








Sensationalism: The headlines of the Covid-19 news items were analysed to see if they used
negative, neutral or positive language to frame the information being reported. A headline was only
considered negative if the use of negative words did not meet the criterion of accuracy. Majority
of the headlines were found to be neutral. However, for both Jang and ARY News, around one in
every five headlines was found to be negative or sensationalist. Jang was especially conspiratorial
with regards to international coverage, publishing news items such as “Ho sakta hai Amreeki fauj ne
Wuban mein coronavirus peblaya ho, Cheen” (tr.: Perhaps the American army spread coronavirus in
Wuhan: China) and “Corona hayatyati hathiyar, jaan booj kar phelaya gaya, siyastdanon ka kbayal” (tr.:
Corona biological weapon, spread intentionally, politicians think), which arguably fell in the
category of Covid misinformation. Sensationalist headlines by ARY News mostly suffered from
possibly intentional unfortunate phrasing, for example one report used the phrase “panjay gaarnay
laga” (or getting its claws in) for Covid spread and another used “Corona ka garh” (or the fortress of
the coronavirus) for places affected by Covid. Jang and Dawn had a lower share of sensationalist
headlines, with 10% each. One common denominator for the sensationalism across the three Urdu
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Urdu news outlets were statements by PTI leader Khurram Sherzaman to denounce the Sindh
government’s lockdown measures and raise doubts about Covid-19 cases in the province. His
statements, which were used for headlines, appear to fall under the “politicisation” theme of Covid
misinformation.'

Conflict in Covid-19 news coverage

Share of news reports that mentioned some conflict in relation to pandemic response as % of
total Covid-19 news reports published by each news outlet

[ stories that mentioned conflict
[l Stories without mention of conflict

Dawn Jang

Geo News ARY News

Total number of stories (n) = 113 for Dawn; 421 for Jang; 717 for Geo News; 701 for ARY News
Created with Datawrapper

Prominence: The Covid-19 news coverage in all news outlets was dominated by elite sources
and the actions of prominent people and organisations, such as government officials and
government agencies etc. This finding resonates with the earlier finding that a majority of the
stories did not include human interest narratives about Covid impact.

14. See: https://en.unesco.org/covid19/disinfodemic/brief1
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Was the story about the actions of | Dawn (% of total Jang Geo News ARY News
power elites (including elite Covid-19 stories) (%) (%) (%)

organisations and people)?

Yes 92 77 20 g8

No g 23 10 12

Novelty: Dawn offered the most no-nonsense and conventional coverage of the coronavirus
with only three stories that offered a novelty angle (articles about museum closures, telemedicine
and flaws in a Covid app). The Urdu news outlets were more prone to the shocking, surprising or
bizarre developments surrounding Covid-19, with a whopping one in every three Jang stories
about the coronavirus qualifying for novelty, one in four for ARY News, and one in five for Geo
News. The Jang novelty stories included a report about people drinking cow urine in India to stave
off Covid, world leaders changing their handshake styles due to the coronavirus, panic grocery
buying in the US, the youngest baby who got infected with the virus, and Pakistan’s fourth position
among countries with most babies born during the pandemic.

Good and bad news

The Covid-19 news stories were analysed using the “good news” and “bad news” values proposed
by Harcup & O’Neill (2017) in light of journalism in the digital age. The good news value pertains
to a story that overall relays positive developments and the bad news value deals with overall
negative developments. In the context of Covid, positive developments included efficient medical
or administrative responsiveness, acts of heroism, and recoveries, while negative developments
included tragedy, disarray, inefficient medical or administrative response, and deaths etc.

For all news outlets except Jang, the greatest share of the Covid-19 news coverage was neutral
overall. For Jang, bad news stories had the biggest piece of the pie with 39%. The “bad news”
stories are understandable because these were mostly news reports about Covid cases, deaths and
non-enforcement of lockdown measures or safety precautions. The broadcast news channels, Geo
and ARY, had almost a similar breakup of good, neutral and bad news reports, indicating that their
coverage might have relied on similar developments. Dawn, which had the largest share of positive
stories with 35% of its 113 Covid-related reports, published articles about issues such as
telemedicine and money allocated or released for Covid response, which helped improve its good
news share.




Covid's good and bad coverage

Share of stories that reported overall positive, neutral and negative developments in the Covid-19
news coverage of each selected news outlet.

Neutral [l Good News [ Bad News

Dawn 35% 37% 28%
Jang 27% 34% 39%
Geo News [2ERA 40% 37%

ARY News [W¥i 42% 36%

Total number of stories (n) = 113 for Dawn; 421 for Jang; 717 for Geo News; 701 for ARY News

Quality of Covid-19 news
coverage

The analysis looked at the existence of enterprise reporting (exclusive stories), authoritative
sourcing (medical experts and official sources), and balance (multiple sources and points of view)
to judge the quality of Covid-19 coverage.

Dawn outperformed the Urdu publications in terms of quality of Covid-19 coverage with more
exclusive reporting, a greater share of stories that quoted medical experts about the coronavirus,
more stories with quotes from official sources, more stories with multiple sources, and a greater
share of stories that included multiple viewpoints for balance.

