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Patterns of Media Coverage of Nigeria's 2015 General
Elections
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its centrality cannot be over-emphasized on the fact that electoral outcome
clearly rests on how the media project it to the public. Studies have shown
that election periods are defining moments in the democratic survival of any
nation whether developed or dev eloping (Berougq, 2008). However, whether
aparticular election will make or mar the democratic existence of any ?w:o:
i~ largely dependent on the conduct of the media among many other factors
such as _:gr_gr:a, nee and unbiased electoral umpire, credible election cte.

To this end. the issue of media freedom has continued to enjoy the support of
seholars. practiioners and election related organisation

Mass media play the importan role of enlightening, exposing. informing
the ,:1::: ol the erecrorates for the cholee of %c::,ﬁ: EE
Wnong nuerous contenders for few
political postion (Newman, Dutton, and Blank, 2012). The
meedia 1s a vial p system of checks and balunces in democracy;
acting as the watchdog for the people and as the Fourth Estate (Ghapar, Ngah
and Abdullahi. 2013). wrﬁ 1se of its role, it was argued that the media must
be able 1o enjoy freedom and not constraints. Becker, Vlad and Nusser, ( -
2011 \:,.:rr_ that the most essential norm of media freedom is that media
I liave certuin independence sufficient w protect free and open public
expression of ideas and information. Itmust be an organ to _:?::. and notto
misinform ihe public for the promotion of true participation while guiding
quainstamanipulated wrong choice

and mouldi

rwever, the res media s an early indicator that governments
inrend to assault other democratic institutions (Freedom House, 2014). s
output tiust be guided by objectivity and not partiality regardless of where
one belong. Former Seeretary General of the United Nations, Kofi Annan,
states that for an election w be wuly fair, different parties and candidates
shoutd han e equal access to the media. Neither state power nor the no;.d_. of
aney should determine that one party gets a hearing while another is
denicd it The media must actively seek out the truth on the public's behalf,
and be free o tellitas they see it (Annan. 2000: 7).

serics of clections (general. state. bye-elections etc.) have been held in

<ince the country's return 1o democracy in 1999, including the 2015
,_,.::,.;_ clections. In all these. Nigerian media has been a critical element
nport responsibiliyy of reportage on the
ol all elections in the country { Umaru, 2015). Like
nd clectoral processes in Nigeria are usually

robust and
cauisation and holdig
ol democr 3

cetons

Journa! of Cornmunication

accompanied by numerous activitics that involve series of claims and
counter claims among the stakeholders, political parties and candidates. As
such, election periods are known to be prone to conflict and violence
(Newman, Dutton, and Blank, 2012). It is therefore expected that media
reports on elections should be decent, fair, accurate and  balanced. Above
all, the media "shall not publish or air political adverts. advertorials and
sponsored political news that seek to create hatred or incite violence” (The
Nigerian Media Code of Election Coverage, 2014:18-22). For this reason,
the media is expected to be guided by legal and ethical mandates to
discharge its role in mitegrating the country rather than cuusing
disintegration. In fact, NMCEC (2014) stated that endorsement of a
candidate or political party ideology should be treated by niedia as its own
opinion and not impair the balanced cou erage of cumpaigns by all parties
and candidates cortesting clections. The basic role of the media, according
to Morris (2007} is to enlighten and educate the public and act as a neutral.
objective platform tor the frce debate ofull point ol view.

Since the inception of democracy in Nigeria, election periods have
constituted a basic challenge to the media, putting its impartiality and
objectivity to test. The media pracutioners have w decide between profit
values, and the public right to know national secrecy and w
. the interests of the ruling clites. While muny ,:::c_,_
have criticized the performance of the medic olten bemg partisan. non-
critical, personality focused, unethical, clite and urban centered, and highly
commercialized (Daramola 2013; Ojo and Adebayo., 2013; Adebiyi, 2009:
Dare, 2006). Some scholars have however acknowledged the role of the
media in educating the people to be able w decide during election, and
investigating and challenging wrong doing in the process (Nwosu, 2003;
Oso, 2010; Yusuf, 2001). There seems to be icreased disillusion with the
mainstream media in Nigeria in particular. with the role it played i the 2013
general elections. The media was perceived s cchoing the voice of the
government, not giving a balanced coverage ol issues and itgnorimg the
opposition’s point of view. These raised some dust and guestions the role of’
the media. Thus, this study scrutinizes the patterns of media coverage of
2015 general elections in Nigeria, putting at the front burner the question of
code of ethics compliance and the necessary reg
available to curtail subjective reportage

