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Abstract 
There is no disputing the fact that immunization helps to prevent contacting 
devastating diseases as well as help to control their spread through the 
administration of simple and affordable vaccines. Also there is the need for 
the media to embark on high visibility campaign activities that are designed 
to educate Nigerians on issues of immunization. "This paper takes a look at 
the role of the Mass Media in developing immunization messages that will 
be properly perceived by Nigerians. It identifies the flaws in message design 
by senders of such developmental messages and recommends strategies for 
reporting immunization in the media as well as strategize on how to 
effectively communicate immunization messages to all Nigerians. 

Introduction 
There is no gainsaying the fact that the mass media is a veritable instrument for mass 

mobilization and that consciously or unconsciously people react positively or negatively to mass 
media messages. However, gone are the days when it was assumed that media messages have, 
hypodermic needle effect, where the audience was expected to lap up any media message and respond 
accordingly. Our media have not been particularly proactive in news judgement and have often been 
involved in sensationalism, often highlighting what is negative to the detriment of developmental 
news. Agee, Ault and Emery (1997:65) submit that the mass media are messages and distributors of 
news and these they disseminate via the printed word, radio, television and motion pictures, and that 
these messages are capable of influencing attitudes and behaviour of recipients. 

According to Obiozor and Onyekwere (1999:131), the media provide the instrument for 
opinion formation, sustenance and change through their capacity to transmit information and if used 
interpretatively and analytically the media can help direct the mind of the audience on how to think 
about issues and events. 

If the mass media are to function effectively in disseminating health news, then the 
practitioners must understand the nitty-gritty of health care delivery, how policies are developed and 
their relationship to health problems as well as the reasons for selecting various technologies to 
deliver health services. According to Ransome-Kuti (1989:16), there have been many examples of 
wrongful reporting of health issues which have often exposed the ignorance of health reporters, 
occasioned by lack of proper homework. Health care delivery is a human activity that should be 
reported innovatively, particularly in solving community health problems and in propagating 
immunization messages. It should also be sought and disseminated regularly by the mass media. 
Programme communication should not be seen by media practitioners as routine coverage of 
assignments and transmitting such on media channels, but must be perceived as a research based 
consultative process of addressing knowledge, attitudes and practices through identifying, analyzing 
and segmenting audiences and participants in health programmes and providing them with relevant 
information and motivation through well defined strategies. 

What is Immunization? 
Immunization activities have been implemented in Africa for a relatively long time, although 

many countries had only low-key and often unstructured programmes initially. However in order to 
stimulate reorganization and strengthening of immunization programmes throughout the world, the 
World Health Organization (WHO) launched the expanded programme on Immunization (EPI) in 
1974. 

According to UNICEF (2000:1), immunization is aimed at achieving the following: (i)  
To eradicate polio, 

    (ii) Control measles.  
    (iii) Eliminate neonatal tetanus, amongst others. 

Immunization helps to prevent contacting devastating diseases as well as help control their 
spread through the administration of simple and affordable vaccines. This can be achieved through 
setting up national immunization days (NIDS). NIDs are high visibility campaign activities designed to 



identify and immunize all eligible children within a one to three or five day time period during two 
rounds which are four to six weeks apart. Implementation of NIDs activities have raised 
immunization high on the agenda of nations, making it possible to immunize more than 158 million 
children in 43 African counties (UNICEF 2000). 

Mass Media and Social Communication 
The mass media is not only perceived in the context of the conventional media which consist of 

the print and the electronic media (radio, television, film), but also the man-media. Man has had his 
own means of communication before the advent of the formal media. The hypodermic needle effect 
theory of early mass communicators which assumed that media messages (stimulus) wijl always 
elicit the desired responses, have been discarded with. Instead, Opubor (1985) and Onabajo (1995) have 
postulated and pursued the intervening variables effect on the famous Stimulus -Response theory. 
Man-media include variables such as local leaders, social relationships, social categorization, the village 
gong-man, village square meetings and religious institutions. These are significant compliments to any 
mass mobilization effort in the rural areas. 

Researchers have proved the non-availability of newspapers in our rural societies, because of 
their largely illiterate nature. However, flexibility of languages used in broadcast programming has 
endeared radio and television to our rural people. The appropriate use of the broadcast media can be very 
useful in educating our rural dwellers on the devastating effects of AIDS and how to prevent the virus. 
According to Onabajo (2000), broadcasting can be used in achieving a number of objectives. It may be 
the exclusive tool of government or the party in power. It may serve exclusively as agency for 
information and education with the power for centralization, or it may entirely be local in scope and 
organisation. 

