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Foreword

Media plays an undeniably crucial role in shaping societal perceptions of gender, particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa, where traditional gender roles and socio-cultural norms are deeply entrenched. Gender and Media Representations: Perspectives from Sub-Saharan Africa is an essential contribution to understanding how these dynamics manifest in media portrayals and their implications for gender equality. Conferences, webinars, and workshops held across the continents have highlighted the relevance of gender representation, which resonates with many people’s daily lives, not only in Sub-Saharan Africa but also globally. Discussions and research on gender and media will continue, as these topics are central to our lives.

This volume brings together insights from distinguished scholars and researchers, each presenting unique perspectives grounded in empirical research, cultural analysis, and theoretical frameworks. From presidential representation to gender-based violence, from political participation to professional opportunities for women in journalism, this work comprehensively explores how the media frames gender in various contexts across the region. The representation of women in media is examined through multiple lenses, such as political power, reproductive rights, participation in public life, and professional standing in the media industry. Through diverse topics, the book underscores the ongoing struggles for fair gender representation, highlighting both progress and persistent challenges.

The editors have brought together critical discussions and research findings that conceptualise participation as representation, interaction, and engagement in both traditional and new media. Media’s growing power is evident across Africa, particularly through the widespread use of radio, the most accessible and affordable medium, which has been harnessed for gender empowerment and therapy in countries like Ghana, Kenya, Tanzania, and Rwanda. Community radio stations, both privately owned and public, have become enablers of women’s empowerment by raising awareness on health, climate, politics, and business issues. These stations have also helped build resilience against gender-based violence, promoting empowerment for both men and women, as seen in Tanzania. Topics in this book range from gender representation in journalism and communication to the challenges of misrepresentation in AI-generated content and digital space communication.

While many media channels, such as YouTube, offer educational and therapeutic benefits, challenges remain, including online gender bullying and intimidation, which disproportionately affect women. This book provides suggestions to xviiimitigate the negatives associated with online communication about gender. It also highlights how power imbalances in workplaces, universities, and society perpetuate a culture of silence, allowing injustices such as victim-shaming and blaming to continue. The research findings presented here offer tools to enhance inclusiveness and improve communication in these areas.

This book opens the door to understanding media not just as a reflection of society but as an active force shaping public opinion, gender roles, and societal norms. With a focus on Sub-Saharan Africa, it brings visibility to a region often underrepresented in global gender discourse. For academics, media practitioners, policymakers, and students alike, this book provides invaluable insights into the ongoing struggles for gender inclusion, equality, justice, and representation through the media in one of the world’s most diverse and complex regions.

The editors have compiled a resource and provided the latest research findings on media and gender representations from countries such as Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda, Ghana, and Nigeria. These chapters deepen our understanding of the lived experiences of African men and women, particularly in relation to their portrayal in the media. This volume offers valuable suggestions and recommendations for mainstreaming gender, eliminating injustices, and using digital communication channels to benefit humanity. Let us read this book to enrich both our academic and personal lives.

Juliet Macharia (PhD)
Associate Professor
Karatina University, Nairobi, Kenya
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Book Preface

This book, Gender and Media Representation: Perspectives from Sub-Saharan Africa, has been inspired by the ongoing collaborative capacity building project, ‘Preparing Practitioners for a Resilient Media in Eastern Africa’, between Norway (NLA University College), Rwanda (University of Rwanda), Uganda (Uganda Christian University), and South Africa (KwaZulu-Natal University). The project is funded by the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (NORAD) with the aim to support North–South–South university partnerships on capacity development in inclusive higher education and research under NORHED II 2021–2026 programme.

The ‘enhancement of gender equality and inclusion’ is one of the four programme ambitions, which is a cross-cutting subject in our project. This project has been a remarkable opportunity to explore the intersection of media, gender, and representation, particularly in the context of Sub-Saharan Africa, a region where the struggle for gender equality is both historical and contemporary.

Our focus on gender representation in media stems from the understanding that media is not merely a tool of communication but a powerful institution that constructs, deconstructs, and reconstructs social realities. Throughout this book, you will encounter a range of case studies, theoretical explorations, and empirical research highlighting the ways in which media influences gender perceptions, from political coverage and representation to everyday portrayals of women in newsrooms and public life. Digital and technological trends and concerns are also covered.

The contributors to this volume come from diverse academic and professional backgrounds across Sub-Saharan Africa and beyond, each bringing a wealth of expertise in journalism, communication, gender studies, media ethics as well as traditional and new media. Their work illustrates both the progress and the setbacks encountered in the fight for gender equality in the media spaces. This book project, with its regional focus, aims to equip media professionals and scholars with the knowledge, tools, and capacities necessary to foster a more balanced, gender-sensitive, resilience media landscape in Sub-Saharan Africa.

As editors, we would like to acknowledge the immense support provided by NORAD through the NORHED II project, which has enabled the production of this important resource, and also The East African Communication Association and the AfroMedia Network for academic support. We also extend our gratitude to all the researchers/contributors, institutions, media professionals, and xxreviewers who have contributed to this volume. Finally, many thanks to Emerald Publishers for bringing this volume to the world. It is our hope that this book will inspire further dialogue, research, and action towards achieving gender equality in media and beyond.

Margaret Jjuuko (PhD)
University of Rwanda

Solveig Omland (PhD)
NLA University College

Carol Azungi Dralega (PhD)
NLA University College
30th October 2024.
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Introduction: Contextualising Media’s Representations of Gender Issues in Sub-Saharan Africa

Margaret Jjuukoa, Solveig Omland b and Carol Azungi Dralegab

aUniversity of Rwanda, Rwanda

bNLA University College, Norway


Feminist discourse on African media remains largely traditional – frequently critiqued as misogynistic – and anchored in patriarchal hegemony. (Dralega, 2016, p. 247).



Introduction

Despite advances in civil rights and legal protections, restrictive gender stereotypes persist in many contexts. Media are among the most pervasive and powerful forces shaping how men and women are perceived in society. They play a key role in producing and reinforcing sociocultural expectations and pressures. Media are deeply embedded in daily life, influencing politics and the broader structures of power in every environment. Media content, whether intentionally or not, often perpetuates unrealistic, stereotypical, and marginalising perceptions as it infiltrates audiences’ consciousness. Koenig and Eagly (2014) defined gender stereotypes as a dangerous streamlined concept of attitudes and behaviours positioned as normal and appropriate for men and women in a specific cultural sphere. Wood (2009, p. 86) identifies three key themes in the media’s portrayal of gender: underrepresentation, which presents men as the cultural norm while women are rendered invisible; stereotyping, which reinforces socially accepted gender roles; and depictions of relationships between men and women that often emphasise traditional roles and normalise violence against women and other marginalised groups. These portrayals reinforce socially constructed gender norms and contribute to the normalisation of sexual harassment, rape, and gender-based violence (GBV), which disproportionately affect women – even within media institutions themselves.

2Despite the increase in visibility and voices of women in media content in Sub-Saharan Africa in recent years, women are depicted as passive and disinterested in the issues at hand more often than not (Akinbobola 2020; Jjuuko & Njuguna, 2019a). In her 2016 article ‘Media, capacity building and gender parity: why we shouldn’t look away’, Dralega points out how feminist discourse on media in Africa has largely been conservative and is often described as ‘misogynistic’ and deeply entrenched in patriarchal norms. She argues gender inequality persists, particularly in the underrepresentation and misrepresentation of gender issues and employment, although women’s absence in leadership, management, and ownership in media also needs addressing (Dralega, 2016). Socially constructed roles, behaviours, and attributes assigned to men and women strongly influence news media production and the resulting discourses, which often further reinforce gender stereotypes (Santoniccolo et al., 2023). How gender issues are integrated into the news production and consumption cycle is, needless to say, among the critical tests of a professional media.

In general, the female folk are stereotypically associated with the home and characteristics such as supportiveness, compassion, expression, warmth, whereas the male folk are stereotypically associated with agency (e.g. action, competitiveness, ambition, and assertiveness) and competence (e.g. intelligence and skill). Should their actions be inconsistent with these stereotypical norms, both genders are likely to experience a backlash from the media and their audiences. In the political arena, for instance, common gender stereotypes relate to how women leaders or politicians are perceived and represented by the media and in communication discourses in ways that undermine their potential as capable leaders (Campus, 2013; Ross & Byerly, 2014). In addition to claims of biased coverage of women’s issues, research also has uncovered other unequal gender tendencies and irregularities within the media industry, including salary discrepancies, inequitable allocation of journalistic roles between male and female journalists, male dominance in management positions, and a general misconstruction of the concept of gender equality and its implications in the media (Santoniccolo et al., 2023).

The implementation of policies that create gender-inclusive environments in both media education and journalism practice is a key concern in media development in Sub-Saharan Africa. These policies aim to ensure that journalism equitably represents the views and aspirations of all members of society and fulfils its role as a watchdog and voice for all (Santoniccolo et al., 2023). Although many media houses have established gender policies, uncertainties about their operationalisation or implementation proliferate and foster incongruous handling of sexual harassment and discrimination cases (Akinbobola & Charles-Hatt, 2021; Ryan & Karen, 2019; Ward & Grower, 2020).

Similar gender issues impact media education not only in relation to students’ admission and enrolment into journalism or communication training institutions but also in relation to the curricula (Akinbobola, 2020). In their gender audit of journalism institutions in eastern Africa, Dralega et al. (2016) found that these departments harboured negative attitudes towards gender mainstreaming and had gender insensitive curricular and supported limited gender research. In addition to the limited presence of women in journalism programmes in some of Sub-Saharan 3Africa, several studies have revealed that the few women who study journalism rarely end up employed in the media sector (Akinbobola, 2020; Akinbobola & Charles-Hatt, 2021; Ryan & Karen, 2019). This trend is attributed to either the lack of interest or opportunities and inadequate investment opportunities in the sector. The few women who are highly motivated to proceed into the field are frustrated by gender inequalities (Akinbobola, 2020). Nevertheless, the growing global awareness of gender issues, especially in the Global South, has increased women’s recognition and led to the integration of a module or two on gender into academic programmes (Akinbobola & Charles-Hatt, 2021; Jjuuko & Njuguna, 2019b).

Given the vital role of media in society, these issues raise concerns for gender equality and equity, and particularly about how media discourse represents and constructs them. Hence, this edited volume also engages the functions (and challenges) of media and communication in the promotion of equal representation of women and, to some extent, minority groups in Sub-Saharan Africa and teases out the interdisciplinarities between these sectors. The central thesis of this book is that how the media talks about its practices and how it actually practises the representation of gender issues requires scrutiny. The contributors consider not only the factors that influence the representations and constructions of these issues but also how particular issues are included in the discourse and others are left out. Gender and Media Representations: Perspectives from Sub-Saharan Africa, therefore, positions media as central advocates for social justice, particularly in relation to gender and minority groups and emphasises how the connections between media, gender, and representation inform and complement each other. The essays highlight the importance of building resilience among media practitioners and equipping them to navigate challenges, promote equitable gender representation, and advocate for broader social change.

Our central argument is that while media in Sub-Saharan Africa and the global South are strategically positioned to address such developmental issues as gender equality and social justice, current shifts, and trends in media and communication – both positive or negative – undermine their potential to promote democracy and inclusive development. Political and economic pressures, as well as the transition to digital media, have transformed media operations and audiences in ways that do not favour diverse representation. This transformation limits minority groups’ perspectives, experiences, and knowledge in media content, employment, and consumption. This ultimately also excludes them from policymaking, planning, and decision-making processes. While technology has facilitated faster, more accessible communication across wider sections of society, it has also disrupted the quality of information and exacerbated social, political, and economic inequalities. It is crucial that we critically examine the role of media in shaping gender, identity, and representation from an African perspective (Santoniccolo et al., 2023).



Key Concepts in This Volume

Although the collection of essays in this book employs a rich and diverse range of concepts that resonate with its core concerns, some are common: media, 4representation, gender, gender equality, gender equity, gender mainstreaming, empowerment, and GBV. ‘Media’ is used as an umbrella term for all channels or means of general communication, news or information, or entertainment in society and includes broadcast (radio and television), newspapers, and such social media platforms as X, Facebook, and YouTube. Media are central in a democracy because they provide the information based on which individuals make their own decisions. The media monitor the health of a democracy by publishing reports, agendas, and threats, reporting political, social, and economic decisions, and shedding light on public opinion (Jjuuko, 2023). ‘Representation’ refers to how groups or identities of people, voices, events, stories, and issues are included or excluded and constructed in media reports (Jjuuko & Prinsloo, 2014). It draws attention to why some of these issues are recurrently represented – and exclusions – why others are constantly ignored and, thus, excluded (Jjuuko, 2023). The representations are recognised as selective and structured by the values and the discursive practices of media institutions.

Gender, gender equality, and equity have public concerns since United Nations (UN) General Assembly Resolution 31/136 established the UN Decade for Women (1975–1985) on 15 December 1975. The UN-sponsored initiatives, events, and programmes engaged issues affecting women on the global scale, including remuneration equity, gendered violence, land ownership, and human rights. Gender has been defined as the socially constructed characteristics of men, women, boys, and girls. They include, among others, the social, psychological, cultural, and behavioural traits of being a woman, man, or other gender identity, including sex-based social structures and gender expression. In this project, gender equality and equity are both understood in the context of social justice. Equality demands that all human beings, regardless of their gender, be free to develop their individual capacities and make choices without the restrictions set by stereotypes, unyielding gender roles, or prejudices. Equity describes impartiality of treatment for women and men, according to their respective needs, and the systems that support it (EIGE, 2017). ‘Gender mainstreaming’, a process of assessing the implications for women and men of any planned action, including legislation, policies, or programmes in any area and at all levels, has been an approach to foster gender equality and equity in several societies (ILO, 2022). Such efforts have led to women’s empowerment (Jjuuko & Njuguna, 2019a). The practice of ‘empowerment’ has motivated minority and underprivileged groups, such as rural women, to take control of their lives by giving people knowledge, skills, authority, and opportunity and holding them responsible and accountable for outcomes of their actions (Jjuuko & Njuguna, 2019a). Socially ascribed gender differences result in wide range of harmful actions perpetrated against people’s wills because of their gender, and this volume refers to all those actions as ‘gender-based violence’.



Aims and Rationale

This edited volume offers critical contributions to the study of media, gender equality and equity, and social justice in Sub-Saharan Africa. It conceptualises 5issues of gender representation, gender equality, and social inclusion within the framework of gender mainstreaming, as defined by the UN SDGs (Goal 8) as well as the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC, 2013), which advocates for the inclusion of all marginalised groups, not just women (p. 7). The book provides insights into gender norms, roles, and the inclusion of diverse perspectives – women, men, and minorities – in policymaking, planning, and decision-making processes. It problematises current gender imbalances in media institutions and the media’s role in representing these issues through national and regional ontologies and epistemologies. The various chapters showcase the wide range of considerations for media practitioners while researching or reporting on issues around gender in developing democracies and make significant contributions to our understandings of current trends and shifts in media representation. It brings together empirical research from several African countries – Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, Rwanda, South Africa, Tanzania, and Uganda – to add depth through regional diversity and cross-country analysis.

In short, this collection offers a comprehensive analysis of the common reference points for achieving gender inclusion in Sub-Saharan Africa and can be a vital resource for educators and scholars because it provides new knowledge on how gender issues like women’s leadership, political participation, and gender policies in media workplaces are framed within media discourses. Its approach aligns with the works of scholars like Gadzekpo (2009), who called for more feminist media scholarship in Africa, and more recent studies that explore the impact of economic and political factors on feminist media institutions (Adjin-Tettey, 2020; Dralega et al., 2016, 2022). Many contributions highlight the media’s potential role in fostering resilience among practitioners, particularly through its capacity to combat inequality and promote gender balance in society. By synthesising global perspectives with African realities, the volume offers both theoretical and practical vantage points on the intersection of media, gender, representation, and resilience.



Structure of the Book

The book is divided into two parts. Section I focuses on gender representation, construction, and portrayal and consists of eight chapters. Section 2 focuses on digital media spaces and gender empowerment and consists of seven chapters.

