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Abstract  

The unlawful killing of citizens by national security officials originally instituted to safeguard their life is 

a problem fast becoming a common reality in Nigeria. The media, in its role as the foremost provider of 

information, has the responsibility to make available to the public, adequate and relevant information on 

these issues. This research examines “The Punch” and “Vanguard” online newspapers’ coverage of 

extrajudicial killings in Nigeria. The content analysis of the newspapers was within a twelve-month 

period from May 2019 to April 2020, with the purpose of determining the level of prominence, sources 

and form in which the stories were presented.  Both the Agenda Setting theory and Social Responsibility 

theory were deployed for the study while the content analysis sampling technique was adopted. A total of 

ninety-three articles were examined, in which “Vanguard” had 44% stories more than “The Punch”, and 

22.6% of the issues were reported in the month of April, 2020.  Security organisations were major 

informants with 31.2% of the stories,  while accounts from victim’s relatives were 6.5%. The stories were 

majorly presented in the form of hard news. Overall, it is concluded that issues of extrajudicial killings in 

Nigeria do not receive optimum coverage in newspapers, the dependence on security organisations who 

constitute the act of extrajudicial killings can have adverse effects on the reliability of the news, and the 

lack of indication of court trial in 71% of the stories covered poses as an indicator that there was 

probably no or delay in justice for the victims. The study recommends that the press invest more in 

investigative reporting; government should reform the police force and other security organizations in 

order to eliminate possible excuses for misconduct and that Civil Society Organizations advocacy against 

the violation of human rights should be recognized and supported by the media. 
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INTRODUCTION 

On the 31st of March 2019, a 30-year-old Nigerian citizen, Kolade Johnson, was killed by two members 

of the anti-cultism unit of the Lagos State Police Command, who were identified as Inspector Olalekan 

Ogunyemi and Seargeant Godwin Orji.  However, this occurrence is one of the many incidents of 

extrajudicial killings of Nigerian citizens by Nigerian Police officers. This led to many other citizens 

clamouring for the reforms of the Nigerian Police Force. Merriam Websters Collegiate Dictionary defines 

extrajudicial as something delivered without legal authority. The Cambridge English Dictionary also 

agrees that anything extrajudicial is done without the permission of the official legal system.  The United 

States Legal Society defines ‘Extrajudicial killing’ as a deliberate killing not authorised by a previous 

judgment pronounced by a regularly constituted court affording all the judicial guarantees recognized as 
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indispensable by civilized peoples.  In clearer and simpler terms, it is the killing of a person by 

governmental authorities without any sanction of any judicial proceeding or legal process. This study 

focuses on extrajudicial killings done by policemen and security officials in Nigeria.   

One instance of extrajudicial killing that Nigerians cannot overlook in a rush is that of six individuals who 

were murdered by the police in the Apo Area of Abuja - Federal Capital Territory (FCT) in June 2005 on 

the grounds that they were outfitted burglars. The six on June 7, 2005, had gone out to visit companions. 

They were halted by the police while getting back. A contention followed over pay-off requested by one 

of the police officers and Ozor. The police officer shot Ozor, who died on the spot. In an effort to cover 

the obnoxious demonstration, the remaining five members were killed by the police in various areas a 

couple of hours after the act. The most disgraceful slaughtering was the situation of the main female 

among the six who was choked to death (Newswatch, 2009). Danjuma Ibrahim was asserted to have 

executed the people in question. The next day, their bodies were marched before newsmen as outfitted 

burglars killed by the police in a shoot-out. Be that as it may, the hardened opposition of different dealers 

at the Apo Mechanic Village, just as the assurance of the specialist employed, who had the option to 

demonstrate in court that the casualties were extra judicially executed by the police, uncovered the tricks 

of the police power to cover their offences.  

In 2008, Modebayo Awosika was supposedly executed by the police and said he was a casualty. 

However, proof later affirmed the opposite. The police originally said the man passed on after his vehicle 

hit a police van and somersaulted a few times before bursting into flames, yet later changed the story after 

an examination report demonstrated that he ‘kicked the bucket of rocket injury’ (gunfire). The framed 

position of the police account was that they took shots at his vehicle to ground it after he neglected to stop 

at a checkpoint. That year, Abayomi Ogundeji, a writer, was additionally killed by the police in disputable 

conditions in Lagos (Newswatch, 2009). 

It can be deduced from these real-life examples that extrajudicial killings cut short the life of innocent 

people. Even if they were perceived to be criminals, as long as the court does not give a sanction or death 

warrant, in this context, they can be considered as innocent. Therefore, a policeman killing a citizen 

outside of judicial proceedings, according to Adegoke (2014), is an infringement on the victim’s 

fundamental human rights, which are: the right to life; the right to dignity of a human person; the right to 

personal liberty; the rights to a fair hearing; the right to private and family life; the right to freedom of 

thought, conscience and religion; the right to freedom of expression and the press; the right to peaceful 

assembly and association; the right to freedom of movement; the right to freedom from discrimination; 

the right to acquire and own immovable property anywhere in Nigeria, and the right to freedom from 

compulsory acquisition of property, as contained in Chapter IV of the 1999 Constitution.  

