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ABSTRACT 

One of the developing countries plagued by significant health issues is Nigeria. The 

aforementioned circumstance inspired the researchers to investigate how these issues may be solved via 

successful health communication campaigns on new media platforms. The research study was built 

on the Health Belief Model and the integrated literature review approach was employed to investigate 

the subject matter. Data were collected from extant empirical studies published in reputable peer review 

journals and were analyzed qualitatively in a thematic fashion. The findings of the study revealed that 

Nigeria is faced with an avalanche of health-related challenges.  These health challenges include malaria, 

measles, hepatitis, polio, and recently Covid-19 amongst others. It was also found that the interactive 

and accessible nature of the new media makes it a fertile ground for health communication campaigns. 

However, the findings of this study unravelled that there are religious and cultural beliefs that impede 

the effectiveness of health communication campaigns in Nigeria. Therefore, the study proposed a 

pragmatic health communication model which suggests that to overcome the extant challenges of health 

communication campaigns in Nigeria, there is the need for a synergy between health professionals, 

communication experts, traditional leaders, religious leaders, and celebrities. The study further 

recommends that there is a need for the Nigerian government to reduce the cost of internet subscriptions 

to make its citizens exposed to health communication campaign messages on new media platforms, 

especially during the outbreak of novel diseases.  
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1.  INTRODUCTION 

 

Over 250 distinct ethnic groups, 3 major religious groupings, and several more socio-

cultural variations make up the multifaceted civilization of Nigeria. There are 526 live 

languages spoken in Nigeria, 520 of which are categorized as indigenous, according to (Lewis, 

et al. 2015). Over time, these cultures have assimilated into daily life and effectively determine 

people's belief systems, behaviors, and overall outlook on life. Among other things, culture 

influences how people think, how they greet their newborns and bury their deceased, what they 

eat, and how they dress (Ishii, 2013). The way to understand a people is to understand their 

culture. It is, therefore, expedient to take culture into cognizance in the communication of health 

innovations in society. Negligence and or relegation of culture in communication health 

programs can result in stiff resistance from the people, distrust in the health communication 

programs, and non-participation of the targeted population (Leffler, 2015).  

To a great extent, the success or failure of every health campaign in a multicultural setting 

like Nigeria lies in the approach and utilization of existing cultural platforms. Several health 

campaigns that were unsuccessful in some parts of Nigeria due to certain cultural barriers 

eventually became successful when cultural platforms like traditional rulers, religious leaders, 

and celebrities known by the people were utilized. This demonstrates the indispensable role of 

culture and diversity consideration in a multicultural society. Any form of communication that 

ignores cultural beliefs and existing traditional institutions of the people is seen as an attempt 

to imperialize them into adopting foreign cultures. More so, most cultures in Nigeria are 

conservative and are not swift to adopt innovations, hence, the resistance to change and 

campaigns that are anti-orthodoxy. 

This cultural barrier in health communication has necessitated communication experts to 

develop different communication campaigns, theories, and models in a bid to proffer solutions 

in obliterating the existing barriers in health communication. It is on this premise that this study 

developed the pragmatic health communication model to bridge the existing gap in health 

communication which in most cases ignores or relegates the place of traditional rulers, religious 

leaders, and celebrities in particularly a multicultural and multiethnic setting like Nigeria. 

Health Communication messages are prepared by health experts who engage the services 

of communication experts to process the messages as well as package same in a persuasive 

manner for audience consumption.  

These health messages are onward communicated via traditional rulers, religious leaders, 

and celebrities identified by the targeted population through blogs, social media platforms, and 

websites for wider reach and accessibility. In 2003 and 2004 for instance, the fight against the 

eradication of poliomyelitis suffered a serious setback in the Northern part of Nigeria owing 

substantially to widespread rumors and misconceptions among Muslims over the safety of the 

vaccine. The federal government had to engage the media in conjunction with the traditional 

rulers to allay these fears through health communication on the polio virus and the safety of the 

vaccine (Odorume, 2015).  