Chapter 1, titled ‘Conceptualising Participation as Representation, Interaction, and Engagement’, conceptualises ‘participation’ as representation, interaction, and engagement (RIE). Emilly Comfort Maractho and Solveig Omland trace the central concepts in the study of women’s participation in public life through the lens of the media and present and advocate for the RIE model. In Chapter 2 entitled, ‘How the Tanzanian Press Portrayed the Country’s First Female President Samia Suluhu Hassan in a Non-stereotypical Manner’, Theodorah S. Munisi and Terje Skjerdal disclose constructive journalism practices within the Tanzanian media landscape, highlighting a gender-sensitive portrayal of the country’s first female president, thereby challenging common socio-norms and previous studies. Denis Ikachoi’s and Joseph Njuguna’s Chapter 3 provides 6a content analysis of ‘Media Representations of Women Candidates in Kenya’s 2022 General Elections’. Their findings indicate that the frequency of coverage of female candidates was erratic and included only ‘popular’ candidates regularly, whereas male candidates frequently featured and dominated the front pages and editorials. In Chapter 4, ‘Critiquing Language and Discourse in “Rwanda 20 Years On: The Tragic Testimony of the Children of Rape” Newspaper Article’, Margaret Jjuuko demonstrates how the mode in which media represent events and subjects in conflict situations is likely to shape negative or positive views about them and have ideological effects on the represented. She argues that greater responsibility and ethical procedures are needed when reporting on sensitive matters related to such vulnerable groups as women and children. In Chapter 5 titled, ‘Unveiling Voices and Visibility: Women’s Engagement and Representation in Three Morning Prime-time Radio Shows in Accra, Ghana’, Theodora Dame Adjin-Tettey, Manfred Kofi Antwi Asuman, and Mary Selikem Ayim-Segbefia report on their insightful case study of three radio morning shows’ gender representations and women’s engagement in those prime morning radio shows. ‘Exploring the Affordance of Equality and Equal Opportunities to Female Journalists in Rwanda’s Media’ is undertaken in Chapter 6 by Margaret Jjuuko and Solveig Omland. They argue that gender mainstreaming in the Rwandan media should foster gender equality by developing capacity, inclusiveness, and non-discriminatory work environments. In a comprehensive review of literature on how abortion is communicated in the mass media, executed in Chapter 7, titled ‘Communicating Abortion in the Mass Media: A Literature Review of the Challenges and Possibilities’, Jeanne d’Arc Mukamana, Emma Durden, and Sarah Gibson systematically identify the challenges and possibilities as they unfold in literature. Aurelia Ayisi’s Chapter 8, ‘Mainstreaming Gender in Postgraduate Journalism and Communication Programmes in Ghana’, concludes Section I. She investigates whether and how gender issues are taught in journalism and communication post-graduate programmes in Ghana and advocates for a gendered responsive curriculum to address the missing links in balanced representation and improve the status of women in media.

Section II of the book focuses on the use and abuse of digital media platforms (including broadcast and social media) in addressing gender inclusion, equality, and GBV as well as examining ways of empowering young journalists. In Chapter 9, Eva Solomon’s ‘Digital Storytelling in Social Media: A Cultural Activity and a Media Style in Fighting Gender-based Violence in Tanzania’, draws on narrative and feminist theories to explore two key questions: What GBV themes are conveyed through DST, and how does DST help delineate GBV? In Chapter 10, ‘Gender Mainstreaming in AI-enhanced Journalism Practice, Education, and Research in African Contexts’, Carol Azungi Dralega identifies key gender-related issues in AI-enhanced media environments and proposes specific toolkits for gender mainstreaming. ‘Digital Safety: Perspectives from Women Journalists in Uganda’ by Fred Kakooza and Samuel Kazibwe in Chapter 11 highlights how digital spaces both empower women journalists and expose them to threats, violations, and harassment. Anne Anjao Eboi’s ‘YouTube Videos as Agents of Social Inclusion and Therapy Among Gender-based Violence Survivors’, analyses the 7portrayal of GBV in YouTube videos from a Kenyan perspective in Chapter 12. Chapter 13, titled ‘Community Radio in Building Resilience Against Gender-Based Violence in Tanzania: A Case of Radio Sengerema’, by Dianus Josephat Ishengoma, calls for more radio programmes on GBV, involving local leaders in broadcasts and educating the public on cultural barriers to women’s participation in decision-making. Joseph Njuguna reviews 17 journal articles on the empowerment of Kenyan women over the past decade, focussing on women from slums and rural, semi-arid areas in Chapter 14, titled ‘Community Radio as an Enabler of Women’s Empowerment in Kenya: A Systematic Review of Scholarly Evidence’. These women, often illiterate, information-poor, and culturally marginalised, possess significant untapped potential. Finally, in Chapter 15, ‘Gendered Power Relations and Culture of Silence: An Exploration of Female Interns’ Sexual Harassment Experiences in Nigerian Newsrooms’, Bimbo Lolade Fafowora investigates how female interns cope with sexual harassment and the policies available for victims to seek justice and empower future internees.

The authors are not only experts in media and gender studies but also advocates for social justice and human rights who bring personal and professional experiences of discrimination to their analyses. The collection contributes significantly to the scant literature on media’s representations of gender and related issues in Sub-Saharan Africa (including media institutions/newsrooms, media content, media curricula, among others) and is a rich resource for academics, media practitioners, policymakers, gender activists, and students. In short, these chapters will be valuable to anyone interested in identifying methodologies, procedures, and principles to make decision-making more deliberative such that men, women, and other minority groups can better connect their individual views to public debate that is non-discriminatory, inclusive, gender-sensitive, and open to diverse views.

For most media organisations in Sub-Saharan Africa, balanced gender representation is still a work in progress. Our contributors agree that concerted efforts to adequately sensitise stakeholders and measures to monitor and guide adherence are still crucial.
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Chapter 1
Conceptualising Participation as Representation, Interaction, and Engagement

Emilly Comfort Maracthoa and Solveig Omland b
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Abstract

This chapter presents and nuances central concepts in the study of women’s participation in public life through the lens of the media. It is the centrality of politics and power that has captured the attention of researchers using various frameworks in gender and media studies. Yet, a focus on the participation of women in public life, more generally, through the lens of media has been in short supply. People’s public life is often reflected in the media. Consequently, much research has been done to investigate how women are represented in the media, from content analysis, examinations of when and how they are sources, and studies into why women leave the newsroom, to name only some of the many research foci. Especially in a sub-Saharan context, research shows underrepresentation and misrepresentation of women through mediated platforms (Tamale, 1999). This chapter starts by asking whether there are additional or complementary approaches to understanding and getting more accurate insight into how women participate in public life. We conceptualise participation as representation, interaction, and engagement and present an approach to understanding and researching women in public life and media. We argue that these perspectives 12will give a more accurate understanding of women’s participation in public life, beyond politics and power.


Keywords: Participation; representation; interaction; engagement; women; media; public life



Introduction

This chapter presents central concepts in the study of women’s participation in public life, a well-researched topic that includes studies focussed on the interconnection between women, politics, and power, (Hughes et al., 2017), women and power in postcolonial Africa, and African women in politics and policymaking (Goetz & Hassim, 2003). Much research has been done to investigate how women are represented in the media from content analysis of women’s portrayal in media and gender responsiveness in media products (Litho et al., 2012) to when and how they are sources (UMWA, 2016) and why women leave the newsroom (Kaija, 2013), to name only some of the research foci. The centrality of politics and power has captured the attention of researchers using various frameworks, but the participation of women in public life, more generally, through the lens of media, has been in short supply. Research shows that there is underrepresentation and misrepresentation of women through mediated platforms, especially in a Sub-Saharan context (Tamale, 1999) where fewer women contribute to the ‘hard stories’ like politics, economics, and security in national news (UMWA, 2016) and much fewer women are engaged in public affairs talk shows (Maractho, 2019; Mwesige, 2009). This chapter begins by asking whether there are additional or complementary approaches to understanding and getting more accurate insight into how women are represented by and participate in media and public life. By combining a focus on representation, interaction, and engagement (RIE) and introducing the RIE model, we hope to offer a more comprehensive approach to understanding women’s participation in public life. We presume that research on women’s participation that does not sufficiently engage with the ideas of RIE collectively may result in an incomplete valuation. Each of these aspects is necessary but insufficient to fully understand the depth and extent of participation in any area of public life.

The model builds on doctoral work using grounded theory to investigate not only the frequency of women’s participation in media and public life but also the substance of their participation in a Ugandan context (Maractho, 2017). The three-phase research project comprised interviews with producers and presenters of 10 broadcast news media organisations, observation and content analysis of programmes run by the 10 media houses, and unstructured interviews targeting the life history of 25 women in public life, analysed using a grounded theory approach. The collected data for the development of the model focussed on six areas of women in public life: women in politics, public administration, medicine and public health, education and sports, business and economics, and law and 13advocacy. This rich data set helped expand the concept of participation while redefining the indicators of RIE.

This chapter further sharpens the RIE model and adds to the conversation on what it means to participate in public life and how it is often reflected through the media. The RIE model may present a fresh look at women’s participation in public life and give meaning to some of the valuable concepts and how they may be utilised for the study of gender and media and, broadly, for other areas of participation. It attempts to answer questions about who participates, how they participate, and why, where, and when they may participate. The chapter offers a redefinition of participation encompassing three other broad concepts – representation, interaction, and engagement – all as forms of participation to provide a more accurate understanding of and a more holistic framework for studying women’s participation in media and public life. This supplements existing contributions and is not intended as a comprehensive approach. We will first define the concept of participation and then demonstrate the value of the three concepts of the three-legged stool approach. Although the model emerged from research in a Ugandan context, we argue for its transferability to other contexts and foci of research.


The Concept of Participation

Participation is a politically ambivalent and definitionally vague buzzword that, despite being ‘irrevocably contaminated’ by its mainstreaming, has ‘been critical for decades in animating struggles for equality, rights and social justice’ (Cornwall & Brock, 2005, pp. 1056–1057). Participation means being able to speak ‘in one’s own voice, thereby simultaneously constructing and expressing one’s cultural identity through idiom and style’ (Fraser, 1990, p. 69). A perspective on participation from development studies we find helpful is the concept of ‘invited’ and ‘claimed’ spaces (Cornwall, 2002). Whereas invited space refers to a more formal event where development agents create events for stakeholders to contribute, claimed space involves the poor taking control of political processes without being invited in. For instance, women may mobilise votes to participate in politics (claimed space) or get appointed into public office (invited). These concepts help us understand women’s participation not only in public affairs programmes and public life but also in media. This chapter argues that participation is more than a manifestation of women’s voice and visibility in media (representation). It also includes women in public life through consultation and conversation on media (interaction) and their quest for equal rights and political agency through the involvement and influence of the state and society using the media (engagement).

Women’s participation in media is a multifaceted phenomenon. Roughly speaking, one can talk about two main areas of participation in media related to the kind of role that a woman plays, whether working in the media or contributing to media content (Maractho, 2017). Women in the media are professionals who contribute to media production and presentation in various ways, such as journalists, editors, researchers, managers, owners, and technical personnel. Women on the media describe those who are not employed by the media but contribute 14to setting the agenda on media through their work in public life and engagement in public debates. Utilising these non-exhausting categorisations might contribute to understanding their RIE (Fig. 1.1).

[image: Women's participation in mass media is divided into roles within media production, such as journalists and managers, and roles in representation as analysts and subjects.]
Long Description for Figure 1.1
Women’s participation in mass media is shown at the top and branches into two categories: women in the media and women on media. Under women in the media, there are three roles: journalists and artists, media owners, and media managers. Under women on media, there are three roles: analysts, subjects, and sources.


Fig. 1.1. Women’s Participation in the Mass Media.


Maractho (2017) presented three categories applicable to navigating the landscape of women in media: (a) journalists and artists (e.g. hosting guests, reporting, presenting, anchoring, and producing current and public affairs programmes); (b) media managers (e.g. editors and programme managers); and (c) media owners. Women on media are not employed by media and are not media professionals but may be analysts (commentators) consulted by the media to provide their expert views or opinions on matters of public affairs in areas where they may be involved, featured as subjects (or part of a story in which they have no voice), and sources (eyewitnesses and those in possession of information relevant for a story). They are women in public life. Both women in the media and on the media are important indicators of representation. This approach allows for representation beyond image or the portrayal of women, which has been given much research focus. Therefore, women’s representation in the mass media comprises women’s access to and presence in the mass media, as well as their contribution to the production and consumption of the mass media.




Women’s Participation in Public Life

Women’s participation in public life is a broad term that refers to their engagement in politics and policymaking. Fraser (1990, p. 70) argues that ‘the concept of a public presupposes a plurality of perspectives among those who participate within it, thereby allowing for internal differences and antagonisms, and likewise discouraging reified blocs’. However, Thompson (1995, p. 55) sees public life as founded on the recognition of mutual interests and networks of association and emphasises its hegemonic basis of public life. In categorising women in public life, the idea of interests and networks were crucial.

15From a Ugandan perspective, it is interesting to note that many strategies have been implemented in Uganda to increase women’s participation in public life, for example, affirmative action and gender mainstreaming. Nevertheless, it remains unclear how this integration is reflected in the media. Maractho’s (2017) analysis explored women’s participation in public life through extensive interviews and a life history approach to inform the reconceptualisation of participation as RIE.

Although limited, media coverage can indicate women’s participation in public life by highlighting their issues and roles as analysts and sources in public affairs. The absence of such representation suggests barriers for both women and the media despite the growing number of women in public life in Uganda. Six distinct areas were examined to assess women’s participation in public life, namely women in politics (both national and local), civil service, education and sports, business and economics, medicine and public health, and law and advocacy. These are not the only areas of public life but are indicative of a broader realm beyond politics that has dominated research on African women in general and Ugandan women in particular. This categorical framework is an analytical tool that disaggregates the women on media and helps identify which women are in and on media.

The data suggest that women’s participation in public life is better understood through the study of RIE, the three elements of the RIE model, each of which is a necessary but insufficient condition for an adequate analysis of participation in public life. We argue that this ‘three-legged stool’ anchored in the grounded theory work in a Ugandan context (Maractho, 2017) can contribute to further research and analysis of women’s participation in public life. This builds from Houle’s (2000) demonstration that ‘participation in public debate which challenges the expectations of women’s and men’s roles in society therefore offers an alternative route by which women can participate in redefining their social status’ (p. 149). As such, access to media that allows for participation becomes a gateway through which the media can play a meaningful role in changing the status of women. Participation is central for democratisation, development and public life. Because the modern media brings in a new kind of publicness beyond the traditional model (Thompson, 1995), it follows that our conception of participation should also change, to accommodate this new media.

The focus on negative portrayal of women politicians by female journalists (Tamale, 1999) relies on the assumption that women only weakly participate in media and public life, therefore victims of a male-dominated press, without recognising how much the mediated space has changed and affords better models of participation for women, beyond representation or stereotypical portrayal and symbolic annihilation, through interaction and engagement with the public now a common occurrence.


Representation

In cultural studies, representation is interpreted as discourse, or in other words, the process by which meaning is produced and exchanged between members of a culture (Foucault, 1980). Hall is best known for his work on ideology and representation which shaped cultural and media studies. In the politics of signification Hall (1980, 16p. 138) presents representation as a complex way in which the mass media present images and also engage in re-representing images with multiple meanings regarding race and ethnicity. Representation is further used to explain the gender gap in the media and why it matters by appreciating the differences in coverage of men and women. The concept and forms of political representation are greatly explored in the seminal work of political theorist Pitkin (1967), who describes it as the ‘continuing tension between ideal and achievement’ and argues that it behoves democracies to ‘construct institutions and train individuals in such a way that they engage in the pursuit of the public interest, the genuine representation of the public; and at the same time, to remain critical of those institutions and that training’ (p. 240). Pitkin proposes four distinct categories of representation: formalistic (authorisation and accountability), symbolic, descriptive, and substantive representation.

The marginalisation of women in media has long been debated and researched, and in an American context, the question of whether media coverage of women reinforces rather than challenges the dominant culture; their research showed that the representation contributed towards women’s marginalisation in public life (Norris, 1997). Sreberny-Mohammadi and Ross (1996) note that there has been a significant lacuna in the analysis of how media presentations of politics are gendered and impact not only democracy at large but also the best strategies to increase women’s political participation.

Some studies of women and media focus on the media’s portrayal of women, especially women in politics (Tamale, 1999). This research examines women’s representation in the media in terms of their visibility and voice. Instead of a singular focus on mass media, the study critically looks at women and how they negotiate for space ‘in’ and ‘on’ media. Studies from the Middle East provide rich examples of how women have used media to reconstruct feminism and gender issues and foster constitutional change (Sakr, 2004). In Uganda, women have relied more heavily on politics than media to advance their causes. This study assumes that such negotiations in public politics should be reflected in the media, yet women are underrepresented in media content in Uganda (Maractho, 2018). What emerged from Maractho’s (2017) data reconceptualised and addressed women’s participation from two angles: (a) access to and presence of women in broadcast media (visibility), and (b) the availability of women, gender, and women’s issues on media (voice). The determinants of women’s access to media, their presence, and which women are visible are crucial. For example, how many women are invited as guests and what range of public life do they represent? How many of the citizens who contribute to the talk shows are women and what areas of public life do they represent? What specific issues dominate the discussions related to women?

This chapter does not focus on any single form of representation but attempts to address the question of voice and visibility in analytical terms by integrating its different forms. Fig. 1.2 provides a conceptual measurement of representation using typological theory that can facilitate future research.

[image: A chart categorizes women's representation in media into four quadrants based on two variables: voice and visibility.]
Long Description for Figure 1.2
The vertical axis is labeled visibility, and the horizontal axis is labeled voice. The top left quadrant is labeled C, low voice, high visibility. The top right quadrant is labeled D , high voice, high visibility. The bottom left quadrant is labeled A, low voice, low visibility. The bottom right quadrant is labeled B, low visibility and high voice.


Fig. 1.2. Typology of Women’s Representation on Media.


Pitkin (1967) asks interesting questions about representation: When should men feel represented? What counts as evidence that they are represented (p. 9)? 17This section applies these questions to women. Women’s representation on media refers to the proportion of women compared to men in and on media, particularly in current and public affairs programmes. This representation is assessed by their physical presence (visibility) or through their voice. Visibility reflects not only the extent to which women are physically present but also the range of issues covered in the media that are of specific interest to women in particular or related to gender, for example, women’s rights and the marginalisation of women in society. Voice describes the range of women’s perspective in and on the media, directly or indirectly, to hold decision-makers accountable or to amplify issues relevant to women’s advancement.