The media is regarded as the fourth estate of the realm because of the role it plays in advocacy and ability 

to frame political issues. Extrajudicial killings by security agents who constitute a part of our 

governmental authorities are an issue and this study seeks to know how this is covered by the press. This 

is because the agenda-setting hypothesis stipulates the position of the media as having an effect indirectly 

by allocating certain issues for emphasis, thereby putting those issues on the front burner to the audiences 

(McLeod, Becker & Byrnes, 1974). The media helps to shape how people perceive the world and what 

they consider to be important. They are an integral part of the society with the primary function of 

informing, educating and entertaining the public. The important aspect of the problem here is that if more 

attention is given to coverage of extrajudicial killings by Nigerian newspapers, it has the capacity to 

further draw the attention of government, the social justice departments and agencies and other non-

governmental organisations to the issues of extrajudicial killings in the region and adequate policies may 

be developed to curb this violation of human rights.  

This study seeks to determine how salient the issue of extrajudicial killings is in the print media. The 

agenda-setting theory asserts that the media have an effect by placing certain issues for emphasis. This is 
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because the media can direct the focus of the public’s opinion through the information that they are 

constantly provided with. Armed with information, the people can decide what steps to take or how to 

combat the issues affecting them. It is on this premise that the need to study the coverage of extrajudicial 

killing in newspapers is based, and this will be done using the purposive sampling technique. “The 

Punch” and “Vanguard” newspapers have been selected based on their wide reach and coverage in 

Nigeria. 

The research objectives of the paper are: i) To know how often the issues of extrajudicial killings are 

reported in “The Punch” and “Vanguard” newspapers to enable us determine if the public are well 

informed; ii) To know the sources of the extrajudicial issues reported in the newspapers so as to ascertain 

the reliability of the reports; iii)To know the form (news, features and editorial) in which extrajudicial 

issues are published more, since the form in which stories are published guides the perception of the 

audience. 

 

To interrogate these objectives, these research questions were examined:   

i. How often is the issue of extrajudicial killings reported in “The Punch” and “Vanguard” 

newspapers?  

ii. What are the sources of the extrajudicial issues reported in the newspapers? 

iii. What is the form (news, features and editorial) in which extrajudicial issues are published more? 

 

The paper is divided into various sections including this introduction. The next section appraises the 

Nigeria newspapers trajectory and Extrajudicial Killings, and the theoretical guide for the discussion 

under literature review; and the study methodology, results and discussion. The paper concludes with 

some recommendations aimed at improving reporting and coverage. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Rodriguez (2011) conducted a study originally titled, “Reportaje periodístico de víctimas de la Violencia: 

Cobertura de las ejecuciones extrajudiciales en Colombia” which is translated as, “Reportage on Victims 

of Violence: Press Coverage of the Extrajudicial Killings in Colombia”.  The study, a content analysis of 

the Columbian newspaper El Tiempo, shows a major reliance by the newspaper on official sources when 

reporting on extrajudicial killings. The hypothesis that the voices of the victims and relatives’ victims of 

extrajudicial killings are not considered as authoritative news source was affirmed by the findings.  

Further, the writing style and news values which are forms of journalistic structures prevent the proper 

exposition of stories of victims of extrajudicial killings. The findings always came up with an idea of the 

way in which media reports on victims of violence has the capacity to either harm or help their healing 

process.  

 

Farhad (2016) in his work, A Critical Discourse Analysis of Bangladeshi English-Language Newspaper 

Editorials on Extrajudicial Executions, employed the critical discourse analysis in examining two 

Bangladeshi newspapers, “The Daily Star” and “The New Age”, which had published editorials on 

extrajudicial executions in the year 2015. His study shows how these newspapers exposed the impunity of 

extrajudicial killings and made recommendations to the Bangladesh government to officially stop the 

practice. This buttresses the premise that the media by being socially responsible can be a positive agent 

of change.  

According to Igbo (2017) in “The Use and Abuse of Police Powers and Extrajudicial Killings in Nigeria” 

issue of extrajudicial killing is seen as the most serious abuse of power and gross violation of victims’ 

rights to life and fair hearing. This drives the urgency and importance of the media’s coverage of this 

issue. 

 

Nigerian Newspapers: A Progressive Trajectory 
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The origin of newspapers in Nigeria can be traced to two missionaries, Hope Waddell and Samuel 

Edgerly, who established the first printing press at Calabar, South Eastern Nigeria in 1846.  The press was 

used for the mass production of religious tracts and booklets.  In 1854, Reverend Henry Townsend 

established another press in the Western part of Nigeria.  He also started a school of printing where he 

trained pupils at Abeokuta (Afolabi, 2015).  In 1859, Townsend released a bilingual newspaper called, 

“Iwe Irohin Fun Awon Ara Egba ati Yoruba” (The Newspaper for the Egbas and Yorubas). However, it 

collapsed in 1967 due to the cultural and political crisis that erupted between the Egba people and the 

European settlers.  Many other newspapers were established after Iwe Irohin; these include The Lagos 

Times in 1880, The Lagos Observer in 1882 and The Eagle in 1887. Other newspapers include The 

Nigerian Chronicle (1908), and The Nigerian Pioneer founded by Kukoyi Ajasa (Igbeka & Ola, 2010). 

 

Various newspapers in present-day Nigeria perform the functions of creating awareness, providing 

accurate and verified information, acting as surveillance of the society and also, a channel of economic 

growth by the medium of advertisement. Examples of newspapers in Nigeria are The Punch, Vanguard 

Newspaper, Nigerian Tribune, The Guardian, The Nation, The Sun, The Union, This Day, Premium 

Times, Independent Newspaper, Business Day, Oriwu Sun, and so on.  With the advent of the internet and 

its wide use in Nigeria, traditional media found itself competing with the new media. Newspaper and 

magazine houses realized that if they must maintain their relevance, they needed an online presence. 