Due to the pervasive influence of the new media, it has served and remained a veritable 

tool in reaching a large heterogeneous population. With the limitless potentials of the new 

media which allow for multimedia format messages, wider reach and accessibility, 

instantaneous delivery of messages, interactivity, and media convergence among others; it has 

become an effective means of information dissemination to society due to the large number of 

people who subscribe to different social media platforms.  
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As of January 2022, Nigeria had 32.9 million active social media users, with the number 

surging on daily basis (Sasu, 2022). This, therefore, makes the new media a suitable platform 

for the communication of health messages to people. More so, more people rely on the internet 

for health communication (Gallant, Irizarry, Boone & Kreps, 2011). There is a need for the 

adoption and maximization of the new media for the effective communication of health 

messages in Nigeria due to its ability to defy communication barriers. 

 

Purpose/Scope of the Study  

This study revolves around the theme Pragmatic Health Communication Model in a 

Multicultural Society: A New Media Approach. The geographical scope of the study in Nigeria. 

In specific terms, the study seeks to: 

i. The nature of health communication and new media discourse in Nigeria  

ii. Find out  the challenges of health communication in Nigeria  

iii. To suggest a pragmatic health communication model using the new media 

 

Literature Review 

Extant literature abounds on the study of health communication in Nigeria. This sections 

reviews existing relevant literature on the study of public health communication and new media 

in Nigeria  

 

Concept of Health Communication 

Health communication essentially deals with the dissemination of health-related 

messages to enhance health literacy among people. According to Akinfeleye (1987) cited in 

Odorume (2015), Health communication basically could be described as the form of 

communication disseminated by the mass media for adequate health care delivery. Office of 

disease prevention and health promotion, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 

opines that health communication is the study and practice of communicating promotional 

health messages, such as in public health campaigns, health education, between doctor and 

patient, and or between a health care professional and the public. Therefore, it will be right to 

assert that media health communication is the dissemination of health information by the media 

to influence people's health choices and improve their health literacy for sustainable health 

development (Odorume, 2015). 

Most people are ignorant of what to do in certain health situations and are, therefore, 

dependent on any available information around them. Hence, the need for health 

communication to fill this all-important vacuum which if allowed can cause unimaginable 

havoc. It is expedient for the health professional to harness the potential of the mass media in 

communicating health messages to the people towards enhancing health literacy while at the 

same time reducing dangerous health habits among the people which are often occasioned by 

ignorance. Health communication attempts to bridge the communication gap between the 

public and health professionals for enhanced health literacy. 

Odorume (2015) averred that health communication as a concept seeks to achieve the 

following; 
 

i. Increase audience knowledge and awareness of health issues.  

ii. Influence behaviors and attitudes towards a health issue.  
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iii. Demonstrate healthy practices.  

iv. Demonstrate the benefits of behavioral changes to public health outcomes.  

v. Advocate a position on a health issue or policy.  

vi. Increase demand or support for health services.  

vii. Argue against misconceptions and conspiracy theories about health issues.  

 

Achieving the aforementioned requires a strategic approach to health communication to 

effectively deliver the message intended. Communication experts often employ a persuasive 

approach to influence public behavior on health decisions.  

 

Concept of New Media 

The concept of new media came into existence in a bid to distinguish traditional media 

such as newspapers, radio, television, and magazine from emerging digital technologies 

(Uzuegbunan, 2020). McQuail 2010) defines the new media as an expanding and diversifying 

set of applied communication technologies. This denotes that new media comprise other 

emerging digital technologies used for communication to a mass audience.  

Nwabueze, Nwabueze and Egbra (2013) posits that the concept of new media refers to 

products of the ongoing Information Technology revolution which have separated the old 

communication technologies those used before the advent of the computer (land-line telephone, 

electronic news gathering camera, analog radio, and television, video text, wireless intercom 

system, etc.) from the modern communication technologies (computer, Direct Broadcast 

Satellite, digital radio and television, the internet and World Wide Web, Drone cameras, GSM 

phones, etc.). This is a more comprehensive definition that seeks to clearly distinguish between 

the old and or traditional media from the new media. It also clearly explicates the various 

modern technologies that make up the new media. From the foregoing, it is apparent to state 

that the above definition presents what the new media portends to contemporary society. It is 

interesting to also note that the new media is an ever-evolving media with newer trends adding 

up and improved versions of existing trends. These essential attributes of the new media make 

them apposite for effective communication to a large heterogeneous audience with little or no 

barriers. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

Health Belief Model (BM) was used to provide a theoretical underpinning for the study 

due to its suitability in theory and practice. 