Women’s representation in the media can be categorised into four types that are determined by the relationship between visibility and voice: low visibility and voice (A), low visibility and high voice (B), high visibility and low voice (C), and high visibility and voice (D). Policy action should aim at moving women from categories A, B, and C to D using strategies that reflect each group’s specific barriers to representation. Media serves as a lens to examine women’s participation in public life and its influence on that participation.

If women in and on media use their presence to amplify and promote women’s issues, then they have voice. What is more, the presence of a woman on a programme does not guarantee voice unless the topics discussed are about women, although their presence adds value by bringing in women’s perspective. For instance, two women might be hosting a show on the civil service and not ‘women’s issues’ or discussions about gender and women in particular. While women’s issues are not clearly defined, the term refers to issues that affect or are important to women, what the media often calls ‘soft’ issues related to such social services as health and education as well as family and religion. While visibility portends presence, voice is agency.

Although the focus here is on women in the media and on media, women are not solely responsible for visibility. Stories about women covered by men also increase visibility. Men who ‘speak for’ women are giving voice to women, too. All issues are gendered, and training matters for women in the media 18(Dralega et al., 2016). The question is whether participants on these programmes recognise and address gendered issues.



Interaction

Thompson (1995) identifies three types of interaction between people and media: (a) face-to-face interaction, which occurs in-person; (b) mediated interaction, which uses such technical mediums as letters and telephone; and (c) mediated quasi-interaction, which is unique to mass communication. Craig (2004) explores how politicians and the news media interact and the nature of the power of the media to flag the media’s value as a site for understanding participation in public life. This chapter presents interaction as adding value to representation through consultation and conversation and depicts who initiates contact. Interaction is crucial to capturing the ‘political interactivity or mediated real-time feedback between political actors and citizens’ that comprises both consultation and conversation. Indeed, as Davis and Owen (1998) argue:

what distinguishes these communication forms from more traditional ones, such as newspapers and nightly television news, is the degree to which they offer political discussion opportunities that attract public officials, candidates, citizens, and even members of the mainstream press corps. (p. 7)


New media enhances the public’s ability to become actors rather than merely spectators in media politics. This changes where we locate underrepresentation of women in the media because there are significant new opportunities available for women who had previously been excluded. Women can directly initiate and participate in media conversations through interactive affordances like text messages, call-in programmes, and social media chats that are embedded in programming. The RIE model emphasises ‘the interaction between women and media to explore how dominant meanings about gender are created and how audiences interpret what they see and hear’ (Sakr, 2004, p. 4). So which women are interacting with the mass media and in what ways (forms)?

[image: A chart showing four categories of women-media interaction based on levels of conversation and consultation.]
Long Description for Figure 1.3
A chart organizes women-media interaction into four labeled quadrants defined by two variables: consultation on the vertical axis and conversation on the horizontal axis. The top left quadrant is labeled C,  low conversation, high consultation. The top right quadrant is labeled D, high consultation, conversation. The bottom left quadrant is labeled A, low conversation, consultation. The bottom right quadrant is labeled B, low consultation, high conversation.


Fig. 1.3. Typology of Women–Media Interaction.


Fig. 1.3 presents a typology of interaction that identifies four categories of how that women–media interaction plays out: low consultation and conversation (A); low consultation and high conversation (B); high consultation and low conversation (C); and high consultation and conversation (D). Communication is a form of interaction, and media interactivity is an increasingly salient feature of the media in question and other cultural trends as digital technology proliferates. This framework assumes that the programmes studied are interactive and use new media in a way that reflects media convergence. Fig. 1.4 illustrates the suggested typology of women–media interactions.

[image: Women-media interaction consists of two main components: consultation and conversation. Consultation, described as media driven, includes sources and subjects. Conversation, described as women driven, includes analysts and audiences.]
Long Description for Figure 1.4
Women–media interaction consists of two main components: consultation and conversation. Consultation, described as media driven, includes sources and subjects. Conversation, described as women driven, includes analysts and audiences.


Fig. 1.4. Women–Media Interaction.


Women–media interaction is a function of both consultation (media-driven) and conversation (more often women-driven). In other words, interaction can redefine representation, enabling otherwise-excluded women to claim space in and on the media by joining the conversation in a variety of ways. This should 19demonstrate the pertinence to invited and claimed spaces (Cornwall, 2002) because women–media interaction addresses who initiates interaction. In consultation, the media include women by giving them a platform or covering women’s issues. It measures how often women are consulted and the range of women’s issues covered by the media, regardless of who is doing the actual reporting. Conversation refers to how and when women gain access to the media as citizens (analysts) and participants in public life (audiences) who use that access to increase their visibility and amplify their voices. Conversation is more dependent on women taking action (e.g. by either calling or engaging in newsworthy actions) that compel media to consult them.

Maractho (2017) showed that the women–media interaction most often involves women as sources, subjects, analysts, and audiences. Media-driven consultation of women depends on the media seeking women as sources and covering issues that make women the subjects of stories. Women who are not media workers may lack the opportunity to influence these choices. Conversation involves women participating in dialogue in or outside the media that shape their media presence. This can include active involvement in the discussion of politics, advocacy, 20and policy, so this approach allows for a deeper analysis than the assumptions in portrayal studies that only look at how women are re-represented in media text and images. As analysts, women often engage in activities outside the media that draw them into it. Women may buy airtime or produce advertisements to discuss issues. They can also get involved in the discussion through such other forms as calling into talk shows, using social media, and sending SMS text messages. The degree of media-driven versus women-driven interaction determines the extent and nature of interaction. Thus, conversation reflects women’s ability to use the media to shape gender and women’s issues and advocate for equal rights from both the state and society.



Engagement

When women gain access to the media and are both represented and interacting, how they use this platform to benefit women is a matter of engagement. Engagement has ‘rich potential for illuminating ways in which women are empowered or disempowered’ (Sakr, 2004, p. 12). Women’s engagement with the media is the ability of women to use the media through the current and public affairs programmes to influence policy and initiate state and societal responses to women’s demands. For example, despite many challenges, Iranian women used the press to question gender constructions and gender relations and to call for a radical rethinking of law, policy, and the constitution, and similar trends of women’s struggle for engagement with the press were seen throughout the Middle East (Khiabany & Sreberny, 2004, p. 15). Research on the Ugandan context indicates that after 1986, when the National Resistance Movement came to power, women’s organisations began to engage with the media to address the negative portrayal of women and the underrepresentation of women’s issues (Mukama, 2002, p. 148). This led to improved media representation of women and coverage of women’s issues.

However, some questions remain unanswered in the literature. Based on the now-available data, we reconceptualise engagement as involvement and influence in shaping public debate and policy by critiquing state and societal structures that marginalise women through the media. This engagement promotes women’s rights in the media and on media when they use it to question negative gender constructions and gender relations. There are four potential scenarios: low involvement and influence (A); low involvement and high influence (B); high involvement and low influence (C); and high involvement and influence (D). Figs. 1.5 and 1.6 illustrate this typology of engagement and women’s engagement with the media in relation to the state, society and public life.

[image: Typology of women's engagement with media based on levels of involvement and influence.]
Long Description for Figure 1.5
The typology of women’s engagement with media is presented in four categories formed by two axes. The vertical axis is labeled involvement and is divided into low and high. The horizontal axis is labeled influence and is also divided into low and high. In the lower left section labeled A, women are described as having low involvement and low influence. In the lower right section labeled B, women have low involvement and high influence. In the upper left section labeled C, women have low influence and high involvement. In the upper right section labeled D, women have high influence and high involvement.


Fig. 1.5. Typology of Women’s Engagement with Media.


[image: Women's engagement with media is divided into two categories: involvement and influence. Under involvement, there are two domains labeled mass media and public life. Under influence, there are two domains labeled society with practices in parentheses and state with policy in parentheses.]
Long Description for Figure 1.6
Women's engagement with media is divided into two categories: involvement and influence. Under involvement, there are two domains labeled mass media and public life. Under influence, there are two domains labeled society with practices in parentheses and state with policy in parentheses.


Fig. 1.6. Women’s Engagement with the Media.


Involvement and influence are characterised by whether women’s representation and interaction with media are media- or women-driven. Involvement can occur without creating direct change, whereas influence creates change. What is critical here is that engagement is a product of representation (visibility and voice) and interaction (consultation and conversation). There are not only two points of involvement, that is, in mass media and public life, but also two areas of influence, that is, of the society through its practices and of the state through policy. 21An analysis of these two factors demonstrates the nature of women’s engagement with the media and the extent of their success.




The RIE Model for Research

Our aim for this chapter is to contribute perspectives and a model that illustrates the nature and extent of women’s participation in mass media as an independent variable that, in turn, impacts women’s participation in public life, the dependent variable. RIE are necessary but insufficient conditions for influencing women’s participation in public life. Such external issues as policy, legal, institutional, and regulatory frameworks for both the media and public spheres also influence women’s participation.

Study of representation without consideration of interactive media will overlook the new opportunities it affords women that, in turn, increase their representation on media. A study of interaction without consideration of who initiates a consultation or conversation may also miss crucial dynamics. And looking only at representation and interaction, we will likely overlook the variety of ways in 22which women are involved in and influence the public space that, in turn, lead to their representation and interaction with media. Participation conceptualised as RIE provides a more holistic picture of women’s participation.

We theorise that effective RIE in and on mass media facilitates women’s participation in public life. These three dimensions of participation intersect to function and complement each other. What is more, they represent levels of participation, starting with representation, moving through interaction, and culminating in engagement, the final stage that influences policy and drives change for women. The degree of influence of participation in public life depends on the quality of each of these three factors. Ultimately, women’s participation in the mass media increases women’s participation in public life (Fig. 1.7).

[image: The R I E model connects women's participation in media and public life through representation, interaction, engagement, and policy relevance.]
Long Description for Figure 1.7
The R I E model includes six main elements: representation, interaction, engagement, policy relevance, women’s participation in mass media labeled as W P M M, and women’s participation in public life labeled as W P P L. Arrows connect representation to interaction and engagement. Interaction connects to W P M M and W P P L. Engagement links to W P M M, and W P P L. Policy relevance connects to W P M M, and W P P L. W P P L is additionally influenced by two external components: one labeled policy, legal, institutional and regulatory frameworks, and the other labeled theoretical and modelling implications. Representation includes visibility and voice. Interaction includes consultation and conversation. Engagement includes involvement and influence.


Fig. 1.7. The RIE Model.




Conclusion

This conceptualisation of representation is a step towards creating an analytical tool for research on women’s participation in media and public life. Giving meaning to the many concepts used in this research is of paramount importance. The chapter unpacks several concepts and discusses the dimensions and also the indicators of the concepts as derived from data and refined by literature. 23A diagrammatical presentation of the conceptual framework that can be used for the analysis of participation as RIE is introduced. The relationships are clearly marked out with arrows. The key assumption, at this point, is that the mass media influences women’s participation in public life and that depends on the nature and extent of participation conceptualised as representation, interaction, and engagement.
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Abstract

Despite increased visibility, women politicians continue to confront gender stereotypes perpetuated by biases in media coverage and systemic barriers. This study investigates the gender representation of Tanzania’s first female president, Samia Suluhu Hassan, in local newspaper coverage. The study asks two primary research questions: how prominent were the news articles about President Hassan and how was she portrayed in those articles? The quantitative content analysis of 414 news articles that appeared in the state-owned HabariLeo daily newspaper and the privately owned Mwananchi daily newspaper from March 2021 to March 2022 revealed slightly different approaches to President Hassan’s visibility and portrayal. Whereas HabariLeo prioritised the president’s visibility with front-page placement, Mwananchi offered more in-depth, below-the-fold analysis. The study establishes that ownership, editorial policy, and sociocultural constructs influence the newspapers’ coverage. The study unveils not only positive gender representations of the president emphasising her authority and competence but also minor stereotypical representations in the coverage consistent with how President Hassan presented herself to the 26public using traditional gender roles. Overall, the study unearths favourable journalistic practices within the Tanzanian media landscape and a gender-sensitive portrayal of the country’s first female president that challenges not only entrenched traditional socionorms but also previous research.
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Introduction

The portrayal of women politicians in the media has become central to global discussions in our era of significant sociopolitical shifts and evolving perspectives on gender equality. Female politicians have undoubtedly gained visibility in the media coverage, yet their representation is still subject to biases in reporting and systematic barriers within the media industry and society writ large. Gendered imbalances are particularly evident in traditional societies where the media are accused of applying double standards to female and male politicians when they, for example, showcase the private lives and appearances of women politicians and induce emotional attachment. Unequal gender representation and biased coverage, however, are? evident also in international media portrayals of women in power, including heads of state, who have become subjects of biased media coverage (Zamfirache, 2010). Former German Chancellor Angela Merkel, former Prime Minister of New Zealand Jacinda Ardern, former Prime Minister of the United Kingdom Theresa May, former President of Liberia Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, and former Vice President of the United States Kamala Harris have all been stereotyped by local as well as global media. Women in leadership often face negative media portrayals that disproportionately emphasise personal attributes over other contributions to governance (Geertsema-Sligh, 2018; Raicheva-Stover & Ibroscheva, 2014; Van der Pas & Aaldering, 2020). The male politician is portrayed as a natural fit, whereas the female politician is portrayed as a contradiction or an oddity, as illustrated by such name-calling as ‘Iron-lady’ and ‘Superwoman’ (Aalberg & Strömbäck, 2010).

This chapter focuses on Tanzania to extend scholarship on media representations of female politicians with a non-Western point of view. Traditionally characterised by its patriarchal structures (Johannessen, 2006), Tanzanian politics experienced a significant transformation with the succession of its first female president in 2021. Samia Suluhu Hassan ascended from the position of vice president after the sudden death of her predecessor, President John Magufuli, during the Covid-19 pandemic in March 2021. The new president was soon celebrated for her government’s proactive policies against the pandemic and a softer stance on civil society and the media, although restraints against the political opposition were sustained (Committee to Protect Journalists, 2024). Hassan is one of only a handful of women who have served as the head of an African state. At the time of writing (March 2025), Samia Suluhu Hassan is the only woman among 54 heads of state on the continent besides President Netumbo Nandi-Ndaitwah of Namibia.

27The Tanzanian media landscape, shaped by historical, cultural, and societal norms, has traditionally operated within a patriarchal framework that mirrors male-dominated decision-making structures. In other words, Tanzanian media have often upheld gendered norms when covering female politicians (Johannessen, 2006). What is more, both public and privately owned media have faced challenges related to democracy, accountability, transparency, and independence, particularly during male presidencies. Prior to President Samia Suluhu Hassan’s leadership, restrictive legislation like the Media Services Act (2016), along with media outlet closures, journalist intimidation, and online repression, hindered media freedoms (Holmén, 2023). This study examines President Hassan’s representation in the state-owned HabariLeo and privately owned Mwananchi newspapers within her first year in office, from March 2021 to March 2022, using quantitative content analysis to explore her coverage’s prominence and portrayal, including its portrayal of her leadership style, gender role, and personal life.


Female Voices in the Media

Women’s voices in the media are consistently underrepresented as sources, content producers, and commentators (Akpabio, 2017; Lukanda, 2021; Mitchelstein et al., 2020). In Tanzania, women constitute only 21% of quoted sources, aligning closely with the 22% average across Africa (Who Makes the News?, 2021). Globally, women represent about 25% of news sources. What is more, female voices are largely confined to softer topics, like gender equality and gender-based violence, whereas male voices dominate areas like politics, finance, and science. For example, women in Uganda are often marginalised in science coverage; although women author 23% of science stories, they feature as sources in just 5% (Lukanda, 2021). In Argentina, women are particularly underrepresented in popular beats like sports, politics, and crime reporting (Mitchelstein et al., 2020). Some Eastern European countries, however, show higher female representation (Josephi et al., 2019). For instance, Slovakia leads with 51% female authorship, followed by Czechia and Poland, though Hungary lags behind (Shevchuck et al., 2022). Research by the Global Media Monitoring Project, which has studied gender representation in multiple countries at five-year intervals since 1995, reveals that women are still often limited to sharing personal experiences, voicing popular opinions and offering witness accounts, rather than holding authoritative roles (Who Makes the News?, 2021). While there have been some advances in representation, ongoing challenges like objectification and stereotyping underscore the need for further progress towards gender equality in media portrayal.

Global research indicates that as societal attitudes and gender norms have evolved, progress has indeed been made towards more inclusive portrayals of women (Zamfirache, 2010), and initiatives like the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goal for gender equality have played important roles in challenging media stereotypes (Goswami et al., 2023). Stereotypes and reinforcement of traditional gender roles, however, remain prevalent, with women typically portrayed as caregivers, excessively emotional, or overly focused on appearance, while men are portrayed as dominant, strong, and independent (Santoniccolo et al., 2023). 28In Tanzania, for instance, Mwananchi often depicts women as caregivers, victims, or sexual objects (Juppi et al., 2014). Similarly, in the Tanzanian tabloid Ijumaa, women are frequently portrayed as sexual objects (Elias, 2018). While sociocultural factors influence these portrayals, there is also potential to challenge these stereotypes when women are shown in positions of power, successful careers, and active citizenship (Juppi et al., 2014).