Many newspapers now have online sites where their news reports are constantly updated. Some 

newspapers have both online and offline productions, while some have online production only. It is easier 

to maintain and has allowed for more diverse contents in their online publications. It has also provided a 

form of immediate feedback to newspapers since readers can leave their thoughts in the comments 

section. Newspapers with wide reach with their physical publications have been able to maintain their 

reputation as people still trust their news sites for verified news.  

 

News Determinant 

According to Metz (2009) cited in Esiri and Okunade (2014), news determinant or news values are 

defined as factors that every experienced reporter or editor considers, consciously or unconsciously, in 

deciding what to include in a story or in a newspaper or newscast. These are the elements that identify 

which events, issues or news are worthy to be published. Reporters and editors make their decisions by 

weighing the news value of all the facts or stories available each day. Stories with greater news value for 

readers get written and those stories with greater news value than others are published in the paper (The 

Gully, 2006).  

  

The list of news determinants varies from journalist to journalist but the following are centrally agreed 

upon:  

i. Timeliness: News is a perishable commodity, and as such timeliness is an important element of 

news. No matter how significant the event and how important the people involved, news value 

diminishes with time (Mencher, 2010).  A news story becomes stale once it is not current. This is 

because readers are interested in knowing the latest information.  

ii. Prominence: News about a well-known person, place or event has more value than what the 

audience is not familiar with. Prominence can also be determined by the facts; for instance, an 

international award is more prominent than a local award. Simply put, popular names, places, 

events or situation, will attract or hold more interest of the people. A guest speaker visiting a local 

primary school to take a lesson does not resonate with many people ... unless that speaker is the 

State Governor’s wife.  

iii. Proximity: Proximity refers to the nearness of an event or occurrence to the audience 

geographically and psychologically. Proximity as a news value implies that the newsworthy item 

involves people who are close to the event. At the same time, if something happens in a distant 
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location but involves local people, then the news value increases because of proximity. For 

example, the xenophobia in South Africa was newsworthy locally because it involved Nigerians.  

iv. Consequence: Consequence as a news determinant means the impact of an occurrence on people 

and places.  This means that the news value of information increases when its impact or number 

of readers who will be affected by the information increases. 

v. Human Interest: Stories that appeal to emotion, and evoke responses such as amusement or 

sadness are human interest stories. 

 The following are also elements under news determinant: 

i. Oddity: Strange, unusual and bizarre events are attractive to readers. 

ii. Conflict: News stories with elements of disagreements, arguments, and rivalries are delightful to 

readers. This is because it gives them the opportunity to choose any side of the conflict. Stories 

with conflict value are usually about sports, religion, business, human rights violations, politics, 

court trials, wars, etc.  

iii. Emotion: Stories that invoke humour, sympathy, anger, etc. have news value for good readership.  

 

Functions of the Nigeria Police Force 

For a policeman to take another person’s life without sanction from the court, it could probably be as a 

result of a premeditated assumption that his office allows him the authority to do so. It, therefore, 

becomes necessary to consider the duties of the police in order to know if there is any provision for such 

powers. The functions of the Nigerian Police Force as stated in the Police Act include:  

i. Conducting prosecutions before any court of law in Nigeria. 

ii. Arresting, without warrant, any person who is found by the police to be committing any felony, 

misdemeanour or simple offence; or who the police reasonably suspects of having committed 

those offences or being about to commit such offences. The Police may also arrest without 

warrant, a person who is charged by another person with the commission of an offence. 

iii. It should be noted that where a specific offence provides that a person charged with that offence 

should be arrested with a warrant, then such alleged offender cannot be arrested without warrant. 

iv. The Police also have the power to search persons, premises and belongings. On search of persons, 

where a police officer reasonably suspects any person to have in his or her possession or is 

suspected to be carrying anything which in all reasonable extent, he has reason to believe has 

been stolen, or that such article or exhibit is unlawfully obtained, the police officer may detain 

and search  such a person.  

v. The police have the power to take and record measurements, photographs, and fingerprints of 

people who are in lawful custody from time to time. This is for the purpose of identification 

(Olawale, 2017; Naija Legal Talk, 2017)). 

Having considered these functions, it is not found therein that the Police have any powers or authority to 

execute anyone as they deem fit without sanction from the court. Hence, this proves that it is an abuse of 

authority even by police officers and can thus be classified as executive recklessness.  

Extrajudicial Killings  

According to the United States Legal Society, extrajudicial killing is an unauthorized killing which has 

not been sanctioned by a previous judgment pronounced by a constituted court which affords all the 

judicial guarantees recognized as indispensable by civilized peoples. Also known as extrajudicial 

executions, it is expressed in different forms; killing during police operations, killing at police 

checkpoints, killing of suspects shot after arrest, victims who were denied life-saving medical treatment 

(Ojeme, 2019). Most of the victims of extrajudicial killings in Nigeria are usually framed as “armed 

robbers'' by the police. One of such accounts is recorded in a 2009 publication by Amnesty International, 

a human rights movement. It states: 

http://www.nou.edu.ng/uploads/NOUN_OCL/pdf/edited_pdf3/CSS%20152%20MAIN.pdf
http://www.genrica.com/vustuff/MCM531/MCM531_handouts_1_15.pdf
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On 10 August 2006, the police in Aba, Abia State, paraded 12 men 

labelled as “armed robbers” in front of the media. According to an 

official statement, four other suspects were killed “in a shoot-out” with 

the police during the arrests. The bodies of the 12 men were found at a 

mortuary a day later.  The Nigerian government explained their deaths 

in a letter to the UN Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or 

arbitrary executions: “Upon sighting the police, the suspected robbery 

gang opened fire and police responded in self-defence. During the fierce 

exchange of gunfire, three of the armed robbery suspects died on the spot 

while nine others sustained various degrees of injury from the shootout. 