Also, broadcasting helps to decipher trends, interpret and put together unfolding events in the 
society. This helps our adjustment capabilities through understanding the links among different 
scenarios, which help predict future occurrences. Broadcasting is a forum for the exchange of 
viewpoints and helps to reduce the level of conflict in the society. (Onabajo, 2000). 

Social communication is the transmission of valued experience or the impulse to exactly communicate a 
particular experience in familiar terms. This transmission of valued experience can extend vision, give 
a new perspective to issue or act as the voice of the community by expressing the common meaning of 
the issue in the society. The basic concept of social communication can be viewed from three 
perspectives, that is, social communication as the distribution of information and sharing of 
experience according to individual preference and personal choice, or as the protection of good taste, or 
as the distribution and sharing of information according to need. 

According to Akinfeleye (1989) altitude formation and attitude modification precede 
behavioural change for the achievement of the desired goals. This is because communication must be 
presented and articulated before there can be any useful mobilization. In communicating family 
planning to rural communities in Nigeria, Hunponu-Wusu (1982) posited that a communicator must 
bear in mind three related concepts which are: the audience or community that one is communicating 
with, the message or content of information that is to be given, and an environment that is conducive 
for communication. 

However Moemeka (1990) is of the opinion-that because of Nigeria's large size, it is 
impossible to mobilize the entire population through centralized directive. He suggested the 
decentralization of communication if any meaningful change is to take place at the local level. He 
stressed the need for village level communicator, recruited from among the people of the rural areas, 
for more effective communication with the rural dwellers. His argument is also borne out of the 
contemplation that people are more responsive if they feel involved in decisions and have a stake in 
the new project. 

The decentralization of information would involve the use of smaller, less expensive and less 
cumbersome mass media technology. Also, cassettes and videotapes on Land Rovers will be used in 
reaching isolated communities with the campaign messages thereby ensuring inter-communication 
among the people and feedback to the government. Nwachukwu (1997) opines that a channel mix is 
infinitely logical as different channels of communication have varying roles in passing on 
information. Dissemination of information is crucial to understanding the people's ascribed values, 
attitudes and preference of communication channel for receiving information. 

McGuire (1981) identifies various factors that may have potential influence on how 
persuasive a message could be. They include source factors such as credibility, attractiveness, power, 



source training, personality and ability. He also states that medical personnel could receive the 
highest public confidence rating on disseminating information on health-related issues. He further 
identified other factors such as: 

(i)   Message factors such as message appeal, delivery style and organization of material. 
(ii) Channel factors - for channel factors he posited that effectiveness vary considerably as  

regards perceived credibility, like ability and comprehensibility of message coming through 
the channel.   The varying characteristics of each medium are helpful in establishing how 
influential a channel could be.  
(iii) Receiver  factors  -  these  on  the  other  hand,  include  variables  such  as  

the  varying characteristics of the receiver of the message such as age, education, intelligence 
and other demographic characteristics,  

(iv) Destination factors - these involve the type of change that is desired. 

Interpersonal influences may compete with or complement the mediated message. This is true 
because human beings depend on their interaction with others to solve problems, co-ordinate complex 
activities, to provide mutual support and to generally acquire more knowledge about the world they 
live in. 
Changing the behaviour of people can be a very difficult task. Behaviour is usually predicated on a large 
number of factors, the most important usually being cultural, social and economic. Although not 
difficult to attain in the long run, change in behaviour is a gradual and sustained process: the 
message advocating change is first heard, then internalized and then measured against pre-existing 
notions, beliefs and customs and general socio-economic situations, before being translated into a 
decision, which then has to be implemented at some cost to the practitioners. Behaviour change is 
also dependent on a person's experiences and his or her personal perception of the importance of the 
change (Mcquirc, 1981). 

Condition Necessary for Effective Message Delivery Through the Mass Media 
While social change is desirable, social development messages to the target audience such as 

that of immunization issues, family planning, anti-corruption campaigns or even higher social 
expectations and the practice of basic hygiene are made possible through ensuring the following:  
1. Use of acceptable language 

Awareness for any initiated social action project must be created, through the use of the 
predominant local language of the target audience. Evidence from the few studies available, 
suggest that an audience invariably prefers his local language to any high sounding English or 
French language. Since one does not wish to impress, but to reach and convince the people, 
these foreign languages tend to alienate large numbers of people. 