On the other hand, the Urdu press mostly reported stories for which all news outlets had access
(for example, statements issued by prominent politicians, government decisions, and press
conferences), They also barely included quotes from medical experts in their reporting on the
coronavirus, the best being 12% of 421 stories in Jang or around one in every eight Covid stories.
In comparison, a quarter of Dawn’s Covid-19 coverage had included quotes from medical sources.

The TV channels were wotse.




Quality of Covid-19 news coverage

Dawn Jang Geo News ARY News
Enterprise stories with exclusive reporting l 21% I 10% I 8% I 9%
Stories that quoted at least one medical . 04% I 19% I 7% I 6%
expert source

Stories that quoted at least one official
source
Stories that quoted multiple sources 32% I 17% l 22%

Stories that included multiple viewpoints . 32% I 17% I 8% I 6%

Total number of stories (n) = 113 for Dawn; 421 for Jang; 717 for Geo News; 707 for ARY News.

All news outlets relied heavily on official sources, which was also evident from the prominent news
value analysis shared earlier. Official sources are necessary for accountability and balance,
especially in instances of reporting on national issues such as the pandemic.

However, the style of Urdu news reporting where one development is often broken down in to
separate small news stories perhaps prevented Jang, Geo and ARY from including multiple
sources and viewpoints in a single story to create balance, as opposed to Dawn, which had fewer
overall stories but had multiple sources in two-thirds and multiple viewpoints in a third of all its
113 Covid-related news reports. A breakup of the number of sources in Figure 10 shows that a
majority of the Covid-19 stories in the Urdu press were single-sourced accounts. Moreover, the
TV channels often did not even bother to attribute the information in their broadcasts. A quarter
of the ARY and Geo news reports on Covid-19 simply did not quote a source. This may also be
due to the style of the bulletins where headlines are presented separately first followed by reports
for selected headlines.

The research also looked at the presence of ordinary human sources in the stories. These are
sources that are not affiliated with any elite organisations, such as government departments or
opposition political parties and health institutes. Rather the ordinary human sources are the public
for which the news is being printed and, in the context of the pandemic, the people who are being
affected by the coronavirus. Along with the ordinary sources, anonymous sources and data sources

were also tracked. Figure 11 shows the details of this analysis.




Number of sources in Covid-19 news coverage

Percentage share of stories against each category of number of sources

No attribution
[l single sourced stories
B Two to four sources
[l More than four sources

Dawn Jang

Geo News ARY News

Total number of stories (n) = 113 for Dawn; 421 for Jang; 717 for Geo News; 701 for ARY News

Source categories

Dawn Jang Geo News ARY News
Percentage of stories with ordinary human I 8.0% ‘ 1.0% | 01% ‘ 2.0%
sources
Percentage of stories with anonymous . 25 0% l 21.0% I 9.0% I 15.0%
sources

Perger?tage of ;torles with data sources for 37.0% 14.0% 23.0% 29 0%
Covid information

Total number of stories (n) = 113 for Dawn; 421 for Jang; 717 for Geo News; 701 for ARY News.




As is clear from Figure 11, none of the news outlets prioritized ordinary human sources in the
news they published on prominent pages or broadcast in prominent bulletins. The share of
anonymous sources was greater in Dawn but as previously mentioned the Urdu press had a higher
ratio of unattributed stories. The inclusion of data sources was lowest in Jang stories on Covid-19;
the paper often published Covid-19 statistics from around the world without clearly attributing the
source. The other news outlets often attributed Covid data to the NCOC.

Quality indicators for health
news coverage

While the above analysis showed the quality of news coverage in terms of the general
characteristics expected from news, the study also looked at quality characteristics specific to
health news coverage. These included references to medical research while reporting on Covid-19,
inclusion of supporting medical evidence for Covid-19 claims in the news article, and the
provision of such medical evidence from reliable medical sources, such as health organisations,
reputable medical journals, among others.

All publications monitored for the study showed a dismal performance with respect to health
news coverage of Covid-19 during the monitoring period. Not a single news outlet had more than
5% stories where medical research on coronavirus was cited, with this proportion being less than
1% for the broadcast stations. This shows that during the monitoring period and among the
sample, most Covid-19 news coverage did not deal with the health information aspects of the
pandemic. In the very few instances that medical research was cited or medical information about
Covid-19 was supplied, the information tended to be from reliable sources. However, overall such
reliably sourced medical evidence for the coronavirus was a drop in the ocean of Covid-19
coverage published by the selected news outlets.

Health news gquality indicators Dawn Jang Geo News | ARY News
(n=113) | (n=421) | (n=717) (n=701)

(=]
Lad

Percentage of stories that referenced medical research 04 0.6
on Covid-19 out of total Covid-19 stories published by

the news outlet

Percentage of stories that provided medical evidence for | 4 2 03 0.3
Covid information out of total Covid-19 stories
published by the news outlet

Percentage of stories with medical evidence about 3 1 03 0.3
Covid-19 attributed to reliable medical sources out of
total Covid-19 stortes published by the news outlet




Quiality indicators for science
news coverage

Similar to health news coverage, science news also applies a check on quality of news coverage,
which was used for analysis. This involves checking for a distinction in the story between facts and
opinions through sourcing and attribution. For this research, the scientifically relevant or
science-related facts about the coronavirus were considered as the benchmark for evaluation, that
is to say that only if a story had such facts was the attribution test to distinguish between facts and
opinion. Such facts did not include data on Covid cases and fatalities.

