective, author
[17] argues that the spill-over of the Covid-19
pandemic to Nigeria coupled with the structural
weaknesses in Nigeria's infrastructure will lead
to severe economic crises if a reconstruction and
development programme for the country is not
implemented.

Authors [15] sought to understand the public
knowledge and perception about the virus in
Nigeria. Their findings revealed the Nigerian
public's negative perceptions of COVID-19 bears
implications across public health initiatives,
compliance with preventive behaviour, and

Section “Social Communication”

bilateral relations with foreign nations. The
researchers called for an intensified evidence-
based campaign to remove misconceptions and
promote preventive measures. Though another
study on vaccine hesitancy in Nigeria indicated a
high willingness rate by respondents to accept
the vaccine, their findings impress the public's
need to reassure the public that any vaccine that
becomes available is safe and effective [1].

Despite the series of backlash on the NCDC by
several Nigerians for purporting daily figures,
researchers [13] carried out public health
emergency preparedness assessment towards
the COVID-19 outbreak. They opined that the
NCDC is steadfast, efficient and capable of
curtailing the spread of COVID-19 in the Country.
The study, however, did not extend its inquiry to
attest to the transparency and timely information
output of the NCDC to Nigerian citizens.

Theoretical Framework

Theories help researchers systematically give a
clear explanation of realities based on objective
and sustained propositions. This study adopts
the Perception Media Theory to explain why
some Nigerians remain 'negative' towards Covid-
19 and the NCDC news despite the heavy influx of
coverage in the media (Radio, Television,
Newspapers, Social Media Platforms, and
Websites). Proponents of the limited-effect
perspective of the mass media, a perspective
within which this theory falls, argue that the
media does not have a maximum universal and
uniform effect on its audience. This view came
alive when a 1994 study titled "The People's
Choice: How the Voter Makes up His Mind in a
Presidential Campaign" by Paul Lazersfeld and his
associates revealed that factors such as age, sex,
social interactions, beliefs all serve as intervening
variables that determine how individuals receive,
process and respond to communication
messages. The Perception theory explains how
people often interpret facts and realities to suit
their pre-existing biases (beliefs, notions,
judgements) [8]. When people hear what they
want to hear, see what they want to see, recall
what they want to recall, they result in
interpreting information in ways that conform
with their existing values and accepting new
ideas, realities, and innovations becomes a
problem. Author [8] better puts this view into
perspective in the explanation of the media
selectivity processes below [8].
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Selective Exposure. People seek out information
that caters for their interests, confirms their
beliefs, and boosts their ego while avoiding those
that are contrary to their predispositions and
attack their self-image and determines which
papers they subscribe to or read at all, which
television stations they turn to, and which
programmes they watch on those channels.

Selective  Attention. The eye  processes
information much faster than the brain can
interpret. The human brain has to select which
information to pay attention to at any given time
to avoid confusion.

Selective Perception. Each of us tends to perceive
and then decode communication messages in
light of our previous experiences and current
dispositions, needs, moods, and memories. The
language we speak and the words we use also
tend to circumscribe our perception.

Selective  Retention. We more accurately
remember messages favourable to our self-image
than unfavourable messages.

These principles of selective exposure, attention,
perception and retention give an insight to the
divergent interpretations, conscious negative
attitudes, and conspiracy theories about the
NCDC and Coronavirus in Nigeria by Nigerians.
Based on the tenets of Selective Exposure,
Attention, Perception and Retention, it becomes
understandable how the people are limited to
NCDC information as put out by the selected
media they choose to expose themselves and pay
attention to and take up such information
selectively. In essence, the cascades of news from
these media sources do not automatically lead
them to the formation of positive perceptions of
NCDC management of Covid-19 matters.

METHODOLOGY

This study employed the purposive and snowball
(referred participants) sampling techniques to
interview and recruit some 425 respondents
within the F.C.T.

Advertisements were made on social networking
sites (Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, and
Nairaland.com) to pre-interview and then recruit
those willing to partake in the survey. The
samples were carefully selected to ensure they fit
the profile of those who lack confidence in the
NCDC daily reportage of confirmed Covid-19
cases in Nigeria. After that, it was tested in an
online pilot study of 21 social media users,

Section “Social Communication”

different from the 425 respondents later
recruited. Descriptive statistics involving tables,
charts, percentage distributions and frequency
patterns are used to analyze the outcome of the
responses from the questionnaires.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Findings were classified into sections: Bio-data,
News Source, Knowledge and Awareness Level
and Respondents' Perceptions. Analysis of data
was undertaken using frequency tables and
percentages to determine significant findings.