Representation of Female Politicians

The portrayal of female politicians in news media often focuses disproportionately on their personal lives, appearance (both their physical features and such choices as hairstyle and dress), and family roles rather than their political achievements or policy positions. This tendency reinforces gender stereotypes, undermines credibility, and diminishes professional accomplishments (Sheeler & Anderson, 2013). In Bulgaria, for instance, female politicians are portrayed as women first and politicians second, and in Hong Kong, they are often depicted as idealised figures balancing leadership with traditional femininity (Raicheva-Stover & Ibroscheva, 2014). A study on media portrayals in Kenya highlights similar biases and the use of narratives that emphasise patriarchy, family roles, and controversy (Nduva, 2016). This focus on appearance denigrates their political competence and influences public perception.

Media narratives often depict female politicians as embodying maternal qualities, attributing traits like empathy, resilience, and communication skills to them (Garcia-Blanco & Wahl-Jørgensen, 2012). This is evident in coverage of leaders like former presidents Joyce Banda of Malawi and Ellen Johnson Sirleaf of Liberia, where themes of motherhood and leadership intertwine (Sihvonen, 2016). For instance, Big Issue Magazine in Malawi framed Banda as a nurturing figure, suggesting that her maternal instincts would safeguard the nation (Sihvonen, 2016). While motherhood may enhance public appeal and approachability, such portrayals also reinforce stereotypes that limit perceptions of female politicians. Studies indicate that women in top political roles face intensified scrutiny of their appearance and personal lives, with less emphasis on their political agendas (Aaldering & Van der Pas, 2020; Falk, 2010). Even in digital media, coverage of figures like President Hassan focuses on style and tone over leadership abilities, perpetuating biases that prioritise gender over competence (Solomon, 2023). This media framing of female leaders as ‘female presidents’ rather than simply ‘presidents’ contributes to societal norms that undervalue women’s leadership by reinforcing gendered perceptions (Anderson et al., 2011).




Women in Tanzanian Politics

Women’s involvement in Tanzanian politics can be traced back to the struggle for independence from 1954 to 1961, when the Tanganyika African National Union (TANU) party was formed under the leadership of Julius Nyerere (Coulson, 2013). Thanks in large part to the work of activist, freedom fighter, and long-time 29supporter of Nyerere, Bibi Titi Mohamed, a separate women’s section was formed within TANU to assist in the struggle for independence (Geiger, 1987), but no woman was appointed to the first Cabinet (Kairuki, 2018). In the 1980s, the Tanzanian government incorporated affirmative action to increase women’s participation in the legislative assembly. In 1997, the constitution of Tanzania was amended to raise the proportion of female representation to 15% in Parliament and 25% in local councils (Meena et al., 2017). In 2020, the proportionate requirement was increased to 20% and 33%, respectively, and more women began to serve as ministers. In 2015, John Pombe Magufuli selected Samia Suluhu Hassan as his presidential running mate due, and the pair were re-elected in 2020. Despite the progress made in the political system in Tanzania, women politicians encounter persistent challenges emanating from entrenched sociocultural constructs and patriarchal systems (Makulilo, 2020). Hassan never ran for president. She was sworn in two days after President Magufuli’s death on 17 March 2021. This marked a new era in the political system in Tanzania, and it also made history as the first country in East Africa with a female president.

Tanzania’s media system has gone through four major phases: the German colonial phase (1885–1919), the British colonial phase (1919–1961), the post-colonial phase (or socialism phase, 1961–1992), and the democratisation phase (1992–present) (Sturmer & Rioba, 1998). After independence, the Tanzanian press was used to facilitate socialist ujamaa principles, whereas independent outlets were established with their own editorial policies during the democratisation phase. The establishment of the Tanzania Media Women’s Association in 1987 aimed to increase women’s participation at decision-making levels in the media. The formation of pressure groups like the Tanzania Gender Networking Programme in 1993 and the Media Council of Tanzania (MCT) in 1997 aimed to bring a new perspective to news coverage (Mushi, 2012). These initiatives have played a crucial role in promoting equal gender representation and encouraging women’s involvement in the media. Yet the Tanzanian media still face significant challenges in the 21st century, some caused by poor quality journalism and some by infringements enforced by different presidents. News selection in Tanzania reflects assumptions about women’s roles and status in society. A 2006 study found that when women appeared in the local media, 25% of the stories were about society (including politics), 36% about gender violence and harassment, 21% about relationships, and 18% about extraordinary women (Johannessen, 2006, p. 120). A 2013 study reported that male politicians featured more prominently in news articles and were quoted more than four times as often as their female counterparts (Juppi et al., 2014).

The violation of media freedom in Tanzania gained momentum during Magufuli’s presidency (Cheeseman et al., 2021). Several laws were introduced that oppressed media freedom, including the Media Services Act of 2016. Newspaper licences were revoked for criticising the government, media outlets were suspended, and journalists were arrested and even abducted (Holmén, 2023). However, an Afrobarometer (2024) report lists Tanzania as a champion of media freedom in Africa from 2021 to 2023. This finding reflects how after President Hassan assumed office, her government amended policies in favour of media 30freedom. For example, four newspapers were reissued with publishing licences and the ban on specific online channels has been lifted (Holmén, 2023). Nevertheless, direct and indirect political interference remains well known, and the impact of the traditional cultural norms cannot be downplayed.



Method

This study utilised quantitative content analysis to determine the prominence and portrayal of President Hassan in the local news. Replicability was guaranteed by employing standardised coding schemes and procedures. Two newspapers were purposively selected on the grounds that Mwananchi is a private newspaper and HabariLeo is a government-run newspaper. Both newspapers are published in Swahili, the official and most common native language in Tanzania. Mwananchi has a daily circulation of 32,000 newspapers, whereas HabariLeo, the government newspaper, distributes 6,500 copies daily (MCT, 2022). Both these newspapers are also relatively young. Although there was no private press before the adoption of multiparty democracy in Tanzania in 1992, by 2018, 175 newspapers were registered. Established in 1999, the private outlet Mwananchi has a slightly longer history than HabariLeo, founded in 2006. The most prominent independent publisher today is Mwananchi Communication Limited, a subsidiary of the Kenya-based Nation Media Group, and Mwananchi applies the same editorial policy as the group’s publications in Kenya: to inform, educate and entertain its consumers (Primary data). Tanzanian Standard Newspapers, a state-owned organisation, publish HabariLeo. Both newspapers are headquartered in Dar es Salaam but have nation-wide circulation.

Systematic sampling identified 414 news articles from the two dailies (267 articles from HabariLeo and 147 from Mwananchi). All articles were published in the first year of President Hassan’s term, from 19 March 2021 to 31 March 2022 and explicitly referred to the president in the headline. Only one news article was selected from each newspaper per day to avoid a sample too large for analysis. A systematic approach to article selection was followed: The article was ideally a front-page, leading news story about President Hassan. If there was no leading story about the president, then a secondary front-page story was used. When there was no story about the president on the front page, we shifted to the subsequent pages of the newspaper. When there was no news story about President Hassan in an issue, two stories were selected from one of the two following days. The search for a replacement article ended on the third day. This technique gathered 414 news articles for analysis over the 377 days.

Each story was coded using a predetermined codebook comprising variables in eight groups:


	Formal aspects and context data (e.g. date, title of article, and name and gender of author).


	News article salience as measured by size, photo, and the placement of article.


	Sources.


	Portrayal of gender roles.


	Description of appearance and personal life.


	31Photos and image characteristics.


	Description of leadership qualities.


	Journalists’ gender and its significance.




The second and third variables address research question one (prominence), and the fourth to eighth variables address research question two (portrayal of the president).

Two coders used SPSS to assign codes. About 10% of the 414 articles were pre-tested, and another 10% were coded for an intercoder reliability test that revealed confusion about the meaning of variables and which were mutually exclusive. After the coding variables were improved, a second intercoder reliability test resulted in kappa scores for front page (0.873), size of news articles (1.000), photo (1.000), topic (0.798), main source (0.884), main source gender (0.947), photo situation (0.937), and photo shots (0.934). Other variables were not tested because the kappa score is sensitive to skewed variables, that is, variables rarely present in the sample.


President Hassan’s Prominence

Our findings indicate a considerable difference in the prominence that each outlet gave to articles about President Hassan. Almost 70% of the stories concerning the president appeared as the main story on the front page of state-owned HabariLeo as compared to only 25% for Mwananchi. What is more, only 18% of HabariLeo issues had no front-page story about the president as compared to 54% for Nation Media’s Mwananchi. Thus, although the president is highly visible in both newspapers, the government-affiliated outlet prioritises stories about her and her government. Placing President Hassan on the front page of the state-owned newspaper not only increases the head of state’s visibility but also normalises women with executive power. The lower visibility of President Hassan in Mwananchi is arguably consistent with the Nation Media Group’s editorial policy that its outlets should ‘not be driven by personal agendas nor practice excessive and continuous personality-based journalism, but instead, they will practice issue-based journalism’ (Nation Media Group, 2018). Studies conducted in Kenya, Ghana, and Nigeria show that women politicians are less featured on front pages not only because of policy directives but also because women rarely engage with the media and coverage is focused on a few powerful men (Osei-Appiah, 2019; Thuo, 2012). This finding likely reflects the differences in ownership and editorial policy between HabariLeo and Mwananchi (Fig. 2.1).

[image: Front pages of HabariLeo and Mwananchi newspapers display large photographs of a woman in public office, accompanied by bold headlines and multiple related articles.]
Long Description for Figure 2.1
The left page is from HabariLeo dated 11 October 2021, showing a large photograph of a woman in formal attire standing at a podium with microphones and the Tanzanian coat of arms. The bold headline reads Kishindo cha Samia. A man in uniform is behind her and several smaller sections with news articles, headlines, and inset photos are arranged around the main image. The right page is from Mwananchi dated 28 June 2021, with a large front-facing photo of the same woman wearing sunglasses and a headscarf, holding a microphone and gesturing with her hand. The bold headline reads 100 za kishindo. Several article snippets and smaller photos are placed around the central image. Both newspaper covers focus on political visibility and highlight the same public figure across both publications.


Fig. 2.1. Examples of Front-page Visibility in the Two Newspapers. Sources: HabariLeo 11 October 2021 and Mwananchi 28 June 2021.


Most of the 414 news articles occupied less than a page (94% for HabariLeo and 69% for Mwananchi). Although HabariLeo provides higher front-page visibility, it did not offer more in-depth coverage. Indeed, Spurk and Katunzi (2019) found that the government newspaper avoided in-depth stories and explained the root causes of an issue in only 20% of its articles as compared to 32% of articles in Mwananchi. This difference in reporting is also evident in the sources. On the one hand, the two HabariLeo articles that were longer than a page mainly sourced the president, with only a few paragraphs including opinions from officials, experts, and citizens. On the other hand, Mwananchi, which published 17 articles longer 32than one page, included more research-based and statistical information as well as quotes from experts and the opposition. As a state-owned media outlet, HabariLeo may have an editorial policy that focuses on routine promotion of the president and downplays critical analysis to control the narrative around her leadership.



The Portrayal of President Hassan in News Articles

A count of the topics shows that leadership and politics dominate the articles about President Hassan in HabariLeo (39%) and Mwananchi (48%), followed by economics (18% vs 14%), diplomacy (14% vs 10%), and development (11% vs 14%). This diversity of topics enhances President Hassan’s visibility around issues traditionally considered masculine. These findings contrast with studies elsewhere that suggest coverage of female politicians often focuses on soft and minor topics. For example, female politicians in the United States only received more coverage than their male counterparts in education and legislation, whereas male politicians dominated in stories about national security, economy, and technology (Andrich & Domahidi, 2024). Women leaders in Kenya were most visible in print media content about such topics as family, sexuality, and gender (Nduva, 2016).

President Hassan appeared as the main informant in most news articles (61% for HabariLeo and 69% for Mwananchi), followed by government officials and civil servants for the state-owned newspaper, and political parties and foreign political bodies for the private newspaper. Additional sources like citizens and healthcare personnel had little to no coverage in either newspaper. Historically, women in positions of power have often faced marginalisation or the overshadowing 33of their voices in media coverage (Makulilo, 2020). Studies show that women in power are underrepresented, for example, across West African media (Osei-Appiah, 2019), but President Hassan’s substantial presence as the main source in both the state-affiliated and independent newspaper underscores her as a key figure shaping the public agenda in Tanzania.

The vast majority of news articles, 96% in HabariLeo and 98% in Mwananchi, did not attach gender role traits to the president at all. Traits such as feminine, mother figure, and housewife were conveyed by only 2% of the articles. An even smaller proportion of the articles made use of adjectives like kind, caring, and compassionate. The few cases in HabariLeo and Mwananchi that did attach gender role traits to President Hassan were dominated by quotations by the president who referred to herself in gender terms:

My people, I am a mother, and mother is a caregiver. However, there is a Swahili saying that a poor man is not fond of their child. It means that even if you want your child to look good, you will appear as if you do not love them, yet there is a way to make them look good. (HabariLeo, 2 May 2021, translated from Swahili)


This contrasts sharply with the coverage of Joyce Banda and Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, whose presidencies were framed as motherhood by both the local and international media (Sihvonen, 2016).

The count of attributives ascribed to President Hassan is demonstrative of this difference. Nearly 90% of the references to her by her name and official title employ the gender-neutral term ‘president’ (Rais Samia), and in only 3–4% of the stories is the title supplemented with the prefix ‘female’ (‘female president’/rais mwanamke) that underlines the uncommonness of the president’s gender. It is hard to imagine a newspaper article that would refer to ‘male president’ Magufuli, for example. The prefix ‘female’ brings attention to the personal side of the president in a way that a man would rarely experience, as does the newspapers’ preference to refer to her by her first name, Samia. Importantly, the instances of ‘female president’ in the data set are all with positive connotations. What is more, ‘mama’ is occasionally used (comprising 6% of all attributions in HabariLeo and 10% in Mwananchi), a term that emphasises Samia’s relatability and approachability as a leader. And again, the use of both ‘mama’ and ‘female president’ often came from President Hassan herself who referred to herself as ‘mama’ eight times and as ‘female president’ thrice. For example, when urging people to take the Covid-19 vaccine in July 2021, she appealed to the audience by pointing out that she is a mother (‘mama’) of four children, a wife, and a grandmother (HabariLeo, 29 July 2021). What we notice is that gender-specific attributes are used supportively in the studied material rather than as a means to frame the female gender negatively.

The data set included very few cases of articles that covered President Hassan’s physical appearance and looks – only five articles among the 414. An article that appeared in Mwananchi on 9 December 2021 reads: ‘President Samia, who was wearing a smart dress and a red scarf, did not speak much’. One could speculate whether her wardrobe would have been commented on had she been a male 34president, but, once more, it is interesting to note that two of these references to her appearance came from the president herself. In a statement in HabariLeo 2 April 2021, for example, Hassan underlined that she has ‘real colours’ for any who doubted that she is genuinely African. Although the statement alludes to physical appearance, it is hardly a strongly gendered use of figurative language. This almost non-existent reference to physical appearance in Tanzanian media coverage contrasts sharply with studies conducted elsewhere. For example, Anderson et al. (2011) found that after Johnson Sirleaf was elected president in Liberia, her style became newsworthy. An example they give is a 2006 article in the Washington Post which described the president’s clothing style as ‘royal’, ‘simple’, and ‘modest’.



Visual Representation

We also analysed the visual representations of President Hassan in the data set of 414 articles by type (Table 2.1). Most articles in both newspapers included photos – 72% in HabariLeo and 83% in Mwananchi. The photos varied; some were close-ups, while others showed the president at a distance as part of a group. Most images portrayed President Hassan positively: as authoritative, decisive, and serious when giving speeches, or as friendly, happy, and calm when interacting with the general public. This contrasts with visuals in the Malawian press, where cartoons depicted former President Joyce Banda as indecisive, inefficient, and clueless, which Chikaipa (2019) argues reinforced gender stereotypes. The most common type of photograph in both newspapers was a shot of the president standing to give a public speech, either in the parliament or in another setting, but the president’s formal and authoritative role is emphasised in the other types of photographs as well. The ‘other’ category comprised photographs of the president; for example, inspecting parades, visiting markets, or standing.

Table 2.1. Photos of President Hassan by Context.


	Context

	Percentage of Photos




	HabariLeo

	Mwananchi






	Giving speeches

	31

	36




	State visits, diplomacy

	14

	13




	Social and cultural events

	7

	6




	Project launch/visit

	5

	2




	Official portraits

	4

	1




	Press conference

	0

	0




	Other

	11

	25




	No photo

	28

	17




	Total

	100

	100






35A closer look at each photo would be necessary to disentangle how the images visualise features that might empower or disempower female politicians and require more in-depth analysis of the many photos here than space constraints allow. Instead, we focus on two types of photographs that we identified as representative of the overall visuals published in the two newspapers. The first is taken during an administrative meeting, when President Hassan addresses government officials or similar groups. Her facial expression is serious and determined. Her sturdy posture expresses the president’s high power and authority towards her audience. Hassan is also often represented using hand gestures actively in these photographs, apparently explaining a situation or elaborating on a viewpoint, and a speaker’s activeness, rationality, and assertiveness signify masculinity (Gillian, 2001).