iory mechanisnes
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accuracy and fairness; sources of information: favours and special
treatment; role of media owners; opinion polls; hute speech and incitement;
minorities; state media; private media’ separation of fact and opinion;
advertorials; identification: attacks and threats; journalists and assignments;
electoral processes and malpractice; informing and educating voters: human
rights, political activity (UNDP-Kenya, 2007).

Furthermore, Colloquivm on African Flections final report in Ghana (2009-
12) submitted that freedom of expression and access to the media have been
acknowledged as essential in providing opposition parties a chance to
compete on equal footing in an election, hut regrettably, access remains
limited in many African countrics. Also, it stated that biased reporting
commonly seen on the continent robs citizens of the accurate mformation
they need 1o make intormed decisions on clection day (Cofloquium on
African Elections, 2009: 12).

Morris (2007) explained that in Africa the media generally should not work
solely for any government body, political party or particular candidate. lts
basic role is to sensitise so as to contribute to public opinion meaningfully.
However, elections have constituted a serious challenge 1o the medi
balanced information putting its impartiality and objectivity to test.

That is why there has been increas ing public debates about the unethical
behaviours of journalists as observed among some media practitioners. This
is the issue Bello, Adejola and Jamiu (2012) critically examined as a
fundamental social responsibility of media in a democratic regime, They
believe that journalism is a profession guided by ethics, conseience and code
of conduct. Umaru (2015) explains that Nigerian media plays critical role
inthe electoral process by acting as a major source of information, providing
essentially costless details leading to a more balanced education and OpInion
formation among the voting public.

Theorizing Media's Electoral Cove rager Social Respoosibility Theory.
Social Responsibility Theory is an offshoot of L ibertarian 1 heory. It was
propounded in the twentieth century 1o cuntion the excesses of the
Libertarians in order not to jeopardize the stability of the socicty because of
the so called liberty 10 express(Bittner, 1989; Patwerson and Wilkins,2005:
and Uzuegbunam, 2013). The social responsibility theory was one of the
theories of the press discussed by Siebert, Peterson and Schramm in their
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Table 1: Themes of Enquiry

SNTTHE PLANATORY NOTE SAMPLE OF PATTERN IN THE
ENQUIRY NEWSPAPELS

L Sensationalisim

described as a “dictator”
Sun, December 29, 2014).

| 3 ar (Daity
| b 25, 2015, _.Em: page)

; Conilict
Nensitivity e S, 3 certs and |

1% _A.:_::w.:e ,:.;e

oty pe

ould former dictato

Source: >:%c; compilation from the four newspapers

From the 1abi s accorded

varyi

i 1
ML

S cleclio

Sy

e
meitements. Vi
languages, raw
professionalisim
ACCCSS Was genel
othier political parties we
were published by ide fcat
were duly registered
mention of poli
partics. the All
Party (PDP).
Cenire (1PC
out o1’
r_:_;;_:::,;,
(43.7%,),
mon with a s
pretortal view

10 report

teal parties w hile the
:C:, six puiitical parties
ssion (INEC) that
clectons, But, the
Lavour oi s

v wo
Tessivas Cul
nw hile, the

a,

ntwith 3.4

St

Figure 2: The Highest Mewtioned Politica! Partics in 2015 G
Elections

Source: Internationa] Press Coan
Reports (2013), page 5

“al

PDF file.

IS

f novaPDF was used to create th

ion version o

An evaluati

Purchase a license to generate PDF files without this notice.


http://www.novapdf.com/

Aremu Fatai Ayinde. Bakare Adeboia Ratiu & Abayomi Koiapu Quadri

a total o 5987 election and electioneering concern words
appearances compiled in the studied newspapers. Conilict sensitivity has
567 while sensattonabism. language use (Hate Speech & Incitement),
stercotype.positive and neutrally featured stories allhave, 1,638; 276,
cand 720 reports respectivelv (Sce Figures 3 below).