Section A. Bio-data

Table 1
Variable Frequency | %
Age
10-19 21 4.9
20-29 182 42.8
30-39 81 19.1
40-49 86 20.2
50-59 50 11.8
60 and Above 5 1.2
Total 425 100
Education
Secondary 40 9.4
Diploma 25 5.9
Bachelor's Degree/HND 263 61.9
Master's Degree 81 19.1
PhD/Doctoral 16 3.8
Total 425 100
Occupation
Civil Servant 86 20.2
Artisan 20 4.7
Self-employed 142 334
Trader 41 9.6
Industrialist 24 5.6
N.G.O. 4 9
Unemployed 61 14.4
Student 47 11.1
Total 425 100
Geographical Location
Abaji 11 2.6
Abuja Municipal 102 24
Bwari 140 329
Gwagalada 71 16.7
Kuje 58 13.6
Kwali 43 10.1
Total 425 100
Average Monthly Income
Less than N50,000 67 15.8
N50,000 to N100,000 120 28.2
N100,000 to N150,000 104 24.5
N150,000 to N200,000 86 20.2
N200,000 to N250,000 41 9.6
N250,000 and Above 7 1.6
Total 425 100
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The age distribution shows that the majority of
the respondents are between the ages of 20-29
(42.8 %) of the entire sample, thus corroborating
the 2018 statistics from Pew Research Centre,
that of all age groups, 18-29 year-olds drive most
of the social media consumption globally.
Respondent's levels of education were needed to
understand its possible influence on the
perception of Covid-19 management by the
NCDC in Nigeria. Findings show that majority of
the respondents are educated, at least by general
societal standards, with 236 (61.9 %) of them
possessing Bachelor's/HND degree, and 19 %
and 3.8% of them respectively being Master's
and Doctoral degree holders.

Many studies, such as [5], find that employees are
most affected by the pandemic. Likewise, a US
study on vaccine acceptance noted that
employed persons have a stake and are more
likely to accept covid-19 vaccinations, perhaps to
avoid job losses willingly but tended to trust
more the information on Covid-19 from their
healthcare professionals and officials [12]. In
essence, employees are more likely to develop
concerns about the management of the virus.
This assertion is justified in the above occupation
distribution, where most respondents (74 % a
summation of all employed respondents) are
employed, with only 14.4 % unemployed and
11 % students.

The Nigerian National Population Commission
puts the total population of F.C.T to 1.4 million,
with the more significant percentages of that
population residing in Abuja Municipal, Bwari,
and Gwagwalada. This very much tallies with the
figures arrived at in the above table as
respondents are representative of the leading
communities of the F.C.T. Although studies like
[4, 7] show how poverty is viewed as a factor
behind the disbelief in the Covid-19 pandemic in
Nigeria, data from the above table shows that
majority of the respondents earn above the $1.90
(N725) daily international poverty line set by the
World Bank [21].

Section B. Sources of Covid-19 and NCDC News for
Respondents

As expected, social media (18.3 %), then
Television (15.9 %) and Radio (13.5 %) took the
lead in that order on the most common source
for Covid-19 news stories by respondents. With
close Friends (12.2 %), News Websites (12.1 %)
and Online Forums (11 %) trailing behind. Data
from this chart indicates that people are less

Section “Social Communication”

likely to rely on their religious leaders (1.2 %) for
information about the virus (Figure 1).

Others

Television

Radio

I} Friends
Social Media
Online Forums
Family Members
Neighbours
Religious Leaders [WXL

News Websites

Figure 1 - Sources of Covid-19 and NCDC News for
Respondents

Authors [3] find that reliance on social media for
news is one reason fake news and unhealthy
attitude and practices towards the virus are
prevalent. They further contend that unregulated
social media may present a health risk that is
partly but not wholly reducible to their role as
disseminators of health-related conspiracy
beliefs when used as an information source. A
comparative study in Pakistan portrayed the
media as responsible for disseminating and
amplifying narratives of conspiracy theories that
led to hitherto failed immunization programmes
and capable of resulting in health risks in
managing Covid-19 [10].