The other typical photo situation is of the president out in public and in a crowd. In these photographs, Hassan expresses calmness and happiness. These kinds of photographs include a wide range of expressions and gestures to display direct engagement with the crowd members, like thumbs ups, waving to the crowd, and meeting people with a smile. Friendly and humble gestures like these are traditionally linked to femininity (Gillian, 2001). We conclude that the photos of President Hassan contain both feminine and masculine expressions.



Portrayal of Leadership Qualities

Most of the articles (84% in HabariLeo and 87% in Mwananchi) attributed no specific leadership style to President Hassan. When leadership qualities are mentioned, they were most likely to describe the president as transparent and inclusive and less frequently as a problem-solver, decisive, inspirational, visionary, or an effective communicator. Her leadership is described in negative terms in only two of the 414 articles in the data set, both of which were published in Mwananchi, as part of a longer quote from opposition candidates who accuse the president of being authoritarian and unaccountable. Almost 70% of the news articles portray the president as assertive (positive); for example, by describing her as accountable or quoting citizens who praise her work. No articles from HabariLeo portrayed President Hassan as passive (negative), and only 6% of the Mwananchi articles include claims that she is unassertive. Thus, in the majority of the news articles, President Hassan is portrayed as a state leader who keeps her promises, implements her policies, listens to others, and deserves praise for being strategic and innovative. Overall, however, we found that the media paid little attention to leadership qualities and focused instead on the president’s regular activities such as official visits.

Our final research question asked to what extent the gender of the journalist had an impact on the reporting. Previous research from Argentina (Mitchelstein et al., 2020) and Central Europe (Shevchuck et al., 2022) suggests that female journalists covering politics are few because they are more often assigned to soft topics. Our findings indicate that when identifiable, there were nearly as many female journalists as male journalists covering presidential affairs in HabariLeo (19% vs 21%). Female journalists were fewer in Mwananchi (7% vs 16%). The gender ratio 36in the overall Tanzanian media favours men – 55% versus 45% (Josephi et al., 2019). The study coded eight different beats but found no systematic gender pattern. There were more male than female bylines among the stories focussing on leadership qualities, but the numbers were low and revealed no meaningful gender difference. Overall, the quantitative material indicates that the gender of the journalist did not have a significant impact on the portrayal of the president.




Summary and Conclusion

This chapter examined the representation of Tanzania’s first female president, Samia Suluhu Hassan, in a state-owned newspaper, HabariLeo, and a private outlet, Mwananchi. The president was featured more prominently by the government outlet, but the private outlet provided more in-depth analysis. The study found few cases of stereotypes directed towards President Hassan in terms of topics selected, gender role traits, titles, leadership qualities and focus on appearance and looks. Indeed, despite Hassan’s status as the first female president of Tanzania, the coverage tended to downplay or overlook leadership attributes typically associated with gender, and the reporting prioritised such traditionally masculine topics as leadership, politics, and economics. In the few instances where the president was portrayed in female-stereotypical terms, for example, as feminine, a mother-figure, kind, and compassionate, the references most often came from the president herself. In other words, our findings suggest that her use of stereotypes is strategically deployed for the political advantage to be gained from how being a woman sets her apart from the previous presidents. The media themselves paid little attention to President Hassan’s personal life.

The overall impression is that both newspapers portrayed Hassan as a capable leader and that the representation of the country’s first female president is positive overall. The reporting focuses on leadership over personal characteristics and did not employ references to trivialise or degrade women’s political activity. These findings contrast previous scholarship about how the efforts of women politicians are trivialised by the press (Falk, 2010), how female politicians are featured in soft-policy issues rather than in topics like national security and economy (Andrich & Domahidi, 2024) and that female politicians receive more attention for their physical appearance and personal life (Van der Pas & Aaldering, 2020). We are not, however, suggesting that the non-stereotypical portrayal of President Hassan in the Tanzanian media can be generalised to the coverage of all female politicians in Tanzania – Hassan is the nation’s leader, and this exceptional role likely at least partially explains why she is treated professionally rather than stereotypically. Her age and decades of experience may also be a relevant factor. When Hassan was sworn in, she was 61 and already had a long, successful career in politics. The media representation could very well have been different had an unmarried woman in her 30s taken up the presidency. Consider, for example, how marriage and motherhood were prominent themes in the media’s coverage of Finnish Prime Minister Sanna Marin (2019–2023), who was the youngest Prime Minister ever at 34 when the Social Democrat Party selected her to replace Prime Minister Antti Rinne (Kim, 2022). Nevertheless, the professional and largely 37non-gendered representation of Samia Suluhu Hassan by the Tanzanian media is a noteworthy finding that could potentially signal a new trend in African media coverage of their female leaders.
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Abstract

The media shape public opinion during elections by providing a lens through which voters assess their candidates. The media attention and discourse on such candidates have attracted increased scholarly interest, and this chapter explores how selected Kenyan print media covered and represented female candidates during the 2022 election campaigns. A content analysis of 52 news stories from the Daily Nation and The Standard newspapers drew insights from media agenda-setting, framing, and feminist theories. Eight ‘popular’ female candidates dominated coverage (especially those in gubernatorial and senatorial races), with most featuring on the hard news and a few on profile stories. The candidates were represented as electoral ‘victims’, self-effacing, coming of age, and as leaders. Despite some cases of humiliation and violence, media coverage generally portrayed Kenyan women leveraging their power to defeat age-old stereotypes of women’s unfitness to lead as part of a gradual shift towards the one-third gender rule of women’s political representation in Kenya. The study recommends all-inclusive coverage of different female candidates (i.e. that does not focus only on the most popular), balanced gender reporting of 42electoral issues, and a broader analysis of female candidates’ campaigns involving different media formats.
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Introduction

As agents of education and socialisation, the media shape and reflect public opinion on issues like political participation of women and electoral politics. While media are expected to be fair arbiters and watchdogs in elections, they sometimes reinforce rather than curtail stereotypes and prejudices against women candidates (Llanos & Nina, 2011). Moreover, media are blamed for partisanship in their coverage of women candidates when they perpetuate conflicting narratives that oppose gender equality efforts (McRobbie, 2009). Thus, as more women run for higher political offices, gendered coverage of election matters has spiked scholarly interest.

One concern has been the amount of media attention given to candidates and how gender roles shape their representation. Biased coverage led to such international forums as the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action, which cited media as complicit in perpetuating gender inequality. Male-dominated media were accused of developing stories from patriarchal perspectives that foreground narratives about the ‘unfitness’ of women to lead and prop up the male candidates depicted with inborn leadership traits (Anaya, 2023). Female candidates are more often featured for superficial qualities, like physical appearance, than the substance of their campaigns. On the one hand, one study showed that the media’s underreporting and biased coverage of female candidates makes them invisible, muted, and underdogs in the electoral process (Barasa & Gitau, 2021). Fair and balanced coverage, on the other hand, enables voters to make better judgements about the merits of each candidate. This study contributes to the literature by focusing on media coverage of Kenya’s 2022 elections.



Study Context

Kenya is a budding democracy characterised by a liberalised media space and heightened public awareness of citizen’s rights and fundamental freedoms (BBC News, 2023). Elections are highly contested, and women are emerging as powerful disruptors to the traditionally male-dominated political space. Administratively, Kenya is divided into 47 counties, each led by a governor. Each county is also represented by one senator and a woman representative (a lady). In addition, there are 349 members of parliament representing constituencies. These are elected directly by the voters. Results released by the Independent Electoral and Boundaries Commission (2022) showed that seven women won governor positions, three were elected senators, while 26 took parliamentary seats. Forty-seven women representatives, including Linet Chepkorir, the youngest MP in Kenya’s electoral 43history, were elected in the counties. Of the four male presidential candidates, three selected women as their running mates. Article 27 of Kenya’s 2010 Constitution envisages gender equality through a gender quota: ‘State shall take legislative and other measures to implement the principle that not more than two-thirds of the members of electoral or appointive bodies shall be of the same gender’. Implementation, however, has been slow, and women are still underrepresented in decision-making, especially in competitive politics. During the 2022 elections, women accounted for only 11% of all candidates for elective posts nationally (Independent Electoral and Boundaries Commission, 2022).

Kenyan media wielded significant influence in shaping public perceptions of the electoral process because they played an important role in constructing narratives around the candidates. Media coverage of elections in Kenya (especially from a gender perspective) has received mixed reviews. While some scholars (Anaya, 2023; Koin, 2023) applaud media’s efforts at ensuring fairness and transparency, a report by the Media Council of Kenya (2022) showed that 2022 reporting fell short of being balanced and, in some cases, was leading to incitement. Because women play such significant roles in development, it is imperative that we investigate how media influences the political achievements of women through coverage of their campaigns. This chapter provides a case study of Kenya’s 2022 elections to explore how female candidates were covered and represented by the media and what this means for the mediated struggle for gender equality in Kenya’s political space.



Empirical and Theoretical Framework

Voters get information about a candidate’s electability from the media. Without such information, voters fall back on stereotypical perceptions of the candidate, which may lead to wrong choices. Biased media representation impedes efforts at gender parity during elections, especially when superficial traits are used to demonstrate female candidates’ incompetence (Miller & Peake, 2013; van der Pas & Aaldering 2020). In his research, Markstedt (2007) illustrates this phenomenon through an analysis of the 2007 handbag debate in the UK, when a leader was accused of allegedly spending GBP 10,000 ‘on a handbag’ at the expense of the struggling poor. After US Senator Elizabeth Warren declared her intention to run for president in 2019, the Independent magazine immediately commented on her ‘unlikability’ as the only hindrance to her goal (Zoellner, 2020).

Scholars argue that superficial traits like physical attractiveness form only a small fraction of the ability of a candidate. Although the way women present themselves can influence how media will tell their story, Krijnen (2020) argues that their issues are not as adequately captured as those of their male counterparts, and this makes women politicians more susceptible to gender biases that diminish their ability. Some progressive media outlets now evaluate their coverage in accord with established gender equality guidelines to create news environments more inclusive of women (Llanos & Nina, 2011).

Since low media coverage of a candidate can impact for whom a ballot is cast, studies on the relationship between gender and the amount of media coverage have become more prevalent. The focus has been on the prominence of coverage 44as well how candidates are represented as suitable or not for the positions (Mpofu, 2017). Media representation often reinforces traditional gender roles, depicting women in subordinate roles and objects of sexual aggrandisement (Santoniccolo et al., 2023), while portraying men as dominant, aggressive, and authoritative (Krijnen, 2020). Such representations perpetuate masculine supremacy and the subjugation of women by confirming misplaced perceptions about women’s leadership abilities (Seluman et al., 2024).

Merouani (2019) argued that media has a powerful influence on voter attitudes based on the balance of coverage given to candidates and their stories. Ruiz Vidales and Muniz (2017) demonstrated the pervasive use of stereotypes against women running for elective posts in Mexico. While van der Pas and Aaldering (2020) found no differences in the political coverage of gender issues in the American and Canadian elections, research in Sweden and Norway showed lower media visibility for female politicians despite these countries’ strong promotion of gender equality in media. China, Japan, and South Korea receive a mix of gender portrayals, where women politicians with steady careers receive more favourable media coverage (van der Pas & Aaderling, 2022). Media often reflect deeply entrenched patriarchal values in India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, where women (especially in Bollywood films) feature in more peripheral roles, like beauty icons, rather than in politics (Ul Huda & Ali, 2015).

Research conducted by CFi Media Development (2022) on sexist media stereotypes in Ghana, Côte d’Ivoire, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and Niger revealed that female politicians were often portrayed as mere tokens of gender equality. In Ghana, an intimidating environment of male dominance in the press discouraged women from participating in electoral interviews. In Côte d’Ivoire and Niger, media usually highlight the marital status of female political candidates alongside their names. By foregrounding marital status, the women are considered ‘real and eligible’ for leadership positions. Koin’s study (2023) of television coverage of women politicians in the run-up to the 2022 general elections in Kenya showed that women politicians received 65% of the total coverage, with seasoned politicians more visible than newcomers. About 56% of the women politicians were framed under the economic empowerment narrative.

The current study draws on agenda-setting, media framing, and feminist media theories. By giving prominence to certain issues, the media shapes audience perceptions and what people consider a priority (Entman, 2007). Thus, the more attention a candidate receives, the more the media will influence how voters perceive them. In addition, the media selects and emphasises certain attributes of an issue to make these attributes more salient than others – a process called framing (Entman, 2007). Frames employed by the media influence how audiences interpret the issue. If the media gives little attention to female candidates’ issues or portrays them through a parochial lens, then society is likely to adopt these media cues and judge them unfit for leadership. Thus, gendered differences in election coverage can not only shape voter opinions about candidates but also hinder certain candidates from achieving their political goals.

Feminist media theorists explore how media portrayals of women can perpetuate gender inequalities. They argue that excluding women from the news creates 45power imbalances within male-dominated political systems that largely ignore women’s issues (Hawkesworth, 1989). Feminists claim that the media tends to focus on the superficial rather than the substantive when covering women, but they also position media as key to supporting feminist causes and disrupting patriarchy. Given that media coverage can sway voters, this study is a timely contribution to the academic debates about media representation of female candidates based on Kenya’s 2022 elections.



Methodology

The data set for this content analysis was drawn from two Kenyan daily newspapers: The Daily Nation and The Standard. Content analysis provides a systematic and objective means to make valid inferences from verbal, visual, or written data to describe and/or quantify specific phenomena (Berelson, 1952; Gallagher, 2014). The newspapers were selected for their depth of coverage and wide circulation (Media Council of Kenya, 2024). Stories included in the analysis were published between May 29 and 6 August 2022, the gazetted campaign period for elections that occurred on 9 August 2022. The stories were identified from the print versions of the newspapers, readily accessible as part of the Maasai Mara University library collection. The unit of analysis was the individual article.

A total of 52 stories were identified for analysis. Stories were read and coded for the female candidates’ story placement, news genre, and frequency of coverage. Open coding was employed, meaning that each of the stories were read several times to identify themes as they emerged from text that represented different aspects of how the female candidates were represented in print media.



Results and Discussion


Media Attention to Female Candidates

Out of the 52 stories about the upcoming elections and candidates that were analysed, 31 stories (60%) from the Daily Nation and 22 stories (40%) from The Standard covered female candidates. Out of the three women who were running mates on the presidential ticket, Martha Karua dominated with 78% headline mentions in both newspapers. Other candidates with considerable frontpage exposure included a candidate for a county woman representative seat, Linet Chepkorir, and county governor hopefuls Cecily Mbarire, Ann Waiguru, and Kawira Mwangaza. Most of the candidates for county woman representative and member of parliament featured in the middle sections of newspapers as passing mentions, in electoral disputes, and in association with popular male candidates. This supports prior findings that media tends to negatively portray and deprioritise women candidates (Padovani et al., 2022).

The frequency of coverage of the female candidates was erratic, and only ‘popular’ candidates like Martha Karua, Susan Kihika, Kawira Mwangaza, and Anne Waiguru received almost daily coverage. Male candidates (especially the presidential candidates) were more frequently covered (by more than 60%) in the 46front pages and editorials than the female candidates. Martha Karua, the opposition candidate’s running mate, had media space in 45% of the stories, followed by Susan Kihika (38%), and Anne Waiguru (35%). Among gubernatorial candidates, Cecile Mbarire received the fewest mentions (12%). Most candidates were discussed in hard news presenting factual stories of the candidates’ campaign events. A few, like Cecile Mbarire, Susan Kihika, and Gladys Wanga, received profile coverage. Some, like Kawira Mwangaza, were featured in editorials after allegations of forged academic documents and misappropriation of funds.

Most of the female candidate’s stories were presented in a broader narrative about women in leadership and the implementation of Article 27 of the Constitution’s one-third gender quota rather than on specific examples or profiles of the individual candidates. Profiled candidates gave episodic accounts of their experiences and achievements that had motivated them to seek elective positions. Although some candidates suffered character assassination from rivals, the content was mainly issue-based. Such story contents have been seen to minimise women’s underrepresentation especially where media systems drop their male-oriented interpretations of female issues (Santoniccolo et al., 2023).

Statistical analysis of the campaign coverage by gender reveals a significant difference in how male and female candidates were covered (M = 3.7, SD = 2.4; t = 0.834, p = 0.001). Male candidates were more likely to be prominently covered than the female candidates, which supports prior findings that media relegates women to the political periphery as voters and not voices during campaigns (Mpofu, 2017; van der Pas & Aaldering, 2020). When media obscures women in the political arena, the candidates’ lack of visibility compromises the likelihood of their election to office.