2. Use of accessible channels 
The use of inaccessible channels to transfer social action programmes, has been one of the 
greatest problems confronting social development in the African region. All along, the 
tendency has been to use modern mass media to create awareness and conducive attitudinal 
changes on the part of the audience. The evidence available suggests that the modern mass 
media in Africa are still very much an urban affair (Moemeka, 2000: 72). Similarly, the 
content of the mass media is currently directed mainly to this urban population. African 
urban dwellers are on the average more literate, have higher incomes, better living 
accommodation and more health facilities available, compared to their rural counterparts who 
constitute over 60 per cent of the population of any given African nation.  

This notwithstanding, mass communication effect studies (Klapper, I960: 8) suggests that 
mass media can only spread awareness of any social action programme, nothing more. This means then 
that if one anticipates a major attitudinal change in favour of a social development programme, 
interpersonal channels of communication such as face-to-face communication situations in meetings, 
clubs, festivals and informal gatherings, one must be initiated to complement the modern mass media 
and even some folk media channels (Oso, 2000: 79). 

3. Social reality 
Any information or social action programme, no matter how beneficial, stands a risk of being 

rejected, if it fails to conform to the social realities of the target population, in terms of their aspirations 



and perceptions of life. It is common knowledge that social development programmes in the African 
region are often initiated at the highest level of government without reference to the target population. 
Instructions to execute the programme are then passed down to the common man, who might not be 
interested in the said programme. When new programmes start by first collecting baseline data on the 
target population, rather than by plunging immediately into action, later evaluations indicate that such 
programmes survive better than their counterparts lacking any information on the life expectations and 
ambitions of the target audience. 
 

4. Individual participation 
In discussing social development programmes in Africa, the area least explored and yet the most 
important for the successful execution of various programmes, is the participation of the people. If this 
is so, (he question then is, why have we failed so badly in getting our social development programmes 
such as family planning, and agricultural innovations to the people? One possible answer to this 
question is that we have taken the posture that we do not really need to convince the people. We 
believe that the people know what is good for them and need not be begged to accept innovations. 
Rural communities depend on their local leaders for developmental messages because they 
constitute the intervening variable in the Stimulus-Response theory of Schramm and they have 
access-to the mass media. 

Also we have not bothered to effectively organize the people in any meaningful and result 
yielding small groups. Instead we have been content to stay many miles away from the grassroots and 
attempt to communicate with them through the electromagnetic waves to which most of them have 
little access. 

Flaws in Immunization Campaign Message Design 
One major flaw in our attempt at grassroots campaigns is that those who design and send out 

messages unwittingly alienate those for whom the message is meant. According to Mogekwu (1990), 
senders of messages - information officers, news producers, and other government and private 
personnel responsible for information and message design and dissemination arrogate to themselves 
a degree of omniscience with regard to the message and information wants and needs of the rural 
audience. These message designers and information disseminators tend to belong to a class that does 
not necessarily share the same frame of reference with the majority of the masses that constitute the 
target audience, and for whom the messages are meant. Yet, little or no inquiry is made into the 
nature of the audience before messages are constructed. Usually to save time, or sometimes out "of 
sheer laziness, work is executed on the assumption that the audience is just like the individuals who 
are constructing the messages. If the message makes sense to them, then it should make sense to the 
audience. 

Some of these message designers sincerely believe that ruralites do not even know what they 
need and that others should think on their behalf and send them "well-packaged" materials. The result 
is that most of the messages sent out to the masses in an attempt to develop them are more 
sender-oriented than audience-oriented. This tends to establish the picture of a patron-client 
relationship that could alienate the audience and render the whole message dissemination exercise 
futile. 

Closely related to this patronizing posture of message designers is the non-participation of 
receivers of messages in the process of information generation, Usually, news, information or other 
kinds of messages are products of the amalgamation of several micro events that have been selectively 
perceived by someone in such a way that they have a meaning for him or her. Since messages work 
through their impacts on symbol systems in the receivers, and since they are themselves composed of 
symbols, the selection and arrangement of symbols is what will determine the success of a message 
if it is transmitted to the right receivers (McQuail, 2000: 140). 

Urbanites are guided by generally different criteria from ruralites in their selection of 
meaningful micro-events that constitute information or news. This selection phenomenon plays a 
major role in message generation. If the rural receivers do not participate in putting together these 
micro-events, then the eventual product will have little or no relevance for them.  