The earlier referred US study showed that only a
few participants reported Social Media as a
reliable source of Covid-19 information [12]. The
higher use of social media by our respondents
may not be unconnected with the poor
availability of news from traditional media and
healthcare professionals during the pandemic.

Section C. Knowledge & Awareness Level

To determine how the level of knowledge and
awareness about the virus may affect the
respondents' perceptions towards its
management by the NCDC, a series of basic
questions about transmission, symptoms and
preventive measures were set. Responses
retrieved indicate that most respondents'
scepticism towards the NCDC reportage of Covid-
19 issues management is not due to lack of
knowledge or awareness about the virus
(Table 2).
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Table 2
Variable Frequency| %
Currently, Covid-19isa
worldwide disease
Yes 300 300
No 51 51
[ don't know 74 74
Total 425 425
One of the following is not how
Covid-19 is transmitted
Person to Person Contact 0 0
Droplets from coughing, sneezing 0 0
Touching contaminated surfaces 0 0
Frequent exposure to sun 425 425
Total 425 425
The virus is most deadly among
people with pre-existing health
conditions
Agree 425 100
Disagree 0 0
Total 425 100
One of the following is not a
preventive measure against
Covid-19
Social Distancing 0 0
Washing Hands Regularly 0 0
Using Hand Sanitizers 0 0
Push-Ups and Weightlifting 425 100
Total 425 100
One of the following is not a
symptom of the virus
Nose bleeding 425 100
Fever 0 0
Shortness of breath 0 0
Cough 0 0
Total 425 100

public funds. On the rather extreme side, some
202 (47.5%) agree that covid-19 test kits are
tampered with by the NCDC to produce false-
positive results.

Table 3

Agree Disagree

Popular Viewpoints

(FRQ) | (%) | (FRQ) | (%)

Covid-19 is a hoax; it
doesn't exist 0 0 425 100
anywhere

Covid-19 exists, but

L 40 9.4 385 90.6
notin Nigeria

Covid-19 exists in
Nigeria, but NCDC is 265 | 624 | 160 | 37.6
bloating the figures

[ don't believe the
NCDC figures
because I don't
personally know
anyone with the
virus

263 | 619 | 162 38.1

NCDC attributes all
deaths to Covid19,
even those that died
of other illnesses

281 | 66.1 144 | 339

The NCDC is
bloating Covid-19
figures to embezzle
public funds

243 | 57.2 182 | 42.8

Section D. Respondents’ Perceptions

The following Table 3 is a multiple response
table with eight categories that attempt to
capture the perception of the respondents,
mainly the reasons behind their scepticism
towards NCDC reportage of the virus.

In the first column, all 425 respondents disagree
that Covid-19 is a hoax. In the same vein, some
40 (9.4%) agree that although the virus exists
elsewhere, it doesn't work in Nigeria. Some 265
(62%) agree that the covid-19 case numbers are
being bloated by the NCDC, while 263 (61%) say
their disbelief is tied to the fact that they do not
personally know anyone with the virus since its
inception. While 281 (66%) worry that NCDC
attributes all deaths, even unrelated ones, to
Covid19, some 243 (57.2%) believe that the
NCDC is bloating Covid-19 figures to embezzle

Section “Social Communication”

The test kits are
tampered with, such
that all test 202 47.5 223 52.5
conducted comes
out as positive

The daily figures are
inconsistent; this is
why [ don't believe
the NCDC

304 | 715 121 | 285

Perhaps, this lack of overwhelming confidence in
the operations of a Country's health Institution
managing the virus is implied elsewhere in the
US study by [12] where only 67% of study
participants had the highest confidence in the
Centre for Disease Control (C.D.C.) compared to
75%  confidence level for  healthcare
professionals who, in their estimation, are the
"most reliable sources of information on COVID-
19".

From the table 3, the inconsistent nature of the
daily figures released by NCDC is why the
majority (71.5%) of the respondents’ lack
confidence in the NCDC reportage. This can be
linked to the sometimes irregular rise and fall of
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daily figures and the several instances where
there were discrepancies in the report by
individual State Ministries and the NCDC. Some
respondents cited the stagnant situation in Kogi
State - Nigeria, where NCDC officials have
reported only five cases of the infection since the
beginning of the pandemic to date as justification
of their viewpoint [20].

Discussion question 1: What is the level of Covid-
19 awareness among Nigerians doubtful of NCDC
reportage?