The HBM emerged from the research of several social psychologists in the 1950s most 

particularly Hochbaum and Rosenstock. The model seeks to explain why some individuals 

declined participation in preventive health care programs such as immunization and 

tuberculosis screening that could aid with early diagnosis and prevention of disease (Jantz and 

Becker, 1984). As with other theories exploring behavior modification or change, the HBM 

seeks to explain the relationship between health beliefs and the health behaviors of people. The 

Health Belief Model is built on six basic components. 

The six key components of this model are cognitive-based, stipulating specific factors 

that a person who believes himself to be healthy must consider when deciding whether or not 

to adopt a recommended health behavior.  

These six components include: 
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i. Perceived Susceptibility: perception of the risk of contracting a specific illness. 

ii. Perceived Severity: perceptions of the seriousness associated with contracting a 

specific illness or of leaving it untreated (medical, clinical, and possible social 

consequences). 

iii. Perceived Benefits: The believed effectiveness of adopting specific strategies designed 

to reduce the risk of severity, morbidity, or mortality. 

iv. Perceived Barriers: The potential negative consequences that may result from taking 

particular health actions, including financial, physical, and psychological costs; the 

inability to access resources to take specific actions, or the belief that the threat does not 

exist for a particular individual, group, or region for specific reasons. 

v. Cues to Action: Private or public events such as physical signs of a health condition, a 

friend or acquaintance who has contracted the condition, or publicity, the media 

attention that motivates people to take action.  

vi. Self-efficacy: The belief in being able to successfully execute the behavior required to 

produce the desired outcomes with little or no help from others. 

 

HBM postulates that when an individual realizes he/she is susceptible to health risk or 

problem, at the same time acknowledges the serious threat it poses to health, the person weighs 

the recommended action side-by-side with the barrier or cost, then such a person is most likely 

to develop the confidence to act successfully, cues to action are also developed to enable the 

person take the appropriate action.  

This basic postulation of the health belief model dovetails with this study on the pragmatic 

health communication model in a multicultural society in that the adoption pragmatic health 

communication model developed for the study will greatly help in a multicultural setting like 

Nigeria to clarify the six components of the HBM to the targeted population. This will happen 

by comparing the perceived benefits and the perceived threats while showing how the perceived 

benefits outweigh the perceived threats of the health campaign message. The use of traditional 

rulers, religious leaders, celebrities, and websites will also go a long way in making the targeted 

public take the required action from the health messages delivered. 

 

 

2.  MATERIAL AND METHODS 

 

The integrated literature review method was used in this investigation. According to 

Christmal and Gross (2017, p. 7), an integrative literature review method is a non-experimental 

approach where researchers objectively evaluate, summarize, and draw conclusions about a 

subject matter through a methodical search, categorization, and thematic analysis of previous 

qualitative and quantitative research studies on the topic under investigation. According to 

Broome (1993), cited in Whittemore (2005), the integrative review approach brings together 

earlier empirical or theoretical studies to provide a more in-depth understanding of a particular 

phenomenon. 

It is clear from the above that the integrative review technique has the strength to allow 

the researchers to critically evaluate, condense, and draw conclusions from data acquired from 

literature. Therefore, the researchers critically read and evaluated relevant published peer-

reviewed articles on new media and health communication in Nigeria. Based on the analyzed 

data, the researcher draw inferences and coined a pragmatic health communication model that 
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they suggest would address the extant challenges of health communication in a multicultural 

and multi-religious country like Nigeria.  