Even though most of the stories in the sample did not refer to medical research or evidence, some
stories still supplied some science-related Covid information, such as its spread or treatment etc.,
for which the attribution test could be applied. For the selected publications, Dawn had 58%
stories, Jang 24%, Geo 4%, and ARY 3% where some scientific information about Covid was
shared. As is obvious, the broadcast channels reported more general news about the coronavirus
than science information about Covid.

News outlet | % of stories with Covid health facts | % of stories without Covid health facts
Dawn 58 42
Jang 24 76
Geo News 4 96
ARY News 3 a7

At least of these, the news outlets used attribution in almost all cases to separate coronavirus facts
from opinions about the virus as seen in Figure 12.




Test for scientific news quality

[ Used attribution to separate facts and opinion [ Did not use attribution to separate facts and opinion
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89% 11%

Geo News

90% 10%

ARY News
84% 16%

Total number of stories (n) = 66 for Dawn; 103 for Jang; 31 for Geo News; 19 for ARY News

Indicators of crisis
communication quality

The indicators of crisis communication (Parmer et al., 2016) provide best practices for news
coverage of crisis and emergency situations. These indicators look at stories to determine whether
or not the coverage is able to explain the impact, unknowns, causes and factors while also telling
the audience how to protect themselves, showing empathy for their predicament and letting them
know about responses of those officials in-charge of dealing with the crisis situation. In this way,
these crisis communication indicators are appropriate for a global pandemic.

As seen in Figure 13, the four selected news outlets had a decent number of stories that explained
to the public the impact of the Covid-19 in terms of cases of infections, fatalities, the specific
health threat from Covid-19, and details of the lockdown measures. But not a single of these news
outlets had a majority of their Covid-19 news items fulfilling this indicator, with the highest
percentage being 45% for Dawn out of its 113 stories. For the Urdu news coverage, this share
hovered under four in every 10 news items.

The performance of the Covid-19 news coverage was worse when it came to explaining how or
why Covid-19 was spreading and what was not known about its impact. This kind of news

coverage would have required reliance on medical research and health reporting of which it was
previously shown by the analysis that there was not much in the sample. Dawn performed better
than the representatives of the Urdu press in the sample and the Urdu TV channels performed
worse than the Urdu newspaper.




Covid-19 coverage performance against crisis
communication indicators

Dawn Jang Geo News ARY News
Percentage of sto_ne_s that explain what is 45.0% 39 0% 34.0% 20.0%
known about Covid impact
Percentage of storles_th_at explain what is 20.0% 11.0% 50% 3.0%
not known about Covid impact
Percentage of stories that explain the how o o o o
and why of Covid-19 5.0% 3.0% 0.4% 1.0%
Percentage of stories that share action
steps people can take to protect themselves I 17.0% I 20.0% I 19.0% I 14.0%
against Covid-19
Percentage of stories that express empathy o o o o
towards people affected by Covid-19 e chalic Ll LA
Percentage of stories that include
statements of accountability from those . 35.0% I 19.0% I 15.0% I 10.0%

responsible for pandemic response

Percentage of stories that include
statements of commitment from those 29.0%
responsible for pandemic response

39.0% . 31.0%

Total number of stories (n) = 113 for Dawn; 421 for Jang; 717 for Geo News; 701 for ARY News.

The print publications were also better in including expressions of empathy for the people who
were vulnerable to the specific health threat posed by Covid-19, including those who had been
affected by it. Dawn included expressions of empathy in a majority of its Covid-19 coverage and
Jang in a quarter of its coverage. For example, one Dawn news report included sympathetic
language, including direct quotes and paraphrased text, about the Pakistani students stranded in
Wuhan, China, after the city was sealed due to the spread of Covid-19 and in another news report
that shared plans to lift lockdown restrictions, the paper included a quote from a doctors’
association warning against lockdown relaxation.

All the news outlets in the sample were keen on including official sources as seen in the previous
findings of the content analysis. However, the crisis communication indicators show that these
sources were more likely to have issued some form of commitment about pandemic response, for
example about the potential enforcement of lockdown measures, rather than them being held
accountable for the status of the enforcement actions.

It is encouraging to note that some portion of each news outlet’s coverage included information
to promote action among the public to protect themselves from the coronavirus, for example by
telling them to wear masks, maintain social distance, and wash hands regularly. But this was at most

one in every five stories for Jang and lower for the other three news organisations.




Themes of Covid-19 coverage

The content analysis also looked at the themes reflected in the Covid-19 news coverage of the
selected news organisations. At the first stage, primary themes were recorded in the “story
theme(s)” field of the coding book. A story could have several primary themes, for example a news
report that shared data on new Covid cases could also focus on the government response. Any
secondary or related themes portrayed in the story were recorded in the “other codes” field of the
coding book. In the second stage, the theme categories were reviewed and grouped by similarity to
remove duplications and create overarching categories. Finally, the new groupings were reviewed a
second time to further refine the categories. In the end, this process resulted in the identification
of 14 themes in the sample, for each of which the number of stories from the selected news
sources were enumerated. These themes are:

Covid incidence: These stories included information about new Covid-19 cases, deaths caused
by the coronavirus, and other data, such as the positivity rate, which became the go-to Covid stat
for the public and policymakers during the pandemic. Information about suspected Covid cases
and suspected deaths, published during the early days of the pandemic, were also lumped under
this category. The Covid incidence reports were a key feature of broadcast news bulletins, which
usually gave a quick recap of daily statistics with a provincial and regional breakup.