There w

<

Sensativnalisi Fate Speech
Incitement

Stereotype  Positive Stories Meutral Stories

Figure 3: Nigerian Newspapers Patterns of 2015 General Elections
Reportage {(General)

Source: Data generated from Nig
The Sun Newspape

rian |

ibune, Punch. Daily Trust and

I'he study separates the data into positve. negative and neuwal words in
order w isolate sensationabisny. This is because sensationalism was said to
been used by every media its newspaper. According 1o some
of the Niger sty (NUD)Y Lagos State

sact ol sensationalisnn in media
practice anywhere in the world. "We' journalists amplily
cvery detail i order 1o secure the maximum attention of
the readers. The issue of sensationalism can never be
eradicated. 1t 1s a general practice anywhere in the world.
It's our strength; we cannot survive without it.

WIe 13 N0 Way o Ldry b

However, the former NUJ Chairman in Lagos State, Mr.
AbdulQuadriWahab Oba said the issue of sensationalism is important in
medi practcee but if not ol cradicarion, it can be mimimized, having been
its implication to the existence of our nation. He said further that

Journal of Com

Arls. 2017 8 11) 145

Nigeria is highly sensitive and too religious and ethaically vulnerabte. and
assuch, care needs 1o be taken

Moreover, the study isolates sensationalism to see the pattern of the
reportage. The positine words rerain its initial figure (1721), negatve
words consist of conflict sensitivity and hate speech und incitement und
stereotype (5674276 F1045=1 888 and 720 (See Figure 4 below

Negative Neutral

Fatterns of 2015 General Elections

Figure 4: Nigerian Newspaper
Reportage

Source: Data generated from Nigeran Tribune, Punch. Datly Trust and
The Sun Newspapers

These features, most importantly conflict sensationalism. hate specch.
incitement and stereotype related stovies occupied Front Page (1334,
Headline (583), News Story (1577), Advert (10). aud Pictare and Cartuoc
(32) (See Figure 5). Most of the words or expressions that constituted hatred
or incitement were used in political advertoriuls, adverts, captions, carto
and headlines. Several of such cven feaired w the tront pages of
scrutinized newspapers. The monitored media outlets made use of
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under stereotype. APC, PDPand other 24 political partics share 483, 520 and
42 respectively (See Figure 6).

600
500
400

300

PDP Other Political Parties |

Figure 6: Patterns of 2015 General Elections Reportage (Stereotype
by Political Party)

Source: Data generated from Nigerian Tribunc, Punch, Daily Trust and
The Sun Newspapers

These issues bother on acquisitions and counter acquisitions from the
powertul political parties, APC and PDP to the table. Findings also show tha
liugher portions of the newspapers” spuces were devoted to candidates and
proprammes of either APC or PDP.
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led with 162, followed by Daily Trust with 74, Nigerian Tribune with 44 and
the Punch with 28.

Discussion on Pattern of Media Coverage of the 2015 General
Elections

The observed pattern shows bias and numerous discriminatory reports
~apable of intflaming passion or hatred on the basis of race, ethnicity, belief,
gender, orientation in the last elections. There were too much offensive
words, most especially, at the front pages of the study case studies. The
Punch newspaper Daily Editor stutes that there is a lot of tempered flair news
stories and adverts m the 2015 general elections. According to him, "there
aere sunamis of bad language in the dailies, though, those languages were
product of campaign and were quoted verbatim™ (Interview Report, 2017).
I he Sun News Editor concluded “the language on the said publication is not
civil”. The feedback from the various field reports show that it was a
pronounced phenomenon not only among the scholars and commentators
but also among the media practitioners that the 2015 electioneering media
coverage was chaotic and capable of inflaming passion and conflict in the

COountry.

The height of'it was the publications of The Sun and Punch newspapers front
page sponsored advertorial of Ekiu State Governor Ayo Fayose on January
2015 where a death arrow was directed to a presidential candidate of an
opposition party, General Muhammadu Buhart which also had the pictures
of past Nigerian presidents who died in office; Murtala Muhammed, Sanni
Abacha and Umaru Yar'Adua It was also accompanied by excerpts from the
B3ible book of Deuteronomy 30 verse 19 "Nigerians be warned! Nigeria. 1
1ave set before thee Life and death. Therefore, choose life that both thee and
thy seed may Iive,” It said, suggesting that Mr. Buhari represents death while
his rival. President Goodluck Jonathan represents life. The advert went
ahead to put a huge question mark over the picture of Mr. Buhari, which was
placed beside the pictures of the late leaders. The advert asked its readers:
“Will you allow history to repeat itself? Enough of State burials.” It then
attempted to spur cthnic controversy by saying, “Northern presidency
should waittill 2019.