Representations of the Female Candidates


Victims of the Political Game

Electoral campaigns in Kenya have repeatedly reflected a disregard for the laws prohibiting women’s fair accessibility to political positions (Media Council of Kenya, 2022). Candidates (especially men) employ verbal abuse and physical assault to demean and intimidate women into abandoning the electoral race as victims of a male-orchestrated scheme to shunt their voices from political representation (Media Council of Kenya, 2022). The 52 stories illustrate several narratives of such victimhood. For example, stories had demeaning allusions of Martha Karua as a divorcée, Cecily Mbarire as an ‘outsider’ for having married outside her community (Mugo, 2022), Martha Wangari as a ‘prostitute’ for being a single mother of children with different fathers and Mary Mugure as a ‘sexual worker’ (see Gaitho, 2022a; Ndonye, 2022). This extent to which women candidates went to address stereotypes against them was captured in a BBC news article by Musambi (2022) which indicated that the candidates had decided to take the sexist bullies by their horns. In the story, one female candidate castigated men’s unfair targeting of women with foreign spouses, which did not count when male candidates married from outside their communities.

Candidates were also disparaged for allegedly presenting fake academic credentials (see Wangui, 2022; Wanyoro, 2022). For example, Kawira Mwangaza, 47Aisha Jumwa, and Wavinya Ndeti were considered not fit to be nominated by their parties, despite having been cleared to vie by relevant government organs (like Ethics and Anti-corruption Commission and the Commission for Higher Education) which are charged with verifying the credentials of candidates before they submit nominations. While Ndeti considered the resulting petitions against her nomination a witch hunt only meant to discredit them as women, Mwangaza credited God for survival from a barrage of similar media attacks on her childless status and conflicting roles as bishop and aspiring politician.

Umra Omar, a CNN Hero of the Year in 2016 (see CNN, 2016) and the founder of Safari Doctors, who was running for county governor in Lamu, was once framed as sympathetic to the LGBTQ course and potentially dealing in drugs for working with an organisation that rehabilitated youth and promoted gender equality (Kazungu, 2022). The source further suggested that Umra had seemingly punched above her weight by running for the governorship position (Praxides, 2022). In another story, one male opposition leader sarcastically questioned Martha Karua’s ability to succeed Raila as president in 2027 instead of experienced men like himself (Maundu, 2022). A Muslim candidate for governor position, Fatuma Achani, suffered religious bigotry where opponents promoted the narrative that Muslim women could not lead (see Maundu, 2022). Charity Ngilu, a seasoned politician, was coerced to resign from the race for governor of Kitui in favour of a male candidate in exchange for the promise of a government appointment should he win (Mutua, 2022). These examples demonstrate a male-dominated discourse that legitimises male hegemony and women’s tokenism in politics consistent with the findings of Llanos and Nina (2011).

Stereotyping abounds in the data set. Female candidates depict men as ‘envious’ of their progress (e.g. Muiruri, 2022; Otieno, 2022), while male candidates mostly dwell on personal and character attacks – claims about dysfunctional homes, questionable morals, weak personalities, and inexperience. Experienced female candidates consider the men’s approach an old gimmick to intimidate female candidates, blaming the culture of negotiated male-led ‘democracy’ where elders determine who runs to the disadvantage of qualified and competent women (see Muiruri, 2022). A June 7 Standard article, ‘The raw deal for women in Kenya Kwanza and glaring contradictions’, explicitly covered how veteran male politicians imposed sanctions on candidates whom they found incompatible with their ideals (Maritim, 2022). From a feminist theoretical point of view (see Krijnen, 2020), the media’s prioritisation of a candidate’s gender over capability perpetuates and legitimises patriarchal values. This bias is evident among male journalists who cover women from a perspective of male dominance. These stereotypes may be ingrained in journalists’ subconscious and enacted with time rather than intentional acts of discrimination (Ruiz Vidales & Muniz, 2017).



Female Candidates as Self-effacing

Despite media debates portraying men as barriers to women’s political emancipation, some female candidates attributed their political careers to their spouses’ support. This self-effacing technique deflects attention away from the candidates 48themselves and highlights instead such social qualities as ‘humility’, ‘people-centredness’, ‘shared responsibility’ and ‘regard for shared success’ (Hawkesworth, 1989). Female candidates’ reliance on men has been associated both with indecisiveness and with strong social bonds and shared values that endear them to voters.

Consider, for example, Kawira Mwangaza’s description of her husband as her ‘campaign champion’ to the extent that she attributed half her campaign success to his guitar performances for her audiences (Mutembei, 2022). Fatuma Achani of Kwale County similarly acknowledged that her campaigns would not have succeeded without her husband’s support (Nation Team, 2022). Martha Karua credited Raila Odinga’s selection of her as his presidential candidate running mate with her impeccable record of fighting human rights abuses and inefficient governance. She described them as a safe pair of hands to fight corruption (Njaaga, 2022). Other candidates used self-effacing language to shore up commonality of purpose too. Susan Kihika considered her voters ‘great’ for seeing the good leadership potential in her (Mureithi, 2022). Gladys Wanga considered her impending triumph in the elections as belonging to the electorate (Odhiambo, 
2022b), and Mwangaza delivered a clarion call for ‘respect for the people of Meru’ among the male candidates (Mutembei, 2022).

While backing formidable male candidates may seem like taking on the role of spectator, scholars argue that female candidates who support strong male candidates and their manifestos gain voter approval when they decide to run for office (Barasa & Gitau, 2021). These examples underscore the female candidates’ awareness of the need to deflect voter attention from them as women to the supporting mechanisms that resonate with the electorate. Winning an election is not an individual feat and acknowledgement of the role of external stakeholders like family, social groups and the media shores up a candidate’s support base. Critics, however, advocate for media space portrayals of women candidates as decisive and independent, not as men’s supporters (Anaya, 2023).



Women with Appeal

The media used different labels to characterise the personality and appearance of the candidates. Such labels were associated with their physical appearance, and nurturing traits. For instance, A Daily Nation story described Martha Karua’s ‘good sense of style and sartorial finesse’ as an evolution from power suits to tastefully designed ‘African attire’ (Chege, 2022a). Studies show the media’s preference for using traits-based appeals to promote candidates (Padovani et al., 2022) that focus on physical traits like dress risk stereotyping female politicians through their appearance. The media also portrayed her as the ‘iron lady’ of Kenya’s political landscape due to her long-standing frontline fight against gender imbalance in power in the male-dominated political space in Kenya. However, in a CNN interview, Karua sought to dissociate herself from the ‘iron lady’ moniker, considering it misogynistic because it portrays women’s power as given by men (see Ambani, 2022; Madowo & Feleke, 2022).

Anne Waiguru adopted the campaign slogan Minji (Kikuyu for ‘green peas’) to appeal to the voters in Kirinyaga County by associating herself with the ‘soft and sweet’ delicacy in central Kenya (see Omulo, 2022; Sanga & Inyanji, 2022). Her 49youthful, brown complexion added to her minji minji appeal, especially among her male constituency who might prioritise ‘beauty’ and ‘tenderness’ when choosing a candidate (Omulo, 2022). What is more, Waiguru described her political rival, Martha Karua, as ‘green grams’, which are more difficult to cook and less tasty (Sanga & Inyanji, 2022). In other words, name-calling is common in political campaigns among both men and women. An incumbent woman candidate for MP, Mary Waithera, adopted the slogan Wa Mahua (Kikuyu for ‘the flowery one’) a reference both to her flower business and to the degree of her appeal (‘beauty’) to the voters (Muiruri, 2022).

During the campaigns, female candidates used gendered slogans in their campaign materials in order to gain leverage over male candidates in themes such as ‘development-oriented’, action-oriented and ‘motherliness’ to their advantage. Although media mainly frame mothers through the cultural lens of domesticity such as housekeeping and family care, candidates leveraged a mother’s compassionate, nurturing and productive nature to position themselves as pillars of society (Obwogi, 2022). For example, the women candidates appealed to voters with such slogans as Kaba maathe (better a mother) for Ms Gathoni wa Muchomba who was vying for a member of parliament position in Githunguri constituency. M/s Millicent Omanga, who vied for Nairobi women county representative position used the slogan Mama miradi (mother of development projects). M/s Aisha Jumwa used the slogan Shangazi wa taifa (the nation’s aunt) while vying for Kilifi County governor position. In Kirinyaga County, Wanguri Ngirici used the slogan Mama wa kazi (Mother of tasks) and Faith Lukosi used the slogan Mama sanitizer, a term that she was accorded by the youth in informal settlements when she donated sanitisers during the COVID-19 pandemic (Obiria & Maichuhie, 2022). The candidates positioned themselves as the face and cornerstone of the nation and promised to be leaders who would prioritise voter interests as they would their children’s.

Despite some stories that used ‘woman’ as a derogatory term in headlines like ‘Women defying odds in bid to run counties’ (Beja, 2022), the female candidates chose to leverage their womanliness to appeal to the electorate to vote for change from the male-dominated politics. The Standard newspaper portrayed Linet Chepkorir, a county gubernatorial candidate, as so small and young as to have shocked ‘the old politicians in the party primaries’ (Kimutai, 2022). Such descriptions perpetuate the stereotype of the ‘normal’ woman leader as tall and mature (Mwaura & Oiruria, 2017) even as they appear to celebrate Chepkorir’s youthful vigour and gumption. Using feminised traits of appearance, personality, and familial background to describe female candidates reinforces how women’s deviation from traditionally ascribed roles is frowned upon and can hurt their campaigns (Van der Pas & Aaldering, 2020). What is more, traits-based appeals may reduce candidates’ accountability since voters find it more difficult to remove from office those with good traits who later fail to meet expectations (Mpofu, 2017).




Women as History Makers in Electoral Politics

Media coverage during the period of political campaigns up to general elections was perceived as a positive shift and time for reflection and awakening for not only the 50voters but also the respective female candidates (UN Women, 2022). Veteran politicians took to the media to advise and position upcoming female candidates as the needed changes agents. In one story, Fatuma Achani, the current Governor of Kwale County, narrated how she overcame various hurdles in a male-dominated society and won as a result of the new-found political space anchored in the 2010 constitution that is progressive (Muiruri, 2024). Mary Wangari, the incumbent for Gilgil MP, also encouraged candidates to leverage the one-third gender rule as the entry point in the fight for their inclusion (Parliament of Kenya, 2022). Linet Chepkorir, who was on the ticket for Bomet County, said she was too resilient and had to overcome those who laughed and scoffed at her, almost making her lose focus (Chege, 
2022b).

By focussing on issues rather than personalities, most female candidates presented themselves as hands-on, tried-and-tested agents of change. Fatuma Achani campaigned on her experience as the first deputy governor and promised to solidify her legacy (Muiruri, 2024). Kawira Mwangaza appealed to voters by talking about her philanthropic initiative, Operation Okolea (Operation Save) which distributed free cows to poor households in her county, and positioning herself as a prudent manager who could be ‘trusted with a bigger county budget of 12 billion’ (Muchui, 2022). Gladys Wanga presented herself as forward-thinking and a planner by campaigning on the several agreements she had signed with professionals for the development of Homa Bay should she become governor (Maombo, 2022). By taking strong, political positions, women dismantle their exclusion from decision-making (Seluman et al., 2024).

The media ran headlines that confirmed women’s onslaught on the male political space. Examples include ‘Game on! Women candidates in epic poll contest’ (K’onyango, 2022); ‘Why 2022 election could be the defining moment for women leadership’ (Odhiambo, 2022a); ‘Gachagua vs Karua will make for a riveting debate’ (Gaitho, 2022a); ‘Take-homes from Rigathi Gachagua, Martha Karua “deputies” debate’ (Gaitho, 2022b) where Martha Karua and Rigathi Gachagua as female and male running mates, respectively, were to engage in a live media debate. These stories represented the candidates as ‘history-makers’: Karua as the first female deputy president, Susan Kihika as the first female governor of Nakuru County, Tabitha Karanja as the first female senator for Nakuru, and Liza Chelule as a re-elected female MP for Nakuru. Indeed, Nakuru County was positioned as the model of a safe space for women’s leadership, where women would seize six elective posts.




Conclusion

Media portrayed the new generation of women candidates as both a product of the affirmative action enshrined in Section 27 of the 2010 Constitution and as sincere, passionate challengers to the patriarchal mindset that relegated women to political periphery. Some candidates saw the August 2022 election as ‘a moment of women vindication’, when the country would witness women leading the much-desired change in Kenya (UN Women, 2022). While feminists extol the breaking of the glass ceiling of power and historic ‘firsts’ in Kenya’s political leadership, critics argue that voters may not necessarily regard the candidates as qualified to hold office given the structural barriers that reinforce women as outliers in the 51struggle for leadership (CFi Media Development, 2022). It is crucial to observe that when media emphasises women’s achievements, experiences, and abilities, it can raise these issues on the public agenda and improve female candidates’ polling (Anaya, 2023). By giving voice to the candidates (e.g. through profile stories), the media provides a platform from which voters get to know and can evaluate the candidates. Such spaces also support policy efforts aimed at eradicating gender inequalities and socio-economic and political emancipation of women.

Results of this content analysis of mainstream media coverage and representation of female candidates in Kenya’s 2022 elections show that popular candidates like Martha Karua, Anne Waiguru, Kawira Mwangaza, and Susan Kihika received more media coverage and more frontpage coverage than newcomers. Although a few newcomers were given profile coverage (e.g. Linet Chepkorir), most of their coverage was hard news and editorial opinions rather than feature-length stories. Only a handful of high-profile female candidates were given extensive coverage by the media, which supports the marginalisation discourse on the media attention given exclusively to known and popular news sources (Barasa & Gitau, 2021). Moreover, scant attention to women’s issues on the front pages while prioritising male candidates reinforces women’s issues as peripheral. It was evident that Martha Karua gained top media coverage as a running mate (an unelected position) to a male presidential candidate, which may portray women as unable to stand and fight on their own. A gendered analysis showed that male candidates received more issue-based coverage than their female counterparts, whose coverage instead focussed on proving their ability and fighting stereotypes about their place in politics.

The media portrayed women candidates as victims of a political system intent on marginalising their political voices and representation. Other stories presented female politicians as victims arising from the ashes of gender discrimination, courtesy of seasoned political role models, who are broadening the recognition of women’s rights among a growing, critical mass of electorate who desire and believe in socio-economic and political change that female political leadership will bring. The media also represented the candidates with physical and character traits that emphasised their struggles to overcome misogyny. Some candidates used campaign slogans to represent themselves as both womanly and as worthy competitors. Labels that underscore the physical characteristics of the candidate may pander to the male stereotypes that judge women as ‘political ornaments’ (Mpofu, 2017, p. 43).

While Kenya saw a surge in elected female politicians in 2022, the media coverage of only a handful was a disservice to many ‘ordinary’ candidates who may have lost elections due to their lack of visibility. From an agenda-setting perspective, the issues raised by a few prominent candidates seemed to shape the narrative for the rest of the women candidates and undermined the media’s duty to provide balanced coverage. Although the media aligned with feminist views by giving attention to female candidates and highlighting their role in nation-building, the extent to which it dismantled patriarchal tendencies remains debatable. To gain deeper insight into the media’s role in shaping gender empowerment during the campaigns, further research is needed. This should include an analysis 52of how various media formats (broadcast, online, and print) represented the candidates, which issues were prioritised, and how coverage influenced candidates’ performance. Additionally, an in-depth study of gendered media coverage during elections would help uncover disparities in media access, messaging, and representation, guiding future media practices during elections.
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Abstract

This chapter draws on media ethics and the social responsibility of the media perspectives to critique discourse and language in a media report about women and children in conflict situations. The focus is on a news article published in the Guardian’s online newspaper in 2014 entitled ‘Rwanda 20 years on: The tragic testimony of the children of rape’ and in which the victims of rape (women) during the 1994 Genocide in Rwanda and the children born as a result narrate their ordeals. The critical analysis of the discourse and the linguistic features in the news article draws on such selected linguistic tools as lexicons, transitivities, grammar, and syntaxes to show that while the article highlights the consequences of sexual violence, notably the destruction of women’s dignity and will to live, it falls short in safeguarding the rights and the dignity of both women and children. These discoveries, evidenced by the discursive strategies deployed in representing and constructing these events, support the literature on the unprincipled approaches deployed in foreign media narratives in the representation of conflict. I posit that reporting 58such issues requires sensitivity and heedfulness of the negative implications of journalistic decisions.
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Introduction

The Guardian is a daily international newspaper that publishes hardcopy and electronic online news that operates in 25 countries. It covers both local and international breaking news and current affairs. As do many other foreign news organisations, The Guardian has actively covered social, political, and cultural conflicts in Sub-Saharan Africa. On 8 June 2014, The Guardian published a news article entitled, ‘Rwanda 20 years on: the tragic testimony of the children of rape’. The 1779-word text depicts the tragic testimonies of women raped during the 1994 Rwanda Genocide and the children born as a result. The article was part of a series of events to commemorate the 20th anniversary of the infamous genocide against the Tutsi that claimed close to a million people’s lives and displaced thousands, and its publication coincided with the Global Summit to End Sexual Violence in Conflict, hosted by the British foreign secretary, William Hague, and actress Angelina Jolie in June 2014. A decade has elapsed since the publication of the news article, but its significance cannot be underestimated, particularly in the digital age, when the articles of daily newspapers are easily accessible long after print and digital and social media platforms have increased not only free speech but also hate speech (Melck, 2024). Media’s continued loyalty to ethics and to their civic roles in society – including as a watchdog, a mirror, as information transmitter and as educator – remains important. Indeed, this year’s International Day for Countering Hate Speech (18 June 2024) foregrounded the role of the media, media scholars, and civil society organisations in the fight against hate speech.

