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Abstract

Problem Statement:

The COVID-19 pandemic, as one of the most significant public health crises of the
century, affected multiple dimensions of social life and substantially intensified the
role of media—particularly mainstream media—in public information dissemination.
Governments and political systems pursued a range of policies toward mainstream
media to manage the crisis and shape public opinion (Garfin, Silver, & Holman,
2010). However, these policies were often accompanied by challenges, including
constraints on media freedom, reduced transparency, and unintended consequences
for public trust.

In countries such as Germany and New Zealand, governments pursued relatively
transparent communication strategies, which contributed to higher levels of public
trust in governmental decision-making (Bavel et al., 2020). In China, during the early
stages of the outbreak, information about the severity and spread of the virus was
subject to extensive censorship (Depoux et al, 2020). In the United States,
inconsistent messaging by different officials regarding health measures and mask use
generated public confusion and reduced compliance with guidelines (Moghadas et al.,
2020).

In Iran, communication policy during successive crises—including the COVID-19
pandemic—emerged as a critical issue. In late February 2020, when the outbreak was
officially announced, the Iranian government and mainstream media were still

grappling with the aftermath of several major crises from the same year: widespread
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floods during the Persian New Year, political and social unrest in November, and the
Ukrainian plane crash in January. The emergence of COVID-19 shortly thereafter
created a compounded crisis environment. The government was also accused of
delaying the announcement of the outbreak due to concerns about reduced electoral
participation.

Existing studies suggest that during the COVID-19 crisis, media policies in Iran did
not fully meet public expectations. Limited transparency in the early stages, the
dissemination of inaccurate and sometimes contradictory information, and
restrictions on publishing certain data facilitated the rapid spread of rumors and
misinformation. Despite a substantial body of global scholarship on crisis
communication, empirical research examining how government media policies in
Iran have shaped the quantity and quality of mainstream media performance remains
limited.

Accordingly, the central research question is: What media policies did the Iranian
government pursue toward mainstream media during the COVID-19 crisis, and to

what extent did these policies shape media performance and agency?

Theoretical Foundations and Conceptual Framework:

Media—both mainstream and social—are key actors in crisis management. Crisis
journalism is expected to disseminate accurate, timely, and context-sensitive
information, interpret events, counter misinformation, and enhance public
accountability (Allan, 2017; Houston et al., 2012).

Beyond information dissemination, media shape public perception through framing
processes and can foster empathy, strengthen social resilience, and promote collective
hope (Entman, 1993). During crises, media policy becomes a strategic instrument for
regulating information flows, maintaining public trust, and coordinating
communication among government, media, and citizens.

Crises are inherently characterized by uncertainty; therefore, media policies must
ensure the provision of coherent, credible, and actionable information (Friedman,
2021). The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated the critical importance of coherent
media policymaking in countering misinformation, sustaining public trust, and
enhancing the effectiveness of public health interventions (WHO, 2021).

Theoretical insights indicate that government media policies during crises—through
communication mechanisms, news framing practices, and structural relationships

with media—play a decisive role in shaping media agency, the quality of information
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dissemination, public trust, and the overall effectiveness of crisis governance. This
framework provides an analytical basis for examining Iran’s experience during the
COVID-19 crisis.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative case study design to examine the role and lived
experiences of Iranian journalists in covering the COVID-19 crisis. The case study
approach enables an in-depth exploration of contemporary phenomena within their
real-world context.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews with journalists. A
total of 20 reporters, section editors, and editors-in-chief working in mainstream print
and online media participated in the study.

The interview data were collected in 2024. Each interview lasted approximately 60 to
90 minutes and, with participants’ consent, was audio-recorded and subsequently
transcribed. To ensure confidentiality, participants’ identities were anonymized using
coded identifiers.

Data analysis was conducted using thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s six-
phase approach, concurrently with data collection.

To assess reliability, intercoder agreement was employed: two independent coders
analyzed the data, and agreement was calculated using the PA coefficient. The results
indicated an agreement level of 78.5%, exceeding the acceptable threshold of 60%,
thereby confirming the reliability of the analysis.

Findings

Data analysis was conducted using MAXQDA software. In the initial phase, 230
primary codes related to government media policy and the role and agency of
mainstream media during the COVID-19 crisis were identified. Through a process of
constant comparison, these codes were progressively abstracted into higher-order
concepts, resulting in 95 concepts.

These concepts were subsequently clustered into broader categories and ultimately
organized into five overarching themes and 18 subthemes.

The findings indicate that the core components of the government’s media policy
during the COVID-19 crisis included: advisory-based warnings and implicit
censorship concerning coverage of crisis “red lines”; an instrumental and
propagandistic orientation toward mainstream media; information control through

confidentiality, concealment, and the dissemination of distorted data; limited access



to and weak accountability of crisis authorities; and a high degree of centralization in
communication and media policymaking.

The analysis demonstrates that these policies were not merely ad hoc or reactive
measures but reflected a coherent logic of communication governance—one that
positioned mainstream media not as independent watchdogs or facilitators of crisis
management, but as instruments for controlling the crisis narrative.

This logic was operationalized through a combination of soft pressures
(recommendations, warnings, informal contacts), structural constraints (privileged
access, unresponsive spokespersons), and authoritarian normative mechanisms.
Importantly, censorship in this context did not assume a classic overt form; rather, it
operated as “pre-production advisory censorship.” Instead of directly removing
content, the policy sought to shape the news production process from the outset. This
resulted in a shift of responsibility from formal censorship institutions to journalists
themselves, leading to the institutionalization of self-censorship. From a gatekeeping
perspective, this reflects a transfer of gatekeeping power from within media
organizations to external actors, effectively constraining editorial autonomy.

At the same time, the government’s instrumental and propagandistic approach—
particularly through framing the crisis as a “war”—suggests that the primary concern
was not public health management, but the preservation of political legitimacy under
conditions of uncertainty.

Framing COVID-19 as a “war” and expecting media participation in a “battle of
narratives” reduced the role of media from critical and evidence-based reporting to
symbolic hope production and emotional mobilization. This communication strategy
is inconsistent with the principles of situational crisis communication and effectively
shifts the costs of crisis management onto public trust.

The lack of transparency, dissemination of distorted statistics, and restriction of
media access to reliable data indicate the dominance of a security-oriented approach
to crisis communication.This produced a self-reinforcing cycle: concealment led to
distrust, which increased reliance on unofficial sources and intensified the infodemic.
Within this cycle, mainstream media were not only unable to counter misinformation
effectively, but also lagged behind in the information environment due to structural
constraints.

The role of organizational public relations units and unresponsive spokespersons
further exacerbated this communication breakdown. Rather than facilitating

information flow, public relations mechanisms functioned as instruments of
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organizational defense and information blockage, reflecting a limited institutional
understanding of crisis communication at the governance level.

Additionally, centralized communication policies and the marginalization of local
media weakened the capacity for social persuasion and localized crisis response,
reinforcing center—periphery divides in crisis communication.

Overall, the findings suggest that while these media policies may have contributed to
short-term message coherence, in the long term they undermined media
independence, reduced transparency, and eroded public trust, ultimately constraining
the effectiveness of crisis governance.This study demonstrates that without redefining
the role of media as a partner in crisis governance, any media policy—even if

internally coherent—will ultimately become counterproductive.
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