 

 

3.  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Health Communication and New Media Discourse: The Nigeria Perspective 

In the twenty-first century, the new media is one of the dominant channels of 

communication used by people across the globe. These new media of communication are 

accessible, interactive, and easy to use. The accessible and liberal nature of social media makes 

it influential especially in galvanizing and mobilizing people to support a particular course. No 

wonder, politicians, activists, and cooperative organizations now use social media in executing 

diverse campaigns which in most cases yield positive results. The above stimulated Huo, Desai, 

Hong, Turner, Mainous & Bian, (2019) to state that since there are now more people using 

social media than there were ten years ago, consumers and healthcare professionals may utilize 

social media to communicate about their health. The above suggests that social media platforms 

have the potency to be used for health communication campaigns. 

The new media have been highly instrumental in the success of several health 

communication campaigns in Nigeria. They serve as veritable tools for the effective 

communication of health messages to Nigerian society. This is courtesy of several factors which 

include but are not limited to wider reach and accessibility, interactivity, multimedia message 

format, instantaneous delivery and feedback, and media convergence among others. The 

potency of the new media vis-à-vis their relevance for health communication cannot be 

overemphasized. As of June 2022, there are over 108 million users of the internet in Nigeria 

which constitutes over 50% of the country's population, thereby making the new media stand 

out as the most popular and populous communication platform (Sasu, 2022). These obvious 

facts and more make the new media a suitable and effective tool for information dissemination 

to every segment of a multicultural society like Nigeria.  

In this day and age, social media among other new media tools are often seen as fast and 

effective platforms for searching, sharing, and distributing health information among the 

general population (Odeba, Misal Onah & Barnabas, 2021). Whereas other media might favor 

the political, religious, or ideological stance of the founder/proprietor, new media platforms are 

democratic in nature and operation, often providing equal chances for usage and control to all 

users. This, therefore, makes the new media an appropriate tool for the dissemination of health 

messages in Nigeria's multicultural society without any bias and favoritism. The utilization of 

new media platforms engenders inclusivity and circulation of messages to every segment of 

society. 

Misal et al. (2021) conducted a study on the efficacy of new media in creating awareness 

about the outbreak and spread of the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic and the various 

measures put in place to inform Nigerians on how to curtail its spread in Nigeria. The study 

found that social media has been extensively used and was instrumental in informing the 

Nigerian public about the outbreak, spread, and prevention of the deadly COVID-19 pandemic. 

The new media platforms were also actively engaged by the National Centre for Disease 

Control (NCDC) to counter conspiracy theories on the Covid-19 vaccine. Oh, Lee and Han 

(2020) expatiated further that during the recent infectious disease outbreaks, social media 

networking sites have functioned as firsthand information channels from which the public 
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obtained disease-related information and shared it with their family, friends, and neighbors in 

real-time. 

Oh, et al. (2020) also carried out a study on the Effects of Social Media use on preventive 

Behaviours during Infectious Disease Outbreaks: The Mediating Role of self-Relevant 

Emotions and Public  Risk Perception. Findings from the study show that social media usage 

significantly increased preventive behaviors via the two self-relevant emotions and the public 

risk perception. The above-cited studies more clearly explicate the indispensable role of the 

new media in the health communication process and campaigns.  

Leffler (2015) conducted a study on Multilingualism and Multiculturalism in 

Communication for Development: A Case Study from the Healthcare Prevention Sector in 

Nigeria. Findings from the study revealed that health communication in the community’s local 

language enhances message acceptance. The thematic analysis of the study also revealed that 

the strategy to be used, mainly translation or a combination of community interpreting and 

cultural mediation, depends largely on the level of literacy of the community. Of the proposed 

language strategies, training of bilingual individuals and a combination of community 

interpreting and cultural mediation appeared to be the two pivotal modes of interlingual 

message transposition. This corroborates the health communication model which proposes the 

use of the targeted community's traditional rulers, religious leaders, and celebrities to 

communicate health information to enhance acceptability and compliance with the health 

campaign. 