While women and children are priority groups in many societies, they are often the most vulnerable population in Africa. Reporting that sensitises media audiences to their plight has often been scant and quite often misconstrued. The Guardian’s news article, thus, provided valuable space for women to share their dreadful experiences during 1994 and highlighted not only the consequences of rape as an integral part of the Rwandan genocide but also how sexual violence was used as a weapon against the Tutsi. I accessed the article in October 2020 during preparations for a training workshop on ethical reporting of gender issues for Rwandan journalists that I conducted under Fojo Rwanda Programme. Several print news articles and stories on women and children were downloaded from both local and international news agencies and platforms for review and discussion, and the participant-journalists were asked to analyse the framing of gender- and children-related issues (prominent topics/foci, selections, recurrences, news sources, use of photographs, naming, referencing, etc.). This particular news 59article drew substantial concern and sparked much debate. The disagreements lay in the approaches used to represent and construct events and people, particularly language deployment and the treatment of photos.

The analysis is theoretically positioned within critical media studies as an engagement with media production discourse (Fairclough, 2015), what Fortner and Fackler (2011) refer to as the ‘social responsibility’ of the media and the journalistic ethics of reporting on women and children’s issues. News media production discourse is a system of guidelines that specifies journalistic practices embodied in both institutional and professional norms (Fairclough, 2015). As a branch of linguistics, discourse analysis is concerned with how and why certain texts affect readers and listeners in certain ways (Fairclough, 2013; Jones, 2024). Media are assumed to shape the public’s knowledge and understanding of a given conflict, as well as the rights and needs of children, thereby changing people’s perceptions on these issues. These practices include the roles of journalists in society, media laws, policy and regulations, media production processes, and the professional code of conduct among others. This chapter focuses on the social responsibility of the media in relation to the specific guidelines of the Society of Professional Journalists’ (SPJ, 2014) Code and the Code of Deontology and Ethics (Rwanda Media Commission (RMC), 2014) for journalists and other media professionals in Rwanda. One of the SPJ clauses cautions journalists to ‘show compassion for those who may be affected by news coverage; use heightened sensitivity when dealing with juveniles, victims of sex crimes, and inexperienced sources’ (RMC, 2014, p. 37).

Article 8 of the Code of Deontology and Ethics for media professionals in Rwanda also guides journalists on the protection of minors and victims of rape:

The journalist shall show sensitivity and exercise caution while handling information relating to rape victims and minors less than 18 years of age. He/she shall be careful not to identify the names of victims of rape weather minors or otherwise, take care not to publish their pictures and photos or details likely to lead to their identification, except is this serves the child’s interests. (RMC, 2014, Art. 8)


Taking off from these perspectives, this chapter critically analyses the deployment of language and discourse in the representation and construction of the events, particularly the victims of rape, that is, women and the children born as a result. The investigation seeks to uncover the linguistic strategies drawn on to report the events, particularly the grammatical and syntactic choices.



Literature Review


Social Responsibility and Media Ethics

Social responsibility theory in media studies provides a philosophical framework for journalists to ethically authenticate their judgements and actions before 60reporting a story (Fortner & Fackler, 2011). The Ethical Journalism Network (2024) emphasises five core values of journalism, namely accuracy, independence, impartiality, humanity, and accountability. Although getting the facts and getting them right is fundamental to journalists, they are further cautioned to act independently of such special interests as political, corporate, and cultural and to declare any potential conflicts of interest. Objectivity and balance are crucial elements of journalism practice, and they obligate journalists to present both sides of the issue in addition to context (Fortner & Fackler, 2011). While objectivity may not always be attainable and desirable (e.g. in brutal or inhumane cases), impartial reporting builds trust and confidence. The principle of accountability as an undisputable hallmark of professionalism and responsible journalism compels journalists to own up to their errors, correct them with regret and sincerity, and provide remedies to unfair actions (Aiden Adam in Ethical Journalism Network, 2024). Since news media content may hurt people, the principle of ‘humanity’ cautions journalists to avoid harm or minimise it and to be cognisant of the impact of their words or images on the lives of others (Fortner & Fackler, 2011).

Of the above principles, humanity is the most disregarded in news and social media, particularly in the 21st century when citizen journalists, digital activists, and other non-professionals produce and share news on social media platforms. The dizzying speed of information dissemination means that editors have come to accept these unauthenticated sources as active players in the news business. I therefore posit that in news media production processes, the social responsibility and ethical principles should be incorporated into journalists’ daily actions and decisions, particularly those affecting their sources and audiences.

In the news media professional code of ethics (e.g. the social responsibility code), journalists have a responsibility to recognise the rights of vulnerable categories and reflect them in their reports. This responsibility requires a form of reporting that includes an orientation towards safeguarding the rights and dignity of these groups (Jempson, n.d.). Both women and children should be treated as human beings with a distinct set of rights as opposed to passive objects of care or charity. Despite media’s presumed roles and potential, they have often disappointed the people whom they are supposed to serve. Media in Sub-Saharan Africa have not effectively responded to children’s and women’s issues, and, in most cases, such stories only appear in the media in cases of gender-based violence, child abuse, or exploitation, with the reports likely to be blown out of proportion or highly sensationalised (UNICEF, 2015).

The foreign media, in particular, have been criticised for exploiting children through dehumanising and controversial descriptions and the unethical treatment of children’s images and photographs (Unite for Sight, 2000–2015). Unite for Sight (2000–2015), a not-for-profit and pioneer of responsible healthcare delivery that serves, empowers, and mentors organisations and individuals to provide high-quality outcomes, cautions Western photojournalists working abroad to be ethically responsible, preserve the dignity of their subjects and provide a faithful, comprehensive visual depiction of their surroundings to avoid public misperceptions. In many ways, the foreign media coverage of conflicts has generally done more harm than good. For example, Tyrrell (2015) found that the western media’s 61coverage of the 1994 genocide in Rwanda aggravated countless issues concerning the relationship between the West and Africa. Her master’s thesis analysed Le Monde and L’Express (French), The Times and The Economist (British), and The New York Times (US) daily newspapers and established that these publications perpetuated ‘Western superiority over Africa by utilizing racism to preserve colonial ideologies and stereotypes of Africans’ (Tyrrell, 2015, p. iii). She further contends that ‘the inherent Western racism frustrated the enactment of human rights legislation that might have saved many Tutsis’ lives’ (Tyrrell, 2015, p. iii), and her study contextualises the foreign media coverage of the Rwandan genocide within a larger historiographical Western-African dichotomy. While these media organisations publicised the genocide, to think of them as monolithic and consistent in their reporting is problematic. Their different political affiliations, national influences, targeted objectives, and institutional news production discourses merit consideration.



The Discourse of News Production

Media products (texts) are conventionally characterised in relation to their genre, which refers primarily to the formats of texts, and this categorisation signals to the audience the nature of the content that they are about to read (Jjuuko, 2023). News is only one of a wide range of genres in journalism, which also includes features, opinion columns, photojournalism, letters to the editor, and so on. The concept of discourse in news production applies to, among other things, the ‘values and identities encouraged, contained or prevented by journalistic practices (often unspoken) as well as rules of a particular discourse’ (Durant & Lambrou, 2009, p. 152). It also refers to ‘interactions that take place through a text, whether spoken or written, in which the discourse is oriented to a non-present reader, listener or viewer’ (O’Keeffe, 2011, p. 441). Journalistic discourse has specific textual characteristics and methods of textual production and consumption (Durant & Lambrou, 2009, p. 154). These are defined by a particular set of relationships between the text (itself) and other agencies of symbolic and material power. These three sets of characteristics (the language of journalists, production, and consumption), and the relation of a journalist to social ideas and institutions are also clearly related and sometimes difficult to disentangle (Fairclough, 2013).

Discourse as well as the concepts of ‘discursive practices’ and ‘discursive formations’ is important for our understanding of how media represents public issues. I use ‘representation’ here and elsewhere to refer to how meaning is given to things through language, how people make sense of these things, people, and events, and the communication of ideas and description of events to audiences through a language understood by the recipients (Hall, 1997; Jjuuko, 2023). News media products (radio, television, and newspapers) in their various formats, whether newspaper articles, photographs, or radio and television programmes, are sets of representations and, for some, they can be understood as realistic. O’Keeffe (2011), however, argued that language as a system of representation does not reflect reality but constructs it for people to conceptualise social life. In other words, meaning cannot be restricted to single words, sentences, or 62particular texts but is a consequence of the relationships between different texts and their production and reception contexts. Discourse analysts have looked at a wide variety of spoken and written texts to demonstrate how text producers use language (wittingly or not) in a way that could be ideologically significant, and ‘given the power of the written and spoken word, DA [discourse analysis] is necessary for describing, interpreting, analyzing and critiquing social life reflected in a text’ (Jones, 2024, p. 98).

These theoretical perspectives guide the following critique of the discourse and the linguistic features of ‘Rwanda 20 years on the tragic testimony of the children of rape’. By analysing grammar, I seek to, among other things, uncover the concealed dogmata that can influence a reader’s view of these events.




Method

The linguistic tools used in media production have four facets examined here. First, the sentences, choice of words, and types of actions (in the text) – who does them and to whom they are done (syntax and transitivity). Second, the choice and meaning of words and phrases connoted and denoted (lexicons). Third, the naming of and references to people. Fourth, the choice of words to value or assign qualities to people, events, actions, times, and places (predications) and the likely presupposed meanings (hidden) in the text and other sets of language characteristics. Discourse is viewed here as a process, and therefore words, phrases, and sentences in a particular news text are tools actively employed by a journalist to present events to readers and can influence a reader’s interpretation of those events.

The analysis was eclectically executed to investigate the structural features and the representation of discourse content with a focus on language that considered the interaction between the reporter and information sources (addressers), and the reader/audience (addressees), particularly the way in which the addressee understands the addresser’s intended meaning in a particular situation and in the way the requirements of a particular addressee determine the organisation of a discourse. A pragmatic approach that focussed on ‘the speaker’s meaning at the level of utterances situated in a context’ and the potential of the receiver/reader to actively participate in the process of communication by supplementing the ‘missing link’ was deployed (Buja, 2010, p. 260).



Findings


The Structure

The 2014 Guardian news article comprises 22 paragraphs, 1,779 words, 4 photographs (Table 4.1), and 20 direct quotations. Most of the words used are English, and the few Kinyarwanda words are either names of people and places or references to the children. Only two individual Kinyarwanda words appear in this article: Kibirizi (an administrative unit in southern Rwanda) and Interahamwe (the militiamen implicated in the 1994 murders). There are eight key addressors: three assaulted women, three children born as a result, one therapist who is also a 63genocide survivor, and the journalist, Lindsey Hilsum, who is best known for her work as international editor with Channel 4 News. For ethical considerations, the codes A, A1, B, B1, C, C1, and X were adopted to replace the real names of all information sources, and these codes reflect the familial relationships between the sources: A and A1 are mother and son; B and B1 are mother and daughter; and C and C1 are mother and daughter. X is a genocide survivor and a therapist for 22 raped women and 12 children. Other sources of information in the article include the International Criminal Tribunal, the United Nations (UN), Survivors Fund (a British charitable organisation), and a Kibirizi court verdict.



Overview of Language and Discourse Content

The construction of the events in ‘Rwanda 20 years on: The tragic testimony of the children of rape’ combines stylistic features of both print and broadcast media writing. Hilsum’s article emphasises simplicity, description/colour (of the key actors), and active verbs to illuminate the actions and utterances and to whom they are addressees. There are many active verbal processes that bring to light the violence encountered by the mothers (raped women) and their children (the result) and the disequilibrium between the mothers and their children. Overall, the article establishes and demonstrates how these conflicts have persisted from conception and throughout the lives of the children. The women narrate their emotional challenges raising children conceived out of tribulations and living with the reality that their fathers are the same people who murdered their families. The children seem to understand the rejection and cruelty of their mothers, but still, the journalist narrates, ‘things are not clear as there has never been an open discussion with their mothers – most of them learned about their dark past from their neighbours’ (Hilsum, 2014).

Consistent with the conventional structure of a newspaper feature (Jones, 2024), the narrative is weaved together by the main addressor, the journalist. News is produced with a target or intended audience (addressees), so although it is a fair assumption that the article targets its predominantly British audience, its readership by other addressees and readers is likely (Watson, 2021). It is also possible that some readers have a personal connection or knowledge of the background of these events. The article is filled with hints to historical events and is about the sociological and psychological aspects related to post-genocide Rwanda (the origin of these events), so a consideration of the social values and existing prejudices in post-genocide Rwanda is as critical as the need for sensitive and constructive journalism.




Language and Discourse: A Critical Analysis and Discussion


The Title

‘Rwanda 20 years on: The tragic testimony of the children of rape’, in linguistic terms, is positioned as a ‘discourse topic’. In other words, the title is a proposition about the claims being made in the article. Here, the title informs the reader that 64the issues being presented are as much in the past as they are in the present and will be in the future.


	Rwanda (the Rwanda of yesterday, today and tomorrow).


	20 years on (past, present, and future).


	Tragic (happened in the past).


	Testimony (constructed on present and past events).


	Children (past, present, and future).


	Rape (committed to women in the past).




The title of any journalistic text has been equated to the topic, and it concisely and accurately expresses what is being discoursed in the following verbal presentation either written or spoken. Buja (2010, p. 263) viewed the topic [title] as an ‘intuitively satisfactory way of describing the unifying principle which makes one stretch of discourse about something and the next stretch about something else’. In this case, the title illuminates the progression of events from the tragedies of 1994 (20 years have passed) to the present lives of the children born of it. Viewed from the social responsibility code of journalism ethics, the label ‘Children of rape’ in the title is not constructive and conveys insensitivity towards the mentioned subjects. As one of my 2023 workshop participants opined:

65such expressions can lead to isolation or exclusion of a child from society if they are identified or identify themselves with heightened sin …. a sin beyond humanity; can you ever feel confident in whatever you do in your life, among your people and friends? (Rwandan journalist, Kigali, 2023)


As this Rwandan journalist suggests, the use of such labels can influence people’s view of reality and make children feel or be seen as outcasts of society and feel ashamed of not only their very beings but also their mothers. Language implicitly classifies experience and influences a person’s view of reality, and there are various ways of presenting this topic that would have conveyed the same understanding of what the article is written about. To illustrate, in the first paragraph of the article, the author exercises rationality and not an appeal to pathos when they use ‘children born as a result’. Even though the narrator’s words are purposed to critique the media for their lack of sensitivity towards genocide victims, their choice of words in reference to the children entrenches the stigma. Such descriptions, often made by reporters, reinforce dehumanisation and can deepen the wounds that make them feel less human and unworthy of humane treatment. This behoves journalists to be more constructive, limit destructive statements (even from sources), and circumvent journalistic analyses that may lead to feelings of intense hatred and alienation among people involved in conflict situations and their aftermaths.



Illustrations (Quotes and Photos)

In the article’s construction of the narrative, all voices (quotes) of the addressors are flagged off (lead-ins) to speak by their real names. This contradicts the ethical principles of reporting victims of sexual abuse and minors. Three of the four photographs expose the children’s faces and names and, consequently, their identities (Table 4.1). This is despite the journalist’s explicit acknowledgement that the subjects are ‘teenagers’.

Table 4.1. A Description of Photographs in the Text.


	Description

	
	Captions






	Photo 1

	Source A1 sitting with his mother (A) facing the camera that captured their full faces

	[A1, 19], and his mother, [A, 44], outside their home … The son of rape, he is her only close surviving relative, after her families were killed in the genocide




	Photo 2

	B1 (teenager) in her school uniform is facing the camera with both her eyes in view. Her mother B is leaning on her daughter on the right in a profile view to the camera

	B, right, has now made peace with her teenage daughter B1, left, having tried for an abortion after being raped in the genocide




	Photo 3

	Two militiamen facing the camera; one is wielding a gun on his shoulders and the other a machete

	A Hutu Interahamwe militiaman in central Rwanda in June 1994




	Photo 4

	In a medium closeup, C1 is facing the camera with both eyes in view

	[C1] was born after her mother was repeatedly raped. Withdrawn and nervous, she is now her mother’s sole care taker






Source: Hilsum (2014).



Narrative Construction – Diction and Syntax

The narrative sets off with deictic expressions that reference the time span: ‘Two decades after the 1994 genocide’, the television-journalist author is back in Rwanda to witness the ‘extraordinary’ stories of women raped during the violence and the children ‘born as a result’. Unlike in the title, here the addresser is sensitive in the way she uses language by replacing the earlier reference ‘children of rape’ with ‘born as a result’. The detail that the journalist has been in Rwanda before is an important element of the discourse for it demonstrates her competent knowledge of the historical events in focus and their context and credibility.