Covid science: This theme category is related to information about Covid-19 origins, research
about the virus, its treatment, details about testing, and updates about Covid vaccine development,
purchase, delivery, and deployment. This was one of the least frequent themes in the coverage for
Dawn, Geo, and ARY, for all of which it was one of the five lowest ranking themes by number of
stories. However, Jang, which relied heavily on monitoring of international news sources and
dispatches from global news agencies, published over 50 stories related to this theme.

Government response: The government response theme catered for stories about the
response of the federal and provincial governments to the pandemic, including efforts and policies
to reduce the spread of the coronavirus. However, any specific mentions of lockdowns and related
news were enumerated separately. Therefore, the government response theme mostly included
statements by government officials, ministers, and the NCOC. This was one of the most common
themes of the Covid-19 news coverage, and figured in the top three themes of each news outlet in
the sample.

Lockdown measures and safety precautions: News reports that shared details of
enforced lockdowns, including large-scale restrictions, smart lockdowns, and local administration’s
actions to seal localized Covid hot spots, fell under this theme category along with information
about efforts to ensure the safety of the public and raise public awareness about the threat from
the coronavirus. Lockdown-related news remained a focus of Covid-19 news coverage throughout
the monitoring period and often also included news about violations of enforced lockdowns or
Covid standard operating procedures (SOPs) formulated by the government.

Critique of government response or demands for action: One recurring topic of
coverage was critiques of government responses to the pandemic. This was usually based on
statements by political leaders and were directed at the federal government, Balochistan’s

provincial government, and Sindh’s provincial government throughout the monitoring period.




Pakistan’s policy towards Covid management favoured economic activity over stringent
lockdowns, and in this context, the critical reactions by rival politicians often took the form of
demands for strict lockdowns. The critiques also took aim at the funds and support provided to
the public healthcare system. However, sometimes the critiques of government response also
came from the business sector which wanted lockdown to be lifted in Karachi and demands wete
also seen from the doctors which wanted more resources and effective enforcement of safety
measutres in successive waves of Covid-19.

Healthcare sector: This theme dealt with stories related to support for the healthcare sector as
well as issues faced by the medical community, such as shortage of medical supplies or patient load
on hospitals. It was, however, not a frequently found theme, especially ighored in the Urdu press.

Economy: The economic impact of Covid-19 and its associated lockdowns were covered in this
theme category. Pakistan passed its annual budget in June, while Covid-19 was raging in the
country and even though news attention got diverted to the budget proceedings, there were stories
at the intersection of budget and the pandemic, for example, about allocation of funds for medical
equipment and vaccine purchase. The Prime Minister Imran Khan also took interest in lobbying
world countries to write-off the debt of developing countries, such as Pakistan, which was also
part of the economy theme. The theme was one of the top 10 news themes seen in the Covid-19
coverage of each of the selected news outlets.

Politics: The political current affairs of the country intersected with the pandemic throughout
the year, first in addition to critiques of government action where rival political parties offered
suggestions for pandemic response and later in the second half of 2020 when a full-blown
movement was launched against the federal government by an alliance of opposition political
parties. In the latter case, the government and opposition parties sparred often as the government
warned the opposition protest rallies of becoming a catalyst for Covid spread and this was
reflected in the news coverage monitored and analysed for the study.

International situation: The coronavirus had already spread through parts of the world before
cases started getting discovered in Pakistan, and the news media also routinely relayed information
about the ravages of the virus around the globe. Jang, which relied heavily on international news
dispatches for its Covid coverage as previously mentioned, focused significantly on the Covid
situation in other countries, especially, India, China, the USA, and Saudi Arabia. These stories
often shared Covid statistics from these countries along with mention of government responses.
However, often these stories also included information about global cooperation and international
conflicts.

Education: The education sector was severely affected by the pandemic and this category
covered stories related to the impact of Covid-19 on education. It was not a widely reported theme
in the selected media outlets during the monitoring period, often ending up among the
bottom-most themes identified in the sample.

Overseas Pakistanis and border control: Overseas Pakistanis and the border control of
Pakistan and other world countries received more attention in most of the selected publications
during the monitoring period than health and education. This theme was seen in stories about
Pakistanis stranded abroad due to airport closures and travel restrictions as well as Pakistan’s own
border management to keep out infected travellers from other countries. There were also reports
about special flights to repatriate Pakistani migrant workers from Western and Gulf countries.
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Politicisation of Covid and other misinformation-related news: This theme
category is made up of both instances where forms of Covid-19 misinformation were reported
by the press as well as instances where the news media published stories about countering
Covid-19 misinformation. Information that politicised Covid-19 awareness, management, and
response was a major variety of the Covid-19 misinformation available in news. This was mostly
due to some fierce political rivalries that apparently moved politicians to level serious allegations
about the number of Covid cases and the style of Covid management exercised by their
opponents. Often this type of discourse veered towards statements that underplayed the severity
of the virus and agitated sentiment against lockdowns. Some media outlets also published news
reports that provided public awareness about the types of Covid-19 misinformation circulating
on social media.