Findings from this study indicated that despite
the lack of confidence in the NCDC reportage, all
the respondents recruited have essential
awareness about the virus. This finding contrasts
with [18], who view that health literacy,
particularly in this pandemic era, helps the public
grasp the reasons behind experts'
recommendations and reflect on their outcomes
various possible actions. Findings here show that
health literacy as a single factor does not
necessarily counter peoples' misperceptions as
the case may be.

Discussion question 2: What are the factors
responsible for the hesitancy towards NCDC by
the select Nigerians?

As earlier reported, 62% (n=263) of the 425
respondents say their disbelief is tied to the fact
that they do not personally know anyone
infected with the virus since its inception, 57%
(n=243) others agree that the NCDC, in
collaboration with other government officials are
out to embezzle public funds. While the former
could be credited to personal covid-19
experience gaps, the latter describes the common
Nigerian notion that every government
administration, whether past, present or future,
are out to satisfy selfish interests. Corroborating
this notion is authors [9], who argue that Nigeria
has lost traction in its attempt to achieve national
development because of the unfair climate of
"chop-I-chop" politics, ethnicity, mediocrity,
partisanship, cronyism, corrupted process of
recruitment of leaders, among other factors [9].

The Kogi State Government out-rightly accused
the P.T.F. of being "hell-bent in squandering over
$1Billion in the procurement of COVID-19
vaccines" (where the high success rate of
treatment of patients has been without vaccines)
rather than more pressing health issues like
maternal mortality [20]. However, this should
not hold sway for the importance of

Section “Social Communication”

administering COVID-19 vaccines as a step to
curtail the virus's rage. These results corroborate
the study by [16], who found that 324
participants (86.63%) of their respondents think
the government is using the avenue to siphon
public funds. In comparison, some 223
Participants (59.62%) think the government has
the wrong test kit and probably diagnoses
something else due to the excellent recovery rate
and low death to infection ratio. The same study
also found that the composition of the
Presidential Task Force against Covid-19 mainly
comprises of Politicians rather than Career
Research Scientists, Virologist or
Statistical/Mathematical Modellers compared to
task-forces of other nations [16].

Discussion question 3: What may be done to boost
the confidence level of citizens towards the
transparency of NCDC in handling the virus?

Noresponse

Providing interviews with those infected with the virus

Publicly accessible database of infected persons' names,
community locations on Google map charts

Publicly le d for Covid-19

Better enlightenment about NCDC Covid-19 protocols

Consistent reporting across all states

Providing addresses of hospitals/centres where all Covid-19
patients are managed across the country

Routinely providing visuals of people undergoing treatment

Figure 2

A famous proverb reads that 'seeing is believing.
This notion plays out in this study, as shown
above in Figure 2, where 16.7% and 11.8% of
respondents respectively suggest routine visuals
and interviews with people undergoing
treatment. Some 8.5% others further suggested
providing information about hospitals and health
institutions/centres where all covid-19 patients
are managed. In the same vein, some 9.4% of the
respondents opined that the availability of a
publicly accessible database of infected persons,
their names, community locations on Google map
would foster public trust. The issue of privacy
associated with personal health information may
arise here concerning the provision of names of
infected persons. While 12.2% of respondents
suggest that credibility is increased when daily
case numbers reported are consistent across the
States, another 9.6% «call for better
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enlightenment about the NCDC day-to-day
activity and protocol as a means to understand
their workflow better.

A significant conspiracy about Covid-19 in
Nigeria, as can be seen from responses thus far, is
that the NCDC is bloating Covid-19 figures to
embezzle public funds, that is; the higher the case
numbers, the higher the monetary budgets for
fighting the virus, and the higher the chances of
these monies getting embezzled. So, 18% of the
respondents recommend providing a publicly
accessible database for Covid-19 spending in the
country to boost public confidence and trust in
the fight against Coronavirus in Nigeria. The U.S.
health Institution, C.D.C,, transparently displays
updated activity and spending details on the
website and the media. Nevertheless, these
results point to the need for a high level of trust
in NCDC if COVID-19 protocols and vaccines to
curtail the virus infection will be accepted by
Nigerians. Other findings have thrown up results
indicating that respondents who reported high
levels of trust in information from government
sources were more likely to accept a health
recommendation for a vaccine [11]. The NCDC
will need to take a «cue from this
recommendation to manage the virus henceforth.
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