Before they could be given medical attention, the remaining nine 

suspects, who survived the shootout, died as a result of the injuries they 

sustained.” This explanation is unlikely as all 12 were paraded alive; 

some had gunshot injuries. To Amnesty International’s knowledge, no 

investigation was carried out into these deaths (Amnesty International, 

2009). 

These killings violate the right to life, as guaranteed by Nigeria’s Constitution, the International Covenant 

on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (Amnesty 

International, 2009).  Extrajudicial killings have resulted in a lack of trust and confidence in the Nigerian 

Police Force by citizens. This is because most of the victims were children, siblings, relatives, friends and 

colleagues to other people, who experienced their loss as a result of the unlawful actions of the police 

(Inquirer.net, 2016) 

  

There are certain instruments against extrajudicial killings in Nigeria amongst which are: Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), Basic Principles on the Use of Force and Firearms by Law 

Enforcement Officials (BPUFF), International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), United 

Nations Code of Conduct for Law Enforcement Officials (CLEO), African Charter on Human and 

Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR), Principles on the Effective Prevention and Investigation of Extra-Legal, 

Arbitrary and Summary Executions, and UN Model Protocol for a Legal Investigation of Extra-Legal, 

Arbitrary and summary execution.  The 1999 Constitution; the Criminal Code and the Criminal Procedure 

Act (both applicable in the Southern States in Nigeria); the Penal Code and the Criminal Procedure Code 

(both applicable in the Northern states in Nigeria); Administration of Criminal Justice Act, 2015 (ACJA) 

and Administration of Criminal Justice Law (ACJL) in states that have domesticated the ACJL, and the 

Nigeria Police Act and Police Force Order 237 (Okeke, 2019). 

  

Police Force Order 237 is the rule guiding the police regarding the use of firearms. It was revised in 

October 2019. Prior to that time, the restrictions to the usage of arms was predicated on the fact that 

“firearms must only be deployed as a last resort” and “where other means of effecting the suspect’s arrest 

has been exhausted and the likelihood of his subsequent arrest is unlikely. This allowed for use of lethal 

force by the police which led to extrajudicial killings, and provided grounds to cover up their excesses. 

The reviewed version provides better clarity about the usage of firearms and the limitations to its use. It is 

expected that if this is effectively implemented, it should reduce the rate of extrajudicial killings in 

Nigeria (Imosemi & Eyitemi, 2018).   

 

Nigerian Security Organizations  

The Nigeria Police Force is the foremost agency for law enforcement and security in Nigeria. It was 

established in 1930 and is headed by the Inspector General of Police. During the colonial period, the 

police performed their duties alongside native authorities. The forces were then regionalized and 

nationalized in the 1960s. Section 214 of the 1999 constitution stipulated the police as national and 
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conferred the force with exclusive authority throughout the country. As stated on the official website of 

the Nigerian Police Force, the vision is, “To make Nigeria safer and more secure for economic 

development and growth; to create a safe and secure environment for everyone living in Nigeria.” 

  

The website also embodies their mission below:  

i. To partner with other relevant Security Agencies and the public in gathering, collating and 

sharing information and intelligence with the intention of ensuring the safety and security of the 

country 

ii. To participate in efforts aimed at addressing the root causes of crime while ensuring that any 

criminal act is investigated so as to bring the criminals to justice in a fair and professional manner 

iii. To engender an efficient, effective, well-trained and highly motivated workforce, with deliberate 

efforts aimed at improving the capacity and welfare of all officers and men of the Force 

iv. To build a people’s friendly Police Force that will respect and uphold the fundamental rights of 

all citizens. 

v. To build a gender-sensitive and gender-friendly Police Force that will give equal opportunity to 

female Police Officers, while at the same time respecting their peculiarities. 

Some of the benefits Nigeria has enjoyed from its police force include:  

i. The police prevent instances of crime and conduct proper investigation when criminal activities 

have been reported. 

ii. They apprehend offenders, thereby maintaining peace in the society.  

iii. They preserve law and order in the country and ensure that there is no anarchy. 

iv. They protect life and property.  

 Although the motto of the Nigeria Police is, “Police is your friend”, the low level of public 

confidence proves that citizens believe otherwise. According to Odeyemi & Obiyan (2018), police were 

more adept at paramilitary operations and the exercise of force than at community service functions or 

crime prevention, detection, and investigation. The issues facing the NPF according to Campbell (2018) 

include:  

a) Lack of adequate personnel: The staff strength of the force is about 371,800. When placed side by 

side with Nigeria’s 200 million population, the police personnel is very small. The United 

Nations recommends that countries should have a median of 300 police per 100,000 civilians. 