Novelty: News reports that fulfilled the novelty news value criterion were significant in
numbers enough in the Urdu press to warrant their own news theme category. These stories
mostly dealt with Covid-19 impact on the arts, celebrities, sports, and VIPs, such as world leaders.
Sports disruptions were often in the news, especially due to the impact on the Pakistan Super
League, a popular cricket tournament in Pakistan. ARY News, whose owners field a team in the
tournament, broadcast several stories about the postponement of the event and its resumption
later in the year.

Miscellaneous (other governance and social affairs): Covid-19 news coverage that
included references to other governance issues, such as foreign relations, and topics such as,
technology, religion, courts, and social impact of the pandemic, were lumped under the
miscellaneous theme category as these were not significant in number individually. Since the
English newspaper reported on Covid-19 from many different intersectional angles, the
miscellaneous theme showed high up in its coverage themes, but the opposite was true for the
three Urdu news organisations.

Top three themes for selected news outlets

News Organisation Theme Rank
Government response 1
Dawn Miscellaneous 2
Lockdown measures and safety precautions 3
International situation 1
Jang Lockdown measures and safety precautions 2
Government response 3
Lockdown measures and safety precautions 1
Geo News Government response 2
Covid incidence 3
Lockdown measures and safety precautions 1
ARY News
Government response 2

Covid incidence 3




Table 6 shows the three most common themes for each of the four selected news organisations
ranked in order of the most number of stories. It is clear from Table 6 that reporting on the
lockdown measures and how the government was managing the pandemic dominated daily news
coverage of Covid-19. It also shows that the English paper Dawn was more focused on the effect
of the pandemic on other areas of life while the Urdu paper Jang published readily available
international news often even without localising it. It is also interesting to note that the two
broadcast news channels had the exact same ranking for the top themes. It was previously noted
in the analysis that the overall good or bad developments reported by the TV channels were almost
similar in volume and they both had low but similar shares of exclusive reporting. Here, with the
themes, there is another indication that the TV news coverage might be quite homogenous across
the two leading news networks. This raises concerns about the diversity of news especially in the
face of a daunting and overwhelming global pandemic with wide-ranging effects on the public.




Key Informant Interviews

The findings of the content analysis were used to conduct key informant interviews with news
producers and editors to determine the factors that might have led to the nature of the Covid-19
news coverage identified by the analysis. Four journalists, two TV news producers and two editors,
were interviewed for the study and the key trends in their reflections are shared here while keeping
their identities anonymous as confidentiality was a condition for the research interviews.

About human interest reporting: While the Covid-19 news coverage of selected media
outlets was mostly in the public interest, it lacked human interest accounts of people affected by
the coronavirus. A veteran news editor who manages an Urdu daily said human angle stories were
not non-existent — a claim that is held up by the content analysis — but agreed that there was no
extensive coverage of the pandemic from the human angle. The Urdu news editor said the news
media style in Pakistan relies heavily on event-based coverage and the news content development
is ignored because it is resource-intensive and expensive. On the other hand, the editor said, the
live coverage of an event is inexpensive and convenient. This attitude leads to a de-prioritisation
of human interest stories.

Another editor said social media information about the pandemic created a panic in society and
this psychological pressure also affected journalists too. The editor said he expressly told his
reporters not to go near any Covid quarantine centres so that they themselves could remain safe.
He said Covid was similar to a “war situation” where journalists need to first ensure their safety
and no story is bigger than their lives. This naturally resulted in a dearth of news features, the
editor said, adding that reporting was definitely “compromised” but it was due to the collective
panic in society and the extraordinary threat posed to human life by Covid-19.

One TV producer said they believed there was a governmental policy in the early days of the
pandemic to ensure that media hype about the coronavirus was prevented, and this was coupled
with a casual attitude among the authorities about the pandemic. But later during the year, the
producer said there were instructions from official quarters to warn people about the severity of
Covid-19. The producer said such media management by the officials could have influenced
editorial decisions leading to a lack of human interest stories related to Covid impact. The
producer also said that the safety precautions prevented reporters from reporting from the field,
which meant that news outlets mostly relied on readily available official sources rather than trying
to make the efforts to humanise the coverage. Another producer said people are reluctant in
sharing their stories with news media and the journalists were also careful about their own health
and safety due to Covid-19.

About medical research in Covid-19 coverage: The content analysis showed that
Covid-19 news coverage lacked references to medical research and therefore its quality was low in
terms of health-and-science information about the coronavirus. The Urdu news editor said
broadcast media and digital platforms affect the practices of print news media in Pakistan and this
has created a “copycat” effect in the country’s news industry in which news organisations get
influenced by each other’s coverage and end up reproducing similar journalism rather than figuring
out the news needs of the public and showing innovation in public interest news reporting, In the
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case of Covid-19, the editor said TV coverage did include the voices of medical experts about
coronavirus awareness, vaccine development and Covid variants, but it is true that similar
research-based coverage of Covid-19 did not find enough space in the print publications.

