g | n March 2020, when the South

- | African government announced
1 a lockdown to curb the spread of
COVID-19, members of the media
were deemed to be providers of
an essential service. In part, 1
was due to their role in helpir
~ to communicate informat
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during lockdown. Have media reports
— with their typical focus on the
more sensational and newsworthy
aspects of events — been fuelling

his risk? Multiple studies have

may have on an individual's mental
health.

HSRC researchers conducted a
brief analysis of representations
of COVID-19 in three prominent
newspapers in the Western Cape,
the Daily Voice, Cape Argus and Cape
Times. This focused on coverage
from April to May 2020. At the

time of writing in June 2020, the
Western Cape was the epicentre of
the pandemic, recording the highest
infection and fatality rates in South

= Africa. Three themes emerged from
T ——="Tc analysis, as Wlow.
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COVID-19 as a death sentence
Across the three newspapers, the™
fatality rate of the virus was the most
common issue reported. A more

balanced narrative was presented
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in the Cape Argus and Cape Times,
with articles consistently including
the infection, recovery and fatality
rates. However, in the Daily Voice
(a tabloid), stories of recovery were
vastly overshadowed by reports of
fatalities and infections. Readers
were constantly confronted with
stories of COVID-19-related deaths
and increased infections in different
settings (e.g. schools, police stations,

hospitals) across the Western Cape,

possibly to highlight the rapid spread
of the virus. Phrases such as the
"deadly coronavirus’, “killer virus',
"“grim reality” and “the pandemic ‘
is far from over” were common.
Readers were also reminded of the
collapsing health system in the wake
of the pandemic, and the soon to be
overpopulated cemeteries. |
8 | =
COVID-19 and the collapsing
economy  — l
Another recurring theme was the
negative impact of COVID-19 on
the South African economy. The
three newq.f'sepers were heavily

populated vﬁth-repprts on current and

predicted increased inflation rates,
retrenchments, salary reductions,
job losses, small and large
business closures, and temporary
or permanent closures of iconic
entertainment venues in Cape Town
(such as the Baxter Theatre Centre of
the University of Cape Town) due to
_diminished funding=Also extensively
“covered was the Democratic
Alliance’s call for an end to the
lockdown period, for fear of South
Africa’s economy collapsing.

Violence and COVID-19

Violence was another key focus of
the media reports in this analysis. At
the beginning of lockdown, media
attention shifted to the looting and
vandalism at Shoprite stores in
Langa, Gatesville and Manenberg,
as well as violent protests for food
parcels in Tafelsig, Mitchells Plain.

As Tockdown progressed, police and

military brutality, as well as gang-

related violence and murders on the
"R Cape Flats, became the focus. Many

of these stories appeared on the
front pages, especially in the Daily
Voice.

Implications for mental health
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The language and content of Cape
Town media reports may have had

the desired effect of causing alarm,
fear and shock, but the dominant
sensationalist messaging around
death (especially in the tabloid press)
could have a negative impact on
mental health among readers facing
an already stressful scenario.

The HSRC researchers recommend
that media houses forge partnerships
with researchers and academics to
ensure that readers are presented
with a comprehensive and balanced
perspective of the pandemic.
Moreover, in the interest of
supporting morale among the public,
newspaper articles should include
relevant details of where readers may
access psychosocial support during
lockdown.
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