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Abstracts: This study aims to identify the role of mass media in raising awareness during the COVID-19 pandemic in
Riyadh, KSA. In this study, we use the qualitative key informant techniques in December 2021 to determine the role of
mass media in raising awareness during the COVID-19 pandemic. Sixteen key informants (academic leaders (n=10)
directors, (n =3), and healthcare providers (n=3) were selected by convenience sampling method. Virtual Zoom
interviews ranged from 15 to 25 minutes and were recorded and coded for thematic content analysis. Most key
informants concurred that social media and media press releases from the Ministry of Health (MOH), World Health
Organization (WHO), and Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) had a high-level impact on raising
awareness during the pandemic; in contrast, YouTube, newspapers, and scientific publications had the least impact.
Most key informants stated that social factors, the type of message, the delivery methods to the audience, and the
unavailability of information about COVID-19 have the most significant influence on raising awareness during the
pandemic. Most key informants noticed differences in the information about COVID-19 on social media and other media,
especially the type of mask people should wear, how it spreads, and the signs and symptoms. In conclusion according
to key informants, mass media significantly contributed to the increased public awareness of COVID-19 with different
degrees of impact, as there are many factors, like social factors, affecting the role of mass media during the pandemic.
Misinformation is also closely related to social media. Therefore, health authorities should enhance the influence of
mass media, particularly social media, to ensure the accuracy and currency of disease-related information.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Coronavirus (COVID-19) is an infectious disease caused by a newly discovered coronavirus. It is an ongoing
global health emergency (1). The new coronavirus information was mostly spread through the media, which also
made a substantial contribution to the knowledge of COVID-19 (2). During a disease outbreak, like the A/HIN1
influenza and COVID-19 pandemics, news reports keep people updated on the disease, its spread, and how many
people are affected. Scientists have shown that mass media coverage — including television, radio, newspapers,
billboards and booklets, and the internet- can affect people's behaviors and practices (i.e., handwashing, social
distancing) that will reduce the probability of contracting the disease (3).

Global efforts are focused concurrently on lessening the spread and impact of coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) on populations. The mass media coverage is essential in creating awareness and limiting the spread of
COVID-19. The researchers in China and Canada found that news coverage in the mass media could have a
significant impact on people's behaviors, reducing the number of new cases of a disease (4). Because a newly
discovered coronavirus caused COVID-19, the best method to prevent and reduce transmission is for populations to
be well informed on the COVID-19 virus, the causes of the disease, and how it is transmitted.

To stop the spread of COVID-19, Saudi Arabia's Ministry of Health, MOH is reaching out to the press and the
public through all possible outlets, especially on social media. The country has also produced 'Your Ultimate Guide
to COVID-19' to give citizens and residents access to COVID-19 facts and precautionary messages in 12
languages. Actions to engage the public in prevention and control activities and to combat rumors and false

information about the disease have been significantly scaled up (5).
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Mass media technologies are one of the best ways to disseminate disease information nowadays. This study
will provide data on the role of mass media in raising awareness of COVID-19, as well as the impact of mass media
on the public's adherence to preventive measures. This study may help public health officials and decision-makers
in designing interventions and understanding the effects of mass media coverage during a pandemic. It can also
support the development of public health policy during a pandemic; therefore, this study aims to identify the role of
mass media in raising awareness during the COVID-19 pandemic in Riyadh.

2. METHODOLOGY
2.1 Study Design

The study used qualitative, a classical key informant interview approach in December 2021 in Riyadh, KSA
2.2 Method of Data Collection

The interviewers conducted interviews with 16 key informants (Academic leaders(n=10), Directors (n =3), and
Healthcare providers (n=3) utilizing an interview guide. A non-random convenience sampling method was used, and
the study did not involve any hypothesis testing.

The Guided questions include the role of mass media during the COVID-19 crisis, factors affecting the role of
mass media in increasing awareness of coronavirus, the impact of different media technologies on expanding the
public's adherence to safety measures and suggestions to improve the role of mass media technologies during the
coronavirus crisis.