The editor said “statement journalism” — in which journalists conveniently rely on statements
issued by prominent personalities — dominates Pakistan’s news output and at the same time,
investigative journalism and specialised beat reporting has declined. The health reporter is
covering general assignment events, politics, and maybe even crime, the editor said, so there is no
real dedicated health reporting. This is made worse by reporters being overburdened by the TV
news shifts which probably does not even give them the time to conduct research or read books,
the editor said, adding that these factors mean it is not surprising that Covid-19 news coverage
lacked quality.

One TV producer said they did publish stories based on health science research and included
medical experts but there was also the problem of verifying medical research before publishing
information and news outlets looked toward NCOC for guidance, which resulted in news outlets
foregoing independent medical expertise on Covid and its management. The other news producer
interviewed for the study said it was difficult for journalists to chase medical information
individually and they resorted to information that was centrally made available by health
authorities. The producer said Pakistan does not have many virologists, a claim which is hard to
believe because Pakistan has a thriving medical community and produces some of the world’s
leading doctors.

One newspaper editor said health-oriented reporting on the Covid was limited to official health
spokespeople of the government and district administration. The narrative of the government
that a poor economy such as Pakistan could not afford a strict lockdown was not challenged by the
media with the help of medical research or voices of medical experts, the editor said, who
appeared to agree with the government stance.

About politicisation of Covid-19 and misinformation: A TV producer said political
pressures prevented news outlets from ignoring or discouraging those political statements that
cither definitely amounted to or verged toward Covid-19 misinformation. The Urdu news editor
said “editorial control no longer rests with journalists (in Pakistan)” and news outlets are forced to
accommodate politically partisan views, for example if one political party is quoted, then the news
organisation will be compelled to quote the other rival party as well even if one of the two is
issuing factually incorrect statements. These statements create a superficial balance, the editor said,
but it might not be the best policy for the quality of journalism and perhaps this is why political
misinformation seeps into news because the editors might have no choice.

The print news editor said the print news media was careful about publishing misinformation but
added that “coronavirus was given a political form in Pakistan” and this political involvement
influenced media coverage and people’s attitude towards Covid-19. The Urdu news editor also
agreed that Covid-19 was politicised because every issue is politicised in Pakistan and the news
media also gets affected by this problem. The other TV producer also agreed that Covid-19 was
politicised in the country but the producer also added that unfortunately this was an international
practice with examples such as the statements of then-US president Donald Trump. The producer
said US news organisations might have fact-checked their president because they have a free press

but journalists in Pakistan do not have the same luxury.




Discussion

Before providing the answers to the research questions set by the study design, the following
discussion is presented to encapsulate the content analysis findings and insights from the key
informant interviews.

Covid-19 coverage displayed most traditional news values: Almost all Covid-19 news
coverage by the selected media outlets was timely. A majority of the coverage was national in
scope, neutral, avoided mentions of conflict, and focused on prominent and elite sources. A
notable omission from the coverage was human interest accounts of ordinary people affected by
the coronavirus.

Urdu news organisations skew towards bad news: While the news coverage was
generally evenly distributed, the Urdu news organisations published more stories about Covid-19
that overall showed negative developments, such as tragedy, disarray, and inefficient administrative
responses.

General news quality of Covid-19 coverage was low: A majority of the news stories
about the coronavirus did not show signs of exclusive enterprise reporting, did not quote medical
experts, did not interview ordinary people facing Covid-19 impact, did not interview multiple
sources and did not offer multiple viewpoints.

Health-related news quality of Covid-19 coverage abysmally poor: Less than 1% of
the broadcast news stories about Covid-19 referenced medical research or provided reliable
medical evidence to explain the pandemic. For print, the share of such health news stories was 5%
or less. A majority of the Covid-19 coverage produced by the Urdu news organisations did not
even offer health or science facts about the coronavirus and instead focused on government
responses, the status of lockdown restrictions, statistics, and other themes.

Crisis communication indicators missing from majority of coverage: Most of the
Covid-19 coverage produced by the three Urdu news outlets failed to meet any of the seven crisis
communication best practices. Only Dawn had a majority of stories that expressed empathy for
people affected by Covid-19 and included expressions of commitment from authorities. The
stories performed the worst in explaining the why and how of Covid-19.

Newsroom managers admit shortcomings: News producers and editors interviewed for
the research were honest about the failings of the Covid-19 news coverage in the country. While
they said that some medical research and human interest stories were reported in the press, they
agreed that it was not as extensive as it should have been and blamed physical safety risks, the state
of professionalism in the news media, and the under-resourced newsrooms for the inadequacies.
They also argued that the political influences on the editorial units are such that they could not
have avoided giving space or airtime to narratives of politicisation of Covid-19, indicating that the
situation of press freedom and independent reporting was further compromised in the country
during the pandemic.




The above comments provide sufficient information to address the research questions drafted for
the study:

RQ1. Did print and broadcast news media provide sufficient coverage to the
Covid-19 pandemic?