In developed societies, new media's contribution to the subject of social health is now 

being more fully considered by those who develop health policies and plans. Initiatives in the 

health system that provide people with the information they need should make use of new 

media, as it has the potential to contribute to effective health communication 

(Habibi, Farpour, & Pirzad, 2017).  From the above, it is apposite to infer that the Nigerian 

society could make use of the new media technologies to encourage social ties between groups 

that have similar characteristics, as well as to relieve the strain brought on by chronic diseases 

and patient behavioral changes. 

 

Challenges of Health Communication in a Multicultural Society: The Nigerian 

Experience  

Nigeria as a developing country is faced with diverse health-related issues. According to 

Hile, Msughter, and Babale (2022), Nigeria is one of the developing nations that are having 

difficulty addressing certain serious health problems. Some of these health challenges include 

malaria, measles, hepatitis, polio, and recently Covid-19 amongst others. The above situation 

makes health communication relevant amidst the challenges bedeviling Nigerian society. The 

veracity of the above hinged on the fact that health communication has over the years helped 

enormously in creating awareness of diverse health challenges. Oku, et al (2022) collaborate 

that communication activities are a vital component of executing health campaigns. However, 

the multicultural and multi-religious nature of Nigerian society has over the years affected the 

success of public health communication in the country. Suffice it to that there is an extant 

impediment to health communication messages in Nigeria. 

One of the challenges bedeviling the efficacy of health communication in Nigeria 

identified in the extant literature is religious beliefs. A report by Gallup International revealed 

that Nigeria is the second-most religious nation in the world, with a noticeable increase in the 

number of evangelical churches. Rumun (2014) argued that the religious nature of Nigerian 
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society always conflicts with health practices, especially health communication. Rumun (2014) 

further note in most cases, patients who choose faith above medicine due to their religious 

convictions postpone required medical treatment, reject life-saving surgeries, and stop taking 

necessary medications. Asu, Gever, and Joshu, (2013) corroborate that cultural and religious 

practices affect many aspects of a person's life, such as their tendency for sickness, social 

relationships, and capacity to contribute to society. From the foregoing, it is apposite to infer 

that religious and cultural beliefs have the potency to hamper the effectiveness of health 

communication campaigns. 

Despite the positive impact of new media on health in Nigeria, data from contemporary 

empirical investigations showed that using new media for health communication has 

drawbacks. 

The researchers of the study identified the predominance of false information on new 

media platforms as one of the main obstacles to the use of new media and health communication 

in Nigeria. The majority of the time, messages on the new media especially social media 

platforms are spread by amateurs who, in most situations, encourage deception like false news, 

conspiracy theories, and misinformation. For instance, Gambo and Shem (2021) noted that 

there was a flood of inaccurate information about the Covid-19 virus on new media platforms 

during the Covid-19 pandemic epidemic in Nigeria. They also point out that several of the 

current conspiracy theories have a strong religious bent. Therefore, an effective model that can 

combat disinformation is required to address the aforementioned difficulty. The above 

revelation inspired the researchers of this current study to come up with a pragmatic model 

which they felt would address the misinformation and religious and cultural impediment to 

health communication in Nigeria. The model is discussed in detail in a particular segment of 

this paper. 

The second disadvantage of new media as a vehicle for advocacy efforts, according to 

Jegbefume and Ibrahim (2022), is that it depends on an internet connection. Small-scale internet 

accessibility does not always imply affordable costs. In a survey of 85 countries by researchers 

from around the world, Nigeria ranked first for having the most expensive internet charges, 

according to Udegbunam (2020). Therefore, the high cost of internet access could eventually 

affect how effective the new media platforms championed health communication campaigns. 

From the foregoing, it is apposite to note that there is the need for the Nigerian government to 

make internet subscription costs affordable for its citizens in order the access health 

communication content on the new media platforms.  

 

Pragmatic Public Health Campaign Model 

Based on the findings of this study, the researchers design the model above. The 

researchers discovered that in multicultural and multiethnic societies like Nigeria, there are 

extant beliefs that have over the years served as an impediment to a successful public health 

campaign in Nigeria. However, the model above could serve as a panacea to the long-existing 

public health campaign challenges in Nigeria.  