During the discussion, the interviewers formulated the questions and recorded the key informant responses. A
form with open-ended questions as well as scale questions was used in this technique and classified into high,
medium, and low impact.

The interviewer started the interview by thanking the respondent, stressing the importance of the meeting and
how the community would benefit from this information. The interview was carried out virtually through a Zoom
meeting, and the session duration ranged from 15 to 25 minutes.

2.3 Data Analysis

Qualitative analysis was conducted manually, where the data was categorized into separate sections according
to the topics discussed during the interview. These sections were recorded coded, transcribed, and combined into
themes using thematic content analysis and presented coherently. A statistical analysis was applied for scale
questions to calculate frequencies and proportions.

2.4 Ethical Considerations

The research team took written permission from all participants via email, and the ethical committee of the Saudi
Electronic University approved the research proposal.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

Sixteen key informants (thirteen male and three female) were purposively recruited from Sixteen key informants
(thirteen male and three female) were purposively recruited from colleges and clinical services at Saudi Electronic
University. Sixten key informants (three directors, ten faculty members, and three healthcare workers) The
response rate for the respondents was 50% (16 respondents). This decline in participation in the study was due to
availability constraints.
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The first question in this study asked key informants, "What mass media do you follow to get news and
information about COVID-19?". All key informants followed mass media daily, especially social media, and most of
them followed the news on television, Facebook, and Twitter.

The second question was, "Do you think the mass media disseminates valuable information?" Most key
informants reported that all major mass media disseminate valuable information about COVID-19 prevention and
control. Most agreed and said that sharing useful information about COVID-19 during a pandemic depends on the
source of information. They decided that only official sources can disseminate correct information about COVID-19.

Only one faculty member said that (television is the only medium disseminating accurate information about the
pandemic). Two key informants (one healthcare worker (nurse) and one faculty member) stated:"( at the start of the
pandemic, the mass media disseminated scary information about COVID-19, particularly on Twitter, in addition to
the news of deaths and cases broadcast on television. ")

The third question was, "Have you found any discrepancy in COVID-19 prevention measures information
between social media and other media (such as TV, newspapers, and radio)?"

Most key informants said they had seen differences in the information about COVID-19 on social media and other
media, especially the type of mask people should wear, how it spreads, and the signs and symptoms.

One director and one faculty member stated that "( at the beginning of the pandemic, there was no significant
difference between social media information and other media, but there was little difference in statistics regarding
the number of cases. ")

In contrast, one healthcare worker who got COVID-19 said, "( there is a big difference between Twitter and TV in
terms of symptoms and signs.")

The fourth question "Do you think the mass media have a role in warning people about the dangers of the
COVID-19 disease? "

Most key informants indicated that there was a significant role for the media in warning people about the dangers
of the disease. They reported that this role depends on the press; some media, like social media, disseminate false
and misleading information about the virus.

One director said, "(Yes, there was a big role, especially after people saw many scary pictures.")One faculty
member said, "(I think TV has a significant role at the beginning of a pandemic, but in the middle of a pandemic the
role is reduced or no role due to the emerging of new problems.")

The fifth question is, "What factors influence the role of the mass media in increasing awareness about COVID-
19 prevention measures during a pandemic?” Most of the time, key informants talked about the type of message
and how to send a message to the audience. Furthermore, social factors like scientific literacy can influence the
delivery of information.

Few of them reported that commercial advertising channels can affect the strength of the message and
information about the disease. One faculty member said, "(The biggest challenge is the information not widely
available. For example, the type of prevention methods was different at the beginning of a pandemic; some media
focus on sanitizing surfaces, while other media, like social media, focus on wearing masks and social distancing.”)
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Table 1: Perception of key informants about the level of impact of the different mass media in increasing public
awareness/adherence to the preventive measures for COVID-19.