This shortage of staff already puts the police at a disadvantaged position.  

b) Police corruption: Alemika (1999) says that police corruption is a serious issue because they are 

expected to be moral as the foremost law enforcement agency. However, bribery and corruption 

is sometimes associated with the police because of certain instances in which they have displayed 

improper conduct. They sometimes ask for bribes at checkpoints, they randomly arrest citizens 

without any allegations, and detain them until they or their relatives pay to bail them out. At the 

higher level, senior police officers embezzle funds meant for the police force, thereby causing a 

shortage of resources and encouraging the habit of other police officers who extort money at 

checkpoints. This aspect of police corruption is what Ogundiya (2009) calls "a betrayal of public 

trust". 

c) Inadequacy of an appropriate training resulting in an ill-equipped workforce:  A lack of proper 

training is evident in the way some members of the police discharge their duties. They act in 

violence, use torture and assault during interrogations, and commit extrajudicial killings 

(Campbell, 2018). 

 Other issues facing the police include: 

a)  Poor police remuneration 

b) Lack of adequate equipment such as communication gadgets, vehicles, and ammunition. 

c) Poor condition of service.  
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Other Security organizations which have been found as actors in extrajudicial killing issues include:  

a) Nigerian Armed Forces  

b) Nigeria Customs Service (NCS) 

c) State Security Service (SSS) 

d) Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS) (Okeke, 2019) 

Fundamental Human Rights 

The word “right” originates from the Latin word, “rectus”, and it means that to which a person is 

deserving or entitled. According to Basu (1994), issues of human rights are those rights, which every 

individual must have by virtue of being a member of the human family. These rights are contingent to any 

human simply because of their existence. Human rights can be identified by these major characteristics: 

a) They are intrinsic to the entire human race by virtue of their humanity;  

b) They are inalienable; and 

c) They apply equally to all. 

 Nwankwo (2011) noted that the origin of human rights in Nigeria can be traced to the 1960 

constitution. As colonial Nigeria neared independence, minority groups in the country feared they would 

be overridden by the majority. Thus, a commission was formed by the action of the colonial secretary to 

look into the fears of the minority. This commission, headed by Sir Willinks, made recommendations for 

the human rights to be included in the Constitution which encapsulate Chapter III of both the 

Independence Constitution of 1960 and the Republican Constitution of 1963. The 1979 and 1999 

Constitutions went further to provide a Bill of Rights, an instrument for the protection of human rights.  

 

The fundamental human rights as listed in Chapter IV of the 1999 Constitution includes:  

i. The right to life 

ii. The right to dignity of human persons 

iii. The right to personal liberty 

iv. The right to fair hearing 

v. The right to private and family life 

vi. The right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion 

vii. The right to freedom of expression and the press 

viii. The right to peaceful assembly and association 

ix. The right to freedom of movement 

x. The right to freedom from discrimination 

xi. The right to acquire and own immovable property 

xii. The compulsory acquisition of property 

xiii. The restriction on and derogation from fundamental human rights 

xiv. The Special Jurisdiction of High Court and Legal Aid 

Unlawful executions, such as extrajudicial killings are an infringement on a citizen’s human rights. 

Certain organizations such as the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) and the Public Complaint 

Commission have been put in place in Nigeria as agencies to enforce human rights. These organizations 

performed the function of dealing with issues in relation to the protection human rights enshrined in the 

Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (2006), the African Charter on Human and People’s 

Rights, the United Nations’ Charter and Universal Declaration of Human Rights and such other 

International Treaties on Human Rights.  They are also invested with the power to monitor and 

investigate all cases of human rights violations in Nigeria. However, these commissions have been faced 

with problems that have rendered them inefficient in the protection peoples’ human rights as extrajudicial 

killings are violation of rights that are still persistent in societies.  

Role of the Media in Human Rights 
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The accuracy of the media is very essential for a democratic and just society like Nigeria. By performing 

the function of providing the public with current, accurate information, the media promotes transparency 

and accountability. As the primary source of information for the public, mass media can set public agenda 

and policy agenda. They are an effective tool in the mobilization of the masses by equipping them with 

the right information.  Human rights are an intrinsic part of human existence. The media, according to 

UNAMA (2017), plays a role in human rights by reporting issues, thereby increasing public awareness 

and provoking actions to ensure better and guaranteed protection of human rights. In this regard, human 

rights agenda can be taken up by the media by publishing or broadcasting human rights programmes 

across various channels. 

 

Apodaca (2007) observes that the media has the means to disseminate human rights information, mobilize 

human rights NGOs, strengthening of popular participation in civil society, the promotion of tolerance, 

and shining light on government activity.  Also, due to the freedom of the press, and through investigative 

reporting, it behoves on the media to advance human rights in Nigeria, and the publishing of reports of 

extrajudicial killings is one of the ways they can fulfill this responsibility.  

Theoretical Framework 

Theories to be examined include the Agenda-setting theory and Social Responsibility theory.  

Agenda-setting Theory 

  

In the year 1972, Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw developed the Agenda-setting theory. It 

originated from a 1968 study of the American presidential election which was called the “Chapel Hill 

Study”. This led to the discovery that there was a strong correlation between the election issues reported 

in their news media as important, and what the residents of Chapel Hill, North Carolina thought to be 

important election issues. This led McCombs and Shaw to determine that salience of issues in news 

content determined public opinion to a large extent.  