The data shows that the level of coverage was sufficient in the early weeks of the Covid-19
pandemic, with three out of the four selected publications devoting half or more of their
monitored print space and air time to news about the coronavirus. But with the passage of time,
Covid-19 was relegated in the news cycle and lost its space to political current affairs and other
national developments. The trend did not change even when Covid cases began to rise again in
2021. Overall, the Covid coverage had a news share of 35% distributed over the four selected
news outlets and six weeks in time, which translates to one in every three stories and denotes
significant attention.

RQ2. Was the news coverage of a high quality in terms of scientific evidence,
reliable data, accuracy, attribution, and source diversity?

The news coverage did not show high quality in terms of scientific evidence, attribution and
source diversity. The percentage of stories that included data sources varied across the four news
outlets from 14% to 37%. However, since most of this data was sourced to the NCOC, its
reliability was not brought into question. Also, since the news coverage heavily relied on official
sources, there were no grave concerns about accuracy. Stories that included elements of
misinformation represented a tiny share of the overall coverage. Therefore, the quality of
coverage in terms of accuracy and reliable data was decent.

RQ3. What factors affected the media coverage of the Covid-19 pandemic?

According to key informant interviews, the entrenched style of news reporting in Pakistan that
favours statement journalism and event coverage over investigative and enterprise reporting, the
physical safety risks posed to journalists by Covid-19, the political pressure on editorial decisions,
and the deterioration of dedicated health reporting resources may have all contributed to a

degradation in the quality of Covid-19 news coverage in Pakistan during the pandemic.




Recommendations

The following are the study’s recommendations:

Capacity building for reporters on health reporting: Dedicated and competent health
reporters are likely to produce higher quality news coverage on public health emergencies, such as
the Covid-19 pandemic. Therefore, news organisations should look to provide capacity building
training for their health reporters on reporting in crisis, emergency and risk-oriented situations. In
the absence of dedicated health reporters, newsrooms should at least get some reporting staff
trained in these journalism competencies. Media development organisations can provide support
to news organisations in this regard.

Crisis communication checklists: The crisis communication best practices identified by
Parmer et al. (2016) provide a handy tool for newsrooms and journalists. These seven indicators
can be converted into a brief checklist that reporters and editors can use alike before publishing
stories in public health emergencies and disasters. These can also be used to review health news
reports produced by the news outlet to identify gaps in coverage and use this identification to
provide follow-up coverage.

Collaboration between health institutions and news organisations: Journalists will
often find it difficult to access reliable sources on deadline but they can try to collaborate with
medical experts, medical associations, medical universities, and health institutions over time to
diversify their source portfolio. These connections can be useful in helping journalists understand
difficult science or health concepts as well as create a channel for discovery of new medical
research for health reporting,

Innovation for human interest storytelling: The inability to perform field reporting due
to physical safety risks should not serve as an excuse for not producing human interest stories.
Crowdsourcing information and opinions through social media is a popular technique used by
reporters around the world to gather news and cultivate sources. Journalists in Pakistan are also
active on communication apps, such as WhatsApp, and social networks, such as Facebook and
Twitter, which they can use to collect human interest stories and tips. Moreover, the rise in use of
video-calling apps, such as Zoom and Skype, lend themselves well to the broadcast medium and
are already in use for talk shows on TV channels. The same can be used by reporters to gather
ready-for-broadcast video interviews. The format of TV news bulletins in Pakistan appears to be
giving up on news packages in favour of brief headline-style news presentation. The headline
format does not always allow meaningful, well-attributed and evidence-based information to be
shared. Broadcast newsrooms should reconsider this style of news delivery.

Allocate resources for fact-checking and content development: While the Covid-19
coverage analysed for this research fortunately did not show a significant amount of
misinformation, it is likely that online misinformation and disinformation will continue to affect
news operations for some time to come. News organisations should therefore invest in
fact-checking capabilities through setting up units in their newsrooms or building capacity of
journalists through training so that they can identify, stay clear of and counter disinformation in
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future crises and emergencies. At the same time, news organisations should also consider content
development strategies around extraordinary events. Dawn’s website started a special live blog to
curate Covid-19 news from Pakistan and abroad at the start of the pandemic. It is not difficult to
replicate the same for print and broadcast media by allocating dedicated space in a newspaper or a
special segment in each bulletin to extraordinary news events such as the Covid-19 pandemic.
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Annexure A Coding sheet

The following coding sheet was used for the content analysis for this research study.

Code

Description

News publication

WName of the news organisation

Date Date of story publication or broadcast

Placement Page where story was published for print; Bulletin in which story was broadcast

LengthDuration The word count or minutes of the story

Byline Was the story written or produced by (2) health reporters (b) staff reporters (c) monitoring
desk {d) naticnal news agency (e) international news agency

Dateline City where the story was reported or filed from

Traditional news values

- Timeliness

Was the story related to developments in the recent past (last 24 hours)? (a) Yes (b) No

Traditional news values

- Proximity

Did the story's events take place close to the intended andience? (a) Loeal (b) Provincial

(2) National (d) International

Traditional news values

- Interest 1

Did the story have a human interest angle? (2) Yes (b) No

Traditional news values

- Interest 2

Was the story a {(a) news repeort (b) feature article

Traditional news values

- Conflict

Did the story include mention of conflict between different actors or controversy

regarding the izzee? (a) Yes (b) No

Traditional news values

- Senszationalizm

Was the story's headline (a) positive (b) negative (c) neutral

Traditional news values

- Prominence

Was the story about the actions of power elites (including elite organizations and people)?