High Medium low total
Social media (Facebook- Twitter- Snapchat etc) 14(87,5%) 1(6.3%) 1(6.3%) 16
TV 6(37.5) 10(62.5%) 16
Radio and Internet Podcasts 1(6.25) 10(62.5%) 5(31.3%) 16
Medical and Scientific Journals 3(18.8%) 3(18.8%) 10(62.5% 16
)
Newspapers and Magazines 2(12.5%) 1(16.3%) 13(81.3% 16
)
YouTube 5(31.3) 4(25%) 7(43.8%) 16
Media Press Statements by WHO, CDC, 15(93,8%) 1(6.3%) 16
MOH 16(100%)

Most key informants stated the impact of social media (Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, etc.) and media press
statements by WHO and CDC were high. The medium impact is for TV, radio, and internet podcasts, while most
stated that the effects of newspapers, magazines, and medical and scientific journals are low.

Most key informants said that YouTube has a low impact on making people more aware of diseases, while
almost half said it had a high impact, and the rest said it had a medium effect. All key informants agreed that the
media press statements by the Ministry of Health have a high impact on increasing the public's
awareness/adherence to the preventive measures for COVID-19.

Lastly, the suggestions of key informants about the role of the mass media in preventing and reducing the spread
of COVID-19 were written down in many interesting points, such as the following.

. Increase the number of conferences and scientific workshops about COVID-19 virus prevention
through mass media to improve the prevention methods.

o Only information that pertains to MOH, WHO, or CDC guidelines should be allowed to be posted
on social groups or aired on television to avoid spreading misinformation.

o Consult with experts in infectious disease prevention and control before disseminating any
information.

. The people in charge of health should keep an eye on the media, especially TV and social media,
to make sure that information about the disease is correct and up to date.

4.DISCUSSION

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) outbreak caused a global health crisis that significantly impacted the
daily lives of people; within this context, we conducted our qualitative research and invited 16 key informants to help
us understand the role that the mass media played during the COVID-19 Pandemic in raising awareness of the
disease.

4.1 Uses of Mass Media to Get News and Information about COVID-19.

Our study revealed that every key informant regularly used the internet to follow mass media, particularly social
media, media press statements by WHO, CDC, and MOH, and television news. The availability of mobile devices
and the simple and inexpensive connectivity to the internet were mentioned by key informants as reasons for their
daily use of media.
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According to key informants in this study, their uses of TV and internet/social media increased during the
pandemic, while their use of newspapers, radio, and magazines decreased significantly, as compared with research
conducted in India; this finding is in line with the finding that showed the usage of internet/social media to obtain
information about covid-19 was highest before and after the lockdown, followed by TV news. (6)

4.2 Role of Mass Media in Disseminating Valuable Information.

As per the literature review, the media played an important role during the COVID-19 pandemic in informing the
public and advising them on preventing the disease. These messages included information about the pandemic
progress and severity and prevention methods. Many respondents in this study indicated that all major mass media
disseminated valuable information about COVID-19 during the pandemic; this indicates that mass media serve as a
primary source of information during pandemics and play a crucial role in educating people.

Disseminating valuable and accurate information about COVID-19 during a pandemic depends on the source of
information. Participants in the study agreed only official sources can disseminate accurate information about
COVID-19, and they added when untrusted sources spread information like social media without proper verification,
not only can it be harmful, but it can have unintended consequences.

A healthcare worker in this study who experienced COVID-19 said, "l was terrified when | was getting news and
information about COVID-19 from untrusted sources, especially Twitter, but after | had COVID-19, | found all the
information about signs and symptoms were fake and exaggerated"”, she adds. | recommend my friends to follow
official sources like TV news.

4.3 Discrepancy in COVID-19 Prevention Measures Information Between Social Media and Other Media.

All key informants in our study said there is a significant difference between social media and other media in the
information provided about prevention measures; they noticed these differences in the educational messages about
the proper mask to wear, how the disease spreads, and it is symptoms. A study conducted in Iragq on the impact of
social media on human behaviors showed that free social media has a significant effect on mental health and
psychological well-being (7)

According to WHO, there will be a tsunami of information on social media. Further, misinformation related to the
global health crisis, like COVID-19 pandemic, generates a severe risk to public health (8)

One key informant (faculty member) said, “The difference in information between social media and other
technology platforms is a big issue because these differences exacerbate our stress during the pandemic; however,
social media and other digital platforms have the benefit of making information more accessible.”