  

According to Anaeto, Onabajo & Osifeso (2008), the following are the principles of the agenda-setting 

theory: 

i. Social reality of the society is not really reflected by the mass media, especially through the press, 

as news is filtered/chosen and directed by newsroom staff or broadcasters. 

ii. The mass media is mostly dependent upon by the people who see it as a major avenue for news 

dissemination while other outlets are neglected. 

iii. The choice of some media agenda by professional gatekeepers tend to lead people to perceive 

given issues more important than other issues.  

 

Furthermore, Anaeto, et. al. (2008) assert that the agenda-setting theory is from a scientific perspective 

because it emphasizes that exposure to the same media helps to reinforce the importance on the same 

issues.  Esimokha (2014) noted that the following elements give rise to agenda-setting in the media: the 

quantity and number of times an issue is reported, the prominence given to the reports, through headlines 

and picture display, in newspapers and magazines, and graphics or timing in radio and television, the 

degree of conflict generated in the reports, cumulative media-specific effects over time and the use of 

language, word coinage or symbols in describing events enhances the importance of an issue.    

 

Mass communication research has shown that the agenda-setting function of the media is a three-part 

process which includes media agenda, public agenda, and policy agenda. Media agenda refers to issues 

discussed in the media; public agenda refers to issues discussed and relevant to the public; while policy 

agenda refers to issues that policymakers consider being important.  Salience of extrajudicial killings by 
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Nigeria by the media will set their relevance to the public and ultimately have an effect on policy agenda. 

This is why the agenda-setting theory is important to this study.  

 

 

Social Responsibility Theory 

Propounded by Sibert, Peterson and Schramm Schramm in 1963, the theory postulates that freedom is 

accompanied by obligations and that the media which no doubt enjoys a privileged position under 

government is saddled with the requisite responsibility to society for performing some essential function 

of mass communication (Anaeto, et. al., 2008).  This theory is an aftermath of the Hutchins Commission 

on Freedom of the Press which was set up in 1947 to examine the concept of press freedom in the 

Libertarian theory. It was realised that the free market of ideas did not guarantee press freedom and 

society did not receive the expected benefits. Individuals and groups had limited access to the media due 

to commercial and technological developments in the press.  

 According to Anaeto, et. al., (2008), the press has the following functions:  

i. Ensuring that the political system is served through the availability of information, discussion and 

consideration of the public affairs generally accessible; 

ii. Informing the public towards making it take a self-determined action; 

iii. Protection of the rights of individuals vide acting as a watchdog over the government; 

iv. Service of the economic system through the action of bringing together buyers and sellers vide 

the medium of advertising; 

v. Preservation of the financial autonomy towards the assurance of not being dependent on special 

interests and influences. 

Bajracharya (2018) noted  that the  social responsibility theory of the mass media accounted for  the way 

the press published news from objective reporting to interpretative reporting thus, aiding the better 

interpretation of news by the masses.  The concept of the social responsibility theory aligns with the 

premise of this study which is, the media, although free and possessing liberty, is responsible to citizens 

and should provide the necessary information that they will need to make the right decisions. Thus, it can 

be said that the media is responsible to provide news and information on extrajudicial killings in order to 

aid society’s knowledge and proper action towards this issue.  

 

Thus, with the agenda-setting and social responsibility theories, it can be said that this theoretical 

framework establishes that the media is responsible for guiding public opinion and is obligated to provide 

the masses with information that will aid self-determined action. The purpose of analysing news coverage 

on extrajudicial killings is to verify if the media is fulfilling its duties in that regard.  

 

THE STUDY METHOD 

The research method employed for this study is content analysis.  Content analysis focuses on studying 

manifest content such as voice recordings, text, artistic work and so on. It is considered a transparent and 

flexible method that can be applied to varied information which allows for tracking changes in time; the 

coding sheet and sampling procedure can thus be easily used in follow-up studies.  It is equally capable of 

revealing, across a large number of cases, a repetitive process of representation that affects audiences’ 

values and beliefs (Bryman, 2004). This study is a content analysis of online newspapers. 

The population for this study comprises all national Nigerian newspapers for a period of twelve (12) 

months. Purposive sampling has been chosen as the ideal sampling method for this study.  Hence, for the 

purpose of the study, The Punch and Vanguard newspapers have been selected because they are daily 

publications, known, widely circulated and read National Newspapers. They are recognised to deliver 

timely stories and the newspapers can be easily assessed both in print and online.  The samples were 

chosen purposely because of their high ranking by Alexa rank. Alexa rank is a global ranking system that 
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uses web traffic data to rank the most popular websites. Vanguard was ranked the 8th most visited site in 

Nigeria, and the 1st newspaper site. The Punch is ranked the 9th most visited site making it the second 

most visited newspaper site in Nigeria. The articles were searched under the keywords, “extrajudicial 

killing” and “police killing”.  

Data was collected through content analysis. The figures obtained from the newspapers were analysed, 

calculated and arranged in tables using coding sheets and the findings were summarized. Below are the 

units through which the data was measured.  

Adapted Coding Units:  

i. Serial number: The total number of stories collected. 

ii. Date: The day the story was published. 

iii. Headline Title: The headline used to arrest readers attention. 

iv. Story Type: In what way was the story reported (Editorial, Feature, News, Metro,         Crime, 

Opinion and Column). 

v. No. of Paragraphs: In how many paragraphs was the story written. 

vi. Information Source: the informant of the story.  

vii. No. of Victims: the number of people who were extrajudicially killed. 

viii. State of Killing: The location at which the event occurred. 

ix. Court trial: To identify if the perpetrators were duly punished, declared guilty or not,  or no 

justice at all.  

x. Story Url: The address with which the story can be found on the newspaper site. 