Besides, the urbanites are also usually the actors in events from which the message is designed. That 
is, they generate the news, the information, and the message. There is then no attraction between the 
message and the receiver. The important point here is that the message remains urbanized and so has an 



attraction for an urban audience. 

Strategies for Reporting Immunization in the Media 
These can be achieved through the following: 

1. Through news coverages of activities centred around immunization issues. 
2. Through interviewing experts and crusaders of health related issues, 
3. Incisive discussion programmes that will explore all the relevant issues could be organized 

using credible resource personnel. 
4. Documentaries   highlighting   the   developmental   advantages   of immunization   

could   be produced using the docu-drama approach with vivid and illustrative visuals to drive 
home the points being raised. 

5. Rural newspapers should employ community-based reporters or use local leaders as resource 
personnel for transmitting immunization messages. 

6. Radio   and   Television   News   commentaries   should   be   written   on   weekly   
basis   on immunization issues employing the use of appropriate visuals, graphics and sound 
bites. 

7. The use of drama sketches, full blown drama and video film productions on immunization 
issues should be encouraged, commissioned and sponsored by UN1CEF, multinationals and 
well-intentioned Nigerians. 

Onabajo  (1995)  in  a  study  on  how  the rural people  of Badagry  Area  react 
to rural 

development messages through television found out that the ruralities prefer dramatized messages.  
This research also found out that most messages on development got to the rural people through their 
local leaders. 

So in assembling and reporting news about immunization, a journalist must take cognizance 
of these varying factors: 

(i) Broadcast news differ from that of the print media audience. This is because broadcast news 
transmission is restricted to a particular audience, usually having similar culture, whereas the 
distribution of news can assume international significance. Also licenses that are granted 
broadcast stations, except for Network stations restrict them to certain areas of coverage and so 
in news reporting and dissemination, these communities should be fed with what is 
perceived to be of interest to them; that which should have a bearing on their day to day 
living and existence. 

(ii) Sometimes news is perceived in an objective or subjective manner. The news reporter is a 
product of his environment. He has interest, he has goals and he has aspirations. Sometimes, he 
looks at news from his own subjective world view. Sometimes, he reports news because of 
selfish interests and sometimes because he is not properly trained, he is hampered by limited 
exposure and education. 

(iii) Reporting immunization issues should not only be perceived in terms of straight news 
assignments and scripting such for news dissemination.   It should also not be perceived in 

terms of translating the English versions of such news into their local languages equivalent,  
since words have different connotations as we move from one culture to another, 

(iv) The local or opinion leaders are very vital in the dissemination of developmental 

messages on health related issues. These leaders must be identified, trained and indoctrinated 
and should be made use of as resource personnel in the various programmes that are to be 
transmitted on radio, television or rural newspapers to the rural population 

Recommendations 
(1) There is the need for training and retraining of reporters, presenters and producers of  

programmes on immunization messages. 
(2) Health reporting should also be done at the local language level, instead of translating 

reported immunization stories into such local languages for transmission. 
(3) Message designs of health related issues must take cognizance of the heterogeneous nature of 

the country as well as the rural-urban dichotomy. 
(4) The building, equipping, maintaining and servicing of community viewing centers should be 

embarked upon with vigor to cater for the viewing needs of the rural communities. 



(5) The   timing   for   programmes   on   immunization   should   be   communicated   to   
the   rural communities through their leaders, traditional chiefs or community development 
associations, so that the ruralites can watch such programmes. Feedback should be encouraged 
through the resource personnel posted to such viewing centers. 
There is the need to write juicy and well illustrated commentaries on messages of 
immunization during national immunization days and also as a means of sensitizing the 
populace on the advantages of immunization. 

(7) There is the need to involve all state radio and television stations, because of their proximity 
to the rural communities so that they can plan rural programming that will conform to what 
Hall (1981:219) calls "four-way communication of developmental messages" viz: urban to 
rural; rural to urban; rural to rural; and urban to urban. 

(8) Media/audience   forums   should   be   established   to   strategize   mode   of  
communicating immunization messages to all Nigerians. 

Conclusion 
The era of designing the same step of developmental messages for all Nigerians is definitely 

over. Media practitioners have to gear up to the fact that different components of our society have 
differing cultural beliefs and developmental aspirations that should be taken cognizance of, before 
developing and transmitting immunization messages to them. There is the need for the media to 
develop a more progressive approach to message dissemination through identifying the various 
intervening variables to information stimulus and response. 
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