(2) Yes (b) No

Traditional news values

- Novelty

In addition to the novelty of Covid-19, did the story report on shocking, surprising or

bizarre developments? (a) Yes (b) No




Hareup & O'Neill news

values - Good News

Whas the overall story about positive developments regarding Covid? Positive elaments
iniclude efficient medieal or administrative responsiveness, acts of heroizm, recoveries etc.

(2) Yes (b) No (c) Neuvtral

Code

Description

Harcup & O'Neill news

values - Bad News

Was the overall story about negative developments regarding Covid? Negative elements
include tragedy, dizarray, inefficient medical or administrative response, deaths etc. (a)

Tes (b) WNo (c) Nevtral

Belt & Just quality —
Enterprize

Was the story based on exclusive reporting or investigation by the news organisation? (a)

Yes (b) Wo (c) Partially

Belt & Just quality -
Authoritativensss —

Experts

Did the story quote medical experts? (a) Yes (b) No

Belt & Just quality -
Authoritativeness -

Official sources

Did the story quote officials? (a) Yes (b) No

Belt & Just quality -
Balance - Multiple

SOUTCES

Did the story have multiple sources? (a) Yes (b) No

Belt & Just quality -

Balance — Viewpoints

Did the story have multiple viewpoints, for example by including different types of

human sources? (a) Yes (b) No

Ashoorkhani quality -

Medical rezearch

Did the story provide a reference to medical research for Covid-related information? (a)

Yes (b) No

Ashoorkhani quality -

Supporting evidence 1

Did the story provide supporting medieal evidence for Covid-related information? (a) Yes

(b) No

Aszhoorkhani quality -

Supporting evidence 2

Was the medical evidence for Covid-related information attributed to a reliable medical

zource? (a) Yes (b) Mo
(a)

Index of Scientific

Quality — Facts

Was a distinction made in the story between facts and opinions through sourcing and

attribution? (a) Yez (b) No

Sourcing — Total

What was the total number of sources quoted in the story?

Sourcing — Ancnymous

Did the story use ancnymous sources? (a) Yes (b) No

Sourcing — Ordinary

Did the story use people-on-the-street ordinary sources? (a) Yes (b) No

Sourcing — Data

Did the story provide any data related to Covid-197 {a) Yes (b) No




Code

Description

Sourcing - Counts

What was the number of named sources quoted in the story? (a) medical experts (b)

officials/elite sources {c) ordinary people sources (d) Covid-19 data sources

Parmer Criziz Comms -

Known explanation

Did the story explain what is known about injuries or illnesses, fatalities. property
damage, search for surviver efforts or results, and a specific health threat from Covid-19

and related izzues? (a) Yes (b) No

Parmer Criziz Comms -

Unknown explanation

Did the story explain what is not known about the threat to human health from Covid-19

and related izzues? (a) Yes (b) No

Parmer Criziz Comms -

How why explanation

Did the story explain the how and why about Covid-19 and related izzues7 (3) Yes (b) No

Parmer Criziz Comms -

Promote action

Did the story include action steps the reader or viewer can take to reduce their personal

threat from Covid and Covid-related izzues? (2) Yes (b) No (c) Partially

Parmer Criziz Comms -

Express empathy

Did the story include an expression of empathy about the threat to human health from

Covid and Covid-related izzues? (2) Yes (b) No

Parmer Criziz Comms -

Express accountability

Did the story inclode statements of accountability from a responsible or responding entity

regarding Covid-19 measures? (2) Yes (b) No

Parmer Criziz Comms -

Express commitment

Did the story include statements of commitment from a responsible or responding entity

regarding Covid-19 measures? (2) Yes (b) No

Story theme

To be determine through qualitative analysis. Potential themes could be (2) political (b)

economic (o) emergency response ete.

Other codes

If analyzis indicates the need for other codes to assess quality, those codes can be added

here

Total stories for

comparison

What was the total number of stories on the page or bulletin where this story was

publizhed or broadcast?




Annexure B Interview questions

The following questions were used for the key informant interviews.

Q1 [Soutcing/Human Interest] Our research findings show that most Covid-trelated stories on TV
and print relied on official sources and largely ignored the voices of ordinary people. Also, while
most coverage provided factual details of the number of cases and lockdown measures, it did not
feature human interest stories of how people thought they were actually affected by the pandemic
and lockdown. What do you think are the factors behind this?

Q2 [Health reporting] Very few stories used independent medical experts as sources and even
fewer referred to credible medical research on Covid-19 origin and treatment. Why do you think
there was so little well-sourced health reporting during the pandemic in Pakistan?

Q3 [Politics] Much of the Covid-19 coverage reflected statements and decisions made by
government officials and politicians. It's understandable that this was newsworthy. But many of
these stories only offered single-sourced accounts attributed to high-ranking officials rather than
including opposing points of view and sharing credible medical opinion. In some cases, medical
misinformation offered by politicians was also published without any factual counter-arguments.
Why do you think this style of reporting is so common in our national media?

Q4 Is there anything else you would like to add?
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