The model suggests that there is a need for a synergy between health professionals, 

communication experts, and influential people like traditional rulers, religious leaders, 

celebrities, and non-government organizations to carry out a successful public health campaign 

in a populous and multicultural society like Nigeria. The rationale behind the above argument 

hinged on the fact people may not listen to health professionals or communication experts 

directly during public health campaigns because of their existing beliefs. For instance  
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Figure 1. Pragmatic Public Health Campaign Model 

 

 

Therefore, the pragmatic public health campaign model suggests that health professionals 

should always engage communication experts in preparing campaign messages. They should 

send their campaign messages/plans to communication experts to enable the communication 

experts to process the messages and inject some element of parsimony, persuasion, and 

professionalism.  

Furthermore, the model also suggests that communication experts should engage 

traditional rulers, religious leaders, celebrities, and non-governmental organizations in 

disseminating campaign messages to the public. The rationale behind the former is that despite 

the multicultural and populous nature of Nigerian society, people listen to and obey religious 

and traditional leaders. Additionally, celebrities command respect and influence in Nigeria, 

especially among youths who made up a reasonable part of the country's population. 

Shreds of evidence from extant empirical studies prove that religious and traditional 

leaders have an immeasurable role to play in health communication. For instance, during the 

outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, the World Health Organization in collaboration with the 

Nigerian government engaged 7,350 traditional and religious leaders to carry out community-

based interventions by creating awareness of the Covid-19 virus. To further prove the relevance 

of traditional and religious leaders in public health campaigns as we have observed in our 

model, Saeedi, Al-Othman, Rabayaa, and Dwaikat (2022) investigated whether religious 

awareness is a crucial factor in adherence to COVID-19 medical directives in Palestine.  
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The findings of their study unraveled that more than 50% of participants concurred that 

religion influences community adherence to health recommendations.  

This implies that just as captured in our model, religious leaders must be included in 

public health campaigns to make the campaign successful especially when the campaign has to 

do with persuading people.  Barmania and Reiss (2021) also corroborate that religious leaders 

can be crucial in health communication since they are significant gatekeepers in their 

communities. The above implies the place of religious leaders in health communication can 

never be underestimated. 

Just like we propose in our model, Hoffman et al. (2017) also affirm that celebrities may 

have a significant impact on what we learn, how we behave, and the choices we make, including 

those that have an impact on our health. Therefore celebrities will be very instrumental in 

passing across health-related messages especially when such messages aim to influence the 

masses.  

We propose that the new media should be used for the dissemination of public health 

campaign messages because the majority of Nigerians both old are directly or indirectly 

connected to the new media, especially social media platforms. Directly in the sense, Nigeria 

has approximately 32.9 million active social media users as of January 2022 (Sasu, 2022). With 

such several Nigerians on social media platforms, coupled with the interactive and influential 

nature of the platforms, health campaign messages would go a long way in reaching the masses.  

 

 

4.  CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION  

 

Nigeria is confronted with a deluge of health-related issues. These health issues include, 

among others, Covid-19 lately as well as malaria, measles, hepatitis, polio, and others. 

Additionally, it was discovered that the interactive and approachable features of new media 

made them an ideal platform for health communication efforts.  

In Nigeria, cultural and religious beliefs hinder the success of health communication 

programs. Hence, there is a need for a pragmatic communication model that would be able to 

surmount the aforementioned challenges, especially in this current era of technological 

advancement.  

As a result, the study put forth a practical health communication model that contends that 

collaboration between health professionals, communication specialists, traditional leaders, 

religious leaders, and celebrities is required to overcome the current obstacles facing health 

communication campaigns in Nigeria. The study also urges the Nigerian government to lower 

the cost of internet service so that its residents may have the opportunity to access health 

communication campaign messages on the new media platforms. 

 

Limitations and Suggestions for Further Study  

This study solely relied on secondary data hence we suggest that other researchers should 

conduct empirical studies on a similar area to further ascertain the veracity of the findings. 

Additionally, we suggest that other researchers should test the effectiveness of the Pragmatic 

Health Communication Model proposed by this current study to identify its weaknesses and 

further widen its scope, applicability, and acceptance among communication researchers and 

health practitioners. 
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