The analysis is descriptive statistics with the use of tables, bar charts, simple frequency counts and 

percentages. 

DATA PRESENTATION 

 The data is presented sequentially to aid a proper understanding of the data collated.  

Table 1: Number of Headlines of extrajudicial killings issues published by “The Punch” and 

“Vanguard” newspapers  

Variables The Punch Vanguard Frequency Percentage 

May 2 4 6 6.5% 

June 1 1 2 2.2% 

July 0 0 0 0% 

August 5 10 15 16.1% 

September 2 1 3 3.2% 

October 2 3 5 5.4% 

November 2 6 8 8.6% 

December 3 11 14 15.1% 

January 6 4 10 10.8% 

February  1 6 7 7.5% 

March  0 2 2 2.2% 
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April 2 19 21 22.6% 

Total 26 67 93 100% 

From Table 1 above, the highest number of extrajudicial killing stories within the timeline (May 2019 to 

April 2020) reported by “The Punch” and Vanguard newspapers were in April at 22.6%, followed by 

August at 16.1%, next was December at 15.1%, January recorded 10.8%, followed by November at 8.6% 

and February at 7.5%. May, October and September had 6.5%, 5.4% and 3.2% respectively; March and 

June had both 2.2% while July had no coverage at all. 

Analysis of the data collected indicates that extrajudicial stories were mostly published in the form of 

News stories, it had 66.7%. Metro was 16.1%, Feature stories accounted for 4.3%, Crime was 3.2% and 

Editorial is the least at 1.1%. Other forms include politics, city round, Covid-19 updates, Law and Human 

rights, these make 8.6%. 

 

Table 2: Number of Paragraphs In Which The Stories Were Published 

Variables Punch Vanguard Frequency Percentage 

1-10 8 33 41 44.1% 

11-20 14 22 36 38.7% 

21-30 3 5 8 8.6% 

31 and above 1 7 8 8.6% 

Total 26 67 93 100% 

From the Table 2 above, 44.1% of the stories were published between (1-10) paragraphs. (11-20) 

paragraphs are next at 38.7%. 8.6% records twice with (21-30) paragraph and (31 & above) paragraph 

stories.  

Table 3: Number of Victims reported in the Stories  

Variables Punch Vanguard Frequency Percentage 

None 5 16 21 22.6% 

1-10 21 46 67 72% 

11-20 0 5 5 5.4% 

Total 26 67 93 100% 

According to Table 3, the number of victims in most of the reports was within the range of (1-10); 72% of 

the stories reported this. 5.4% of the stories had victims within the range of (11-20) while 22.6% of the 

stories reported no victims. These were mostly follow-up stories or commentaries from NGOs and 

prominent people.  

From data gathered, 19.4% of extrajudicial killings happened in Lagos. Abia is the second highest at 

13.9%, followed by Ogun which is 10.8%. Next is Imo state at 8.6%. Ondo and Rivers share the same 

percentage at 5.4%. FCT is 4.3%, followed by Anambra and Delta at 3.2% each. Enugu records only 

2.6% while Borno, Edo, Oyo and Zamfara each recorded 1.1%. Stories that do not have the location 

stated are usually follow-up stories or commentaries from NGOs and prominent people; these accounted 

for 19.4% of the total stories.   

Analysed data in terms of court trials held for the cases of extrajudicial killings notes that 71% of the 

stories published did not report court trials. 14% of the stories stated that trials were held. 15% of the 
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stories did not mention trials because they were follow-up stories or commentaries from NGOs and 

prominent people.  

This section analyses the data obtained so as to provide answers to the research questions for the study. 

Research Question One: How often is the issue of extrajudicial killings reported in “The Punch” 

and “Vanguard” newspapers? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Frequencies of Extrajudicial Killings Issues between May 2019 to April 2020 

 

The Figure 1 above represents the amount of times the issues of extrajudicial killings were reported in 

both newspapers with the frequency of each month. The month of April, 2020 had the highest coverage as 

it makes up for 21 of the 93 articles analyzed (22.6%). July was the lowest as it had no coverage at all. 

There is irregularity in the reportage of the issues from May 2019 to April 2020. On a comparative basis, 

it is seen that “Vanguard” reported more extrajudicial killing issues than “The Punch” newspapers. “The 

Punch” newspaper had very low coverage of extrajudicial issues with only twenty six stories in total 

within a period of 12 months. It had higher coverage than “Vanguard” only in September, 2019 and 

January, 2020 but reported no stories in July and March. “Vanguard” had a total of 67 stories which is 

44% more than “The Punch”.    

Research Question Two: What are the sources of the extrajudicial issues reported in the 

newspapers? 
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Figure 2 shows that security organizations such as the police and the army were the highest source of 

information for extrajudicial stories for both “The Punch” at about 90% and “Vanguard” at about 30% 

while the victim’s relative contributed very little to the source of information especially in “Vanguard” at 

a relative 5%. Civil Society Organisations, research and eye witness accounts were low sources for “The 

Punch” at 10% while they contributed more to “Vanguard” stories at 40%. Government Officials and 

social media were relatively low sources. Other sources include Lawyers, the United Nations, Events, and 

Opinions, they made up for 15.1% of the sources of information.  