Atthe time, Ayo Fayose had defended his decision to place the advert, saying
it wus all about politics. The governor's spokesman Lere Olayinka was
guoted saying “The governor is a Nigerian. He has expressed his opinion.
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“That hate advert, two newspapers published it, The Sun
and The Punch. That advert came on a Sunday, January
18th, and we published it on January 19th. The advert that
was evenually published had been watered down
considerably. 1 came back from church, I opened my
systent and when | saw 1t 1 sereamed. It had been sent 10
me from the office o clear for publication. When Isaw it
screumed. 1 the fed Boluji Tungi, our Executive
Director. Special Services. 'Can we publish this and
Nigerian will not bumn? Then we began to discuss and we
beean 1o tone it down. We removed so many things from
that advert. And what eventually appeared on January
101l was the toned-down version. So if we had published
the original.... So it was the toned-down version that |
approved :ri they eventually sent to The Punch that
,6_?:.:5 %o next day. | have been widely regarded as an
“APC man” although he does not belong to the party, and
that rejecting the advert would have meant trouble from
Orji UzorKalu, the newspaper s proprictorand a founding
member of the PDP. Now but if you ask me, why did 1
approve that advert? 1 knew that the toned- down version
was still bad enough. But don't forget the ownership of my
newspaper. A PDP chiefiam owns the newspaper. if | | had
ejected that advert, they would hiave told my publisher
Uit this APC man has denied your paper revenue. He has
rejected this advert because he doesn't like Jonathan. So,
L:: we watered it down, we decided to take it. Punchalso
ook it. But we know the :ﬁ_.om:.ﬁ_.:: still came after it. But
I tell you, if you see the original of that advert, you would
<till then have to commend the media. So ownership will
always matter where press frecdom is concerned. There
ho freedom without boundaries and the owners will
always constitute the boundary” (Premium Times May
8th, 20135).

o subscribed to the profit and business survival

e Sun News Editor
when she savs:
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on the issue of profit as a determinant to publish such, it's
indeed an important determinant. Media most especially
print, survive on two things: ADVERT and
CIRCULATION. Advert is what you bring for publicity
and circulation 15 what we make from the sale of the
newspaper. But sincerely, advert play an important role
most of the time, This is because advert brings in more
money than the circulation. How much are we getting
from the circulation? Media survived on advert. Advert is
cool cash that help mostly m the running of any media,
especiallyduring election period, which run into millions
of naira. The temptation of that millions of naira will
ordinarily push yvou to take the advert. So, profit can tum
out to influence it too (Interview Report, 2017).

To publish such has been acknowledged by the publishers themselves that it
1s a serious threat to continuity of Nigeria association. The Editor-in-Chie
of The Sun and Punch newspapers as at the time of the said controversial
publication, Femi Adeshina and Martins Ayankola respectively seem to be
aware of the likely mmplications and possible eftects when Femi stated he
pushed a question 'Can we publish this and Nigeria will not burn” to his
organisation's Executive Director Special Services. Bolaji Tunji, the
moment he saw the raw advert in his mail. What evenually appeared on
January 19th was the toned-down version, he lamented. Likewise, Marting
also condemned and acknowledged that languages of 2015 general elections
has the height of irresponsibility in Nigeria and said such should have been
regulated. The present News Editor of The Sun, Adetutu Folashade-Koyi
also caughtup with alikely consequence of 2015 patterns of media coverage
when she states, thus:

The likely consequence may be violent. 1t is no more a
news that the case of Rwanda was hype by the media. And
God forbid, if care is not taken., media can turn o a driver
ol a vielent course in the country (Interview Report,
2017).

Conclusion and Recommendations

This study noted that electioneering period is a delicate time in all
democratic societies.  Often time, it is a period that political partie
candidates, and their followers exchange words in favour of supported
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