4.4 Factors That Influence the Role of the Mass Media in Increasing Awareness About COVID-19 Prevention
Measures During a Pandemic.

Most key informants agreed that the social factors, type of message, and methods of delivery are the factors that
can impact the role of mass media, while the availability of information and commercial advertising are the least
important factors mentioned by key informants

Key informants agreed the target audience's social factors, like scientific literacy and socioeconomic difference,
should be considered when choosing the type of educational message and delivering the information. On the other
hand, a study conducted in Poland and Jordan found people in Jordan preferred conversational messages over
other types of messages; in contrast, people in Poland would like a more scientific descriptive appeal; this finding
supports the idea that the kind of message can impact the role of mass media in delivering the information. (9)
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4.5 Perception of Key Informants About the Level of Impact of the Different Mass Media in Increasing Public
Awareness/Adherence to The Preventive Measures for COVID-19

Key informants in this study believe that social media and information delivered by MOH, WHO, and CDC
significantly impact increasing awareness during the pandemic. Additionally, key informants claimed that the more
significant impact of social media was caused by most people using social media to obtain information about the
disease at the beginning of the pandemic. Most of them also added that during the middle of the pandemic, people
focused on the information from the Ministry of Health, WHO, and CDC.

Regarding the level of impact of the Ministry of Health in KSA MOH, one faculty member commended that the
influence of the MOH was more significant than any other source because the MOH provides up-to-date data and
information on precautions in the local language and in an understandable manner. Due to the significant influence
of the Saudi Ministry of Health's daily media coverage, all key informant participants reported that” they considered
themselves and other people capable of taking preventive measures as the result of the high impact of daily media
press of the Saudi Ministry of Health.”

Another Jordanian study also revealed that all mass media channels utilized by public authorities in Jordan have
played a significant role in increasing public awareness about Coronavirus (COVID-19) during the pandemic. (10)

Most key informants reported that TV, radio, and internet podcasts had a medium impact on increasing
awareness. In contrast, another study indicated the Internet is the most common source of health information about
COVID-19 for the entire sample, while the least expected source was radio. (11)

A study conducted in India about the role of mass media during the pandemic showed most of the respondent
uses social media for collecting information; at the same time, many people don’t feel positive about the news
delivered on television. (12)

Many key informants stated that the influence of YouTube, newspapers, magazines, and medical and scientific
journals had little to no effect on raising awareness. They attributed this to the fact that only people with higher
education levels used and understood medical and scientific journals, and fewer people followed newspapers.

5. STUDY LIMITATION

This study did not involve all the target numbers of key informants as some significant decision-makers in the
field of health and media were not involved in the study.

There are few comparable qualitative studies in the mass media and COVID-19 field.
The data collection has taken a long time because of availability constraints.
CONCLUSIONS

This study adds new evidence confirming that all mass media have a great impact on increasing awareness
during the pandemic, especially social media and media press statements by MOH, WHO, and CDC. In contrast,
the effect of YouTube channels, newspapers, and scientific papers was the least. Furthermore, most key informants
said the impact of TV, radio, and internet podcasts was moderate.

The most critical factors affecting the dissemination of information through mass media, according to key
informants, are the type of message, the method of reaching the audience, and societal factors.

Participants in this study noticed substantial disparities between social media and conventional media in the type
of instructional messages provided regarding prevention strategies.
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RECOMMENDATION
This study recommends the following to improve the role of mass media during a pandemic in the future.

Health authorities should control rumors and misinformation by promoting communication between media
influencers and experts in infectious disease prevention before spreading any information through mass media.

Health authorities should enhance the influence of mass media, particularly television and social media, to
ensure the accuracy and currency of disease-related information.
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