Research Question Three: What is the form in which extrajudicial issues are published more? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Form of News 

According to Figure 3, 66.7% of extrajudicial killings were published as Hard News stories. 16.1% were 

Metro stories. There is a wide gap in the forms in which the stories were published as Feature, Crime and 

Editorial were very low at 4.3%, 3.2% and 1.1% respectively. Other news forms in which extrajudicial 

killing issues were published in “The Punch” and “Vanguard” newspapers include Politics, Law and 

Human Rights, City Round, Covid-19 Updates. They make up for 8.6% of total stories published.  

Discussion of Findings  

The objectives of this study were aligned with its findings and herewith discussed below.  

a) To know how often the issues of extrajudicial killings are reported in “Vanguard” and “The Punch” 

newspapers in order to determine if the public are well informed. Analysis of the data, affirms that issues 

of extrajudicial killings are underreported, especially in “The Punch” newspaper. This means that 

newspapers are not performing their social responsibility to the public which is to make information 

available. It is possible that different factors are influencing the underreporting of this issue. First, there 

could be a lack of proper journalistic investigative framework to approach this topic. Investigative 

journalism is a lot more rigorous than other types of reporting. Also, media ownership and political 

relations could have a role to play in the low coverage. However, this is affecting the society’s perception 

of the conflict and is subjecting the victim’s families to none recognition from the media.  

b) To know the sources of the extrajudicial issues reported in the newspapers so as to ascertain the 

reliability of the reports. The major source of information in the published stories were from security 

Figure 2: Sources of Information 
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organisations such as the police force and the army. Kothari (2010) notes that the official sources will 

have a greater power in framing the information described in the story.  This is a major problem because 

this is the same body whose members are responsible for carrying out extrajudicial killings. In an attempt 

to protect the image of their organisation, it is possible that the information they give out may be 

manipulative, therefore, not completely reliable.  

c) To know the form in which extrajudicial issues are published more, since the form in which stories are 

published guides the perception of the audience. The larger part of the stories which were analyzed were 

published in the form of News especially in Vanguard newspaper. This means that it will come across to 

the reader as important. However, most of the stories were mostly updates on existing issues or 

commentaries on extrajudicial killings. Few stories talked about the victims or the issue itself.  

  

These findings corroborate with a similar study by Rodriguez (2011), whose work titled, “Reporting on 

Victims of Violence: Press Coverage of the Extrajudicial Killings in Colombia” shows that the major 

source of information on extrajudicial killings were official sources who may not be entirely reliable. 

Farhad (2016) in his work, “A Critical Discourse Analysis of Bangladeshi English-Language Newspaper 

Editorials on Extrajudicial Executions”, posits that newspapers were relevant factors in exposing the 

impunity of extrajudicial killings in Bangladesh. However, our findings from the sampled newspapers 

show that the press is not fulfilling the same in Nigeria by underreporting extrajudicial killing cases.   

  

Other findings include the length of the stories, which were mostly written between (1-10) paragraphs; 

this is ideal for online news stories but may not give room to fully capture the issues well. Also, the 

numbers of victims reported in most stories were within the range of (1-10) victims and 71% of the news 

stories did not report that the perpetrators faced trial, which may be a pointer to the fact that the victims or 

their families did not receive justice.   

 

CONCLUSION  

This study analyzed the online newspaper coverage of extrajudicial killings in Nigeria by “The Punch” 

and “Vanguard” newspapers within a timeline of 12 months. It sought to discover the frequency of 

coverage, the sources, and in what form the issues were reported.  Agenda Setting theory and Social 

Responsibility theory were adopted to explain the functions of the media and how the level of prominence 

given to a particular issue affects its perception by the public. 

The content analysis method was used to gather data using a coding sheet as well as coding units and the 

simple frequency distribution table, percentage score, bar charts and pie charts were used to analyze data.  

The media’s social responsibility is to make information readily available to the society. This is to enable 

them to make the right, well informed decisions. The sampled online newspapers in the selected timeline 

did not adequately perform this responsibility. 

Drawn from the data observed from “The Punch” and “Vanguard” newspapers from May 2019 to April 

2020, it can be deduced that:  

a) The issues of extrajudicial killings did not receive adequate coverage on their online newspapers.  

b) Majority of the information was sourced from security agencies and very few were sourced from 

eye witness accounts or from the victim’s relatives and this can have adverse effects on the 

reliability of the news.  

c) Most of the reported stories on extrajudicial killings do not indicate court trial which serves as a 

probability for no justice.  

d) There are certain problems facing the police and other security organizations that need to be 

looked into by the government.  
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Recommendations  

The following are the recommendations for this research:  

a) The press should invest more in investigative reporting. This is a means of unearthing secrets that 

the government and other entities intend to keep private and can be an effective way to shed more 

light to the issue of extrajudicial killings in the country.  

b)  The press should ensure to give adequate coverage to the views of victims and their family 

members, and not just the views of security officials.  

c) The government should make reforms to the police force and other security organizations. Proper 

training, staffing, and remuneration of the police should be ensured in order to avoid frustration 

as a reason for police misbehaviour.  

d) Civil Society Organizations, Non Governmental Organizations, Human Rights Organizations and 

other bodies in the course of promoting the alleviation of extrajudicial killings should be 

recognized and supported by the media. 
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