The first paragraph is proceeded by a photograph and introduces A1 and A using both their real names and their facial features (Table 4.1). In addition to revealing the identity of the victim, the journalist refers to him as ‘the son of rape’. 66In news narratives, the manner in which a journalist names those involved in the story or conflict is likely to influence a negative view and have an ideological effect on the audience about those being referred to (Jones, 2024). Paragraphs 2–5 set the narrative in motion by introducing characters B1 and B. The reader learns that when she was 12, B1 ‘sneaked’ out of school to see her father (for the first time) at a trial where her mother (B) was testifying against him for rape. B1 had discovered from the neighbours that she was conceived in a banana plantation in 1994, after the Interahamwe (Hutu militia) gang-raped her mother (and other women) and massacred others. To add colour, B is introduced with unnecessary predications: ‘a delicate woman like a brightly coloured bird’. She is quoted as saying that she had ‘hated’ her daughter to the extent of ‘wanting to kill her’ because her father killed her family. The persistent conflicts between the women and their children that resulted from their father’s offenses are revealed to the addressee.

The journalist (main addresser) uses the caption under the second photograph (which appears before the fifth paragraph) to inform readers (addressees) that this woman had to accept her daughter against all odds for peace to prevail: ‘B, right, has now made peace with her teenage daughter B1 (left), after having tried for an abortion after being raped in the genocide’ (Table 4.1, my emphasis). That the subject in the second photograph is wearing her school uniform denotes that she is of school-going age, but still the image has both her eyes in view. Her mother, however, was photographed in a profile view. The caption highlights the conflict between mother and daughter through the reference to the action of having ‘tried to abort’ her daughter after discovering she was pregnant.

A cohesion within the text and language manipulation is revealed here in a retrospective sequence to create harmony; from peace to rape, from rape to attempted abortion, attempted murder, hate, mistreatment, and then, acceptance and peace. The verbal processes and descriptions (in syntax) used (through language) to convey the women’s actions (and to some extent the children’s) seem to depict the living children as their mothers’ failures to kill them either by attempting to terminate the pregnancies or, in other circumstances, as babies, toddlers, and children. These actions include ‘had hated’, ‘wanted to kill’, ‘tried to abort’, ‘throwing her out of the house’ and ‘beating her all night long’. Such verbal processes facilitate how the children make sense of positions and social relations within the communication spheres they inhabit. As Jones (2024) contends, principles of language broadly constitute the underlying associations of ways of speaking with social meanings and vice versa.

Consistent with the conventions of news article writing, paragraphs 6–9 contextualise the narrative and gives it depth. The journalist reflects on the incidents of 1994 and provides the statistic (attributed to the UN and Survivors Fund) that sexual violence against women resulted into the birth of ‘approximately 20,000 children’. The addressee learns further on that the Rwandan government and aid programmes have neglected the children and concentrated on the raped women. Consequently, many of these children live in poverty and grew up ‘feeling rejected by their mothers and stigmatized by the wider community’ (Hilsum, 2014). While the issue of child neglect and the reasons behind it are of great importance to the reader too, they are not explored and left for the reader to fill in the dots. Instead, the journalist dwells 67on ethnicity and pedigree, drawing more on negative naming and referencing strategies used by informers – particularly to describe the children’s associations with their fathers, ‘since in the Rwandan context, children belong to their father’s line’ such that the children are also labelled by their own mothers as Interahamwe (i.e. killers and rapists) and the ‘child of a snake’. Comparing children to criminals has the potential to inspire many different interpretations and quite likely reinforces stigma that has an impact on women and children in their community and society.

The representation of the militia men posing triumphantly in the third photograph may seem natural to the main addresser (the journalist), but to many addressees, particularly in Rwanda, ‘the image triggers memories of the painful past’ (workshop participant, 2023). In terms of intertextuality, or that which interconnects similar or related items or aspects in a given text (O’Keeffe, 2011), this photo treatment can easily influence interpretations that relate other subjects in the story to the militia men/killers.

Paragraphs 10–15 are devoted to X, A1, A, and C and share their experiences. The therapist, X, had been counselling the women and children to help them ‘express themselves’ and ‘overcome their anger and grief’ since 2007. Her attributions and quotes describe the children as having ‘behavioural problems’. Whereas girls are ‘ashamed’ and often take on the suffering of their mothers, boys have ‘explosive fits of temper’ and are ‘sullen and aggressive’. The journalist introduces sources A and A1 and locates the latter’s given name within the conflict. After several attempts to ‘abort her son’, A named her son with a metaphor that connotes ‘he belongs to them’, ‘them’ here implying his mother’s tormentors, the Interahamwe.

While metaphors enable addressors to poetically describe things, people, and places, they can also be harmful and damaging when applied to people. As Jones (2024) explains, the manner in which things or people are named can inform the readers/addressees about a lot of the way the world is viewed and can generate many different ideological perceptions, ranging from negative to neutral and positive, about that person. The ideological aspect here is established because when a noun phrase is applied to something, a label is immediately formed, the existence of which is presupposed. For instance, referring to children with such negative adjectives as ‘Interahamwe’, ‘ashamed’, ‘explosive and temperamental’, ‘sullen’, and ‘aggressive’ presupposes that these personalities exist and that raping, killing, temperamentality, and aggressivity are part of their being.

The addressee learns further on that A ‘refused’ to breastfeed A1 and ‘attempted to kill’ him when he was a baby. The son is represented as having ‘reconciled’ with his mother’s ‘hatred’ and cruelty though he remains ‘haunted by the father he cannot bring himself to hate’ (my emphasis). It is apparent that rape is downplayed by A1’s words when obscures ‘rape’ with ‘sexual consent’:

Sometimes I blame him because he raped my mother … but maybe they were going to kill her and my father told her, ‘If you let us have sex with you, we won’t kill you’, so mum had to agree. (Hilsum, 2014)


This misunderstanding is interpreted by the journalist as ‘confused’, since A1 not only acknowledges rape as a bad thing, but also posits it as a strategy used by his 68father to save his mother. The journalist reports further that while A1 acknowledges that rape is ‘wrong’, he is troubled by his own ‘confused identity’ and ‘feels embarrassed and angry every time he’s asked his father’s name’ (Hilsum, 2014). The choice of the phrase ‘confused identity’ brings to light the ongoing challenges genocide survivors in Rwanda deal with individually in the context of reconciliation.

More depth to the story is provided in paragraphs 16–18, which describe the socio-economic statuses of these women and their reflections on their past: they are subsistence farmers, poor and desperate, who are constantly stigmatised by their dark history. The journalist draws on the discourse strategies of colour to paint a vivid picture of poverty in the lives of C and C1: ‘The two live in a one-room house. The mud floor floods in the rain, and a battered old bus seat with springs protruding through the plastic serves as a sofa’ (Hilsum, 2014). The current efforts in Rwanda to address the socio-economic statuses of the women as part of the programme for genocide survivors (e.g., the Survivors Fund (SURF), Genocide Survivors Support and Assistance Fund (FARG), are left out of the report despite their significance.

The discourse shifts in paragraph 18, when the journalist deploys predications to assign C1 with the qualities of ‘a smart girl’, who has ‘dreams’ of travelling to Europe or ‘getting a job in a bank’. These predications, however, change direction, and suddenly the same subject is reported as having ‘fallen behind’ in school and as speaking in ‘monosyllables’ at a volume that is ‘scarcely audible’, all details that denote lack of confidence. Apparently, the journalist is no longer sure of this young woman’s intellectual abilities or that she has the confidence to work in a bank. The technical features of the fourth photograph (between paragraphs 19 and 20) are similar to photographs 1 and 2 and represent another example of unprincipled journalistic actions reinforced by negative lexicons in the caption: ‘withdrawn’ and ‘nervous’ to refer to the teenager, and they are accompanied by predications that assign her the qualities of being responsible: she is ‘her mother’s sole care taker’. As is the convention for the genre of a news article, paragraphs 19 and 20 present the events retrospectively by linking the present to the past and transporting the addressee back to the events of 1994.

The main addresser concludes the narrative in paragraphs 21 and 22 by drawing and building on X’s quote: ‘rape is devastating as it affects mental, physical [and] social statuses of women […]. What a great misfortune to be a child of rape!’ (Hilsum, 2014). The author combines two kinds of contrasting predicates to make predictions here, the one to flag the inescapable situations for women and the other to posit promise for children. Women have ‘little hope of happiness’, whereas the children can ‘forge their own lives if they complete their education’. Of course, word choice can propose a different understanding than that which the addresser intended to convey. The verb ‘hope’, insignificant as it may sound, is still confirmatory. By using it in this context, the addresser is predicting the potential, if slim, of a bright future for the women, yet the children’s future is conditional and depends on the completion of their education. Considering X’s statement that it is ‘a great misfortune […] to be a child of rape’, this is ambiguous. From a contemporary news discourse perspective, where reporters need to 69go beyond the 5Ws and H in certain contexts, this conclusion is lacking because it ignores the details and complexities.




Conclusion

This chapter has critiqued discourse and language use in ‘Rwanda 20 years on: The tragic testimony of the children of rape’ (Hilsum, 2014) from the social responsibility of the media and the news discourse theoretical perspectives to uncover concealed meanings that can influence a reader’s interpretation of events. The analysis has revealed language and lexical forms used to present facts and events that vary from very straightforward to very esoteric – including idiomatic expressions, naming and referencing, and lexical items that are insensitive, unconstructive, and generally unethical. From a professional ethics standpoint, the article generally falls short in safeguarding the rights and dignity of women and children. Three major flaws are identified: the unethical use and treatment of images and names that identify sources; the stigmatising language in reference to the subjects while constructing the testimonials for readers; and disregard of the social values and the ongoing prejudice within the context of the origin of the events reported to international audiences.

As ‘symbolic elites’ who control the production mode of articulation with power and freedom to select the discourse genres within and determine topics, style, or presentation of discourse (Van Dijk, 2016), journalists should be mindful that this emblematic power is not restricted to articulation but encompasses the mode of influence. This critique demonstrates how the mode in which media represent events and subjects in conflict situations is likely to shape negative or positive views and ideological effects about those who are being represented. Since matters related to such vulnerable groups as women and children are sensitive in nature, reporting these issues requires greater responsibility and ethical procedures.
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Abstract

While women’s status in Ghanaian media has improved in terms of the beats they cover, it is important to identify how this trend is reflected in such prime-time programmes as morning shows and how it has influenced gender sensitivity in content programming. This study investigates the engagement and participation of women in the three most popular morning radio shows in Accra, Ghana. We employed qualitative content analysis and systematically monitored and analysed the three shows over four weeks in terms of gender roles, issue representation, and the frequency and prominence of women’s participation. The results showed that there were more men than women participating in the morning shows as hosts/journalists or guests on a daily basis. Female co-hosts hardly ever filled in as programme hosts in the absence of male hosts. The study further established that men are more often the participants in political discussions on prime-time radio as both hosts and resource persons. We recommend that media organisations establish a culture that guarantees gender-transformative 72and gender-sensitive programming and representation to increase women’s participation and engagement in media projects.
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Introduction

Women’s empowerment and development are closely related in theory and practice (Asuman & Moodley, 2023). Women’s empowerment is crucial for the growth of every society as it frequently leads to positive outcomes (Anyamesem, 2017), and a McKinsey’s (2019) Power of Parity Report found that the continuing gender gap in Africa is a potential barrier to women’s development (Moodley et al., 2019). Egbetayo (2019) asserted that one of the greatest threats to Africa’s future is gender inequality because women fall short in terms of basic amenities that support economic opportunity, political voice and legal protection, physical security, and autonomy (cited in Moodley et al., 2019). Indeed, the African continent’s Inclusive and Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) framework (particularly Goal 5) emphasise gender equality and the balancing of the socio-economic and environmental needs of women (African Union, 2013).

A global study on the causes and effects of gender equality in news media that sampled 123 nations showed that the representation of women in the news as subjects or sources only increased from 17% to 24% between 1995 and 2015 (Macharia, 2020). Based on this analysis, Djerf-Pierre and Edström (2020) predicted that gender parity in the news media would not be achieved for another 70 years. The Media Ownership Monitor report on Ghana (Media Foundation for West Africa, 2017) and the Status of Women in the Ghanaian Media Report (Yeboah-Banin et al., 2020) also found that men dominated the ownership of media institutions. For gender representation, coverage, and programming, only 24% of the people represented in the media are women (WACC, 2020). Such popular programmes as political and morning shows on radio and television are mostly hosted by men, and when women are included, their roles are likened to tokenism (Chavranski et al., 2022).



Problem Statement

There have been some significant improvements concerning the representation and participation of women in African media, and South Africa was considered a global leader for women’s leadership in the media in 2020, ranking higher than the United States and the United Kingdom (Andi et al., 2020). A study on the status of women in the Ghanaian media found that despite the gender gaps in the media, women were covering more beats, including those traditionally reserved for men, like politics and business (Yeboah-Banin et al., 2020). It is important to ascertain how that trend has been reflected in prime-time programmes like 73morning shows and how it has informed gender sensitivity in content programming and empanelling.

This study delivers valuable insights about the status of gender representation and women’s engagement in prime morning radio shows and ultimately contributes to a more inclusive and informed society, using three radio morning shows as a case. The specific objectives are two-fold: (a) to analyse the frequency and prominence of women’s participation, including hosts, guests, and contributors in prime morning radio shows; (b) to analyse the topics and issues related to women as discussed on these shows. Our research was guided by the question: how are females represented and engaged in the top-three morning shows in Accra, Ghana?



Literature Review


Radio and Empowerment

The African Union uses ‘women’s empowerment’ to describe strategies to increase women’s agency in Africa by, among other efforts, maximising possibilities, acknowledging the rights of women and girls to security, dignity, and physical and mental integrity, and providing women a voice and visibility (African Union, 2024). This, as is well argued in Asuman and Diedong (2019), is not something that can be conferred on women but requires active engagement. This study examines radio as a medium that can strategically unite women through the two-way exchange of ideas and through participatory programming that enables them to form partnerships that facilitate changes within their lives and environment. Through educational programmes, for example, radio motivates women to understand and transform new knowledge into action and support community development outcomes (Cornwall, 2016).

Peak-time radio programmes present women with the opportunity to discuss issues salient to women’s livelihoods with change agents and elected officials (Asuman & Moodley, 2023). ‘Peak-’ or ‘prime-’ time radio programming refers to the period that broadcast channels’ content is consumed by the greatest number of viewers or listeners (newsclip, 2024), and it can contribute significantly to women’s empowerment in Ghana and generally in sub-Saharan Africa. Peak-time radio programmes are sources of knowledge for empowerment efforts because they provide information and education on sensitive community development issues (Asuman & Moodley, 2023). Prime-time broadcasts are when such participatory channels as phone-ins and text messages are utilised, and they provide an appropriate channel for women to discuss and freely share their thoughts on matters with which they cannot publicly participate in traditional settings (Heywood, 2020). In other words, commercial radio presents a new form of media – different from traditional state-controlled broadcast media – that offers an unadulterated public sphere for the advancement of women’s voices and the improvement of gender relations in patriarchal and traditional societies (JOR, 2014). What is more, commercial radio broadcasts have the power to raise the political consciousness of women in such orally based cultures and traditions as Ghana, where the average woman is less educated than the average man (Anyamesem, 2017). Chingwell (2009) 74argues that radio empowers women through women-focussed programmes and women-related initiatives, as well as through talk shows, political debates, and phone-in contributions. Through engagement with radio media, women contribute to building a strong public sphere, hence improving the democratisation process.

Women’s empowerment helps women to maximise agency by reflecting on the knowledge and choices available to them (Rifkin, 2009). Here, agency is a critical step in helping women to free themselves from the grips of patriarchy in traditional societies, where patriarchy perpetuates poverty, lack of mobility, and the overall powerlessness of women (Morgan, 2001). Asuman and Moodley (2023) argue that barriers to women empowerment can be reduced through women’s representation in the media and more prominence of issues that affect the lives of women.



Importance of Women’s Representation and Participation in Radio

The inclusion and involvement of women and girls in discussions about meeting the SDGs optimise the effects of behavioural change and developmental initiatives (Asuman, 2022). Women’s representation, participation, and access to the media have remained low in such sub-Saharan African countries as Ghana for varied reasons: poor conditions of services, institutional barriers, poverty, and other workplace conditions unfavourable to women (Adjin-Tettey et al., 2023; Yeboah-Banin et al., 2020). Participatory development communication has been recognised as a means of including and improving the representation of women in the media (Asuman & Moodley, 2023). The integration of participatory development communication approaches into media practices has enabled the acquisition of audience feedback by centralising the participation and representation of marginalised groups like women and girls. Participatory methods have been applied in a variety of contexts and sectors in independent commercial broadcasting and shown to improve the diffusion of agricultural innovations, public health promotion, water and sanitation, and gender awareness and relations (Ross & Byerly, 2014).

The theoretical support for the participation and representation of women and girls in radio broadcasting is that it enhances access to media and access to information, which promotes the welfare of women and girls by safeguarding their human rights (Sharma & Kumar, 2010). Even with the new opportunities for women and girls’ representation in the media at the turn of the 21st century, Opoku-Mensah (2001) contended that professional journalism has never welcomed women and that they face structural problems that stifle their employability in mostly male-dominated newsrooms. Little has changed in the past 20 years: Asuman and Moodley (2023) reported that of the five radio stations they studied in northern Ghana, not only did none have women as on-air hosts of prime-time programmes but also did few have women employees at all, and, where there was a woman employed at the radio station, she was in administration (Asuman & Moodley, 2023). Adjin-Tettey et al. (2023, p. 141) confirm that structural and traditional challenges make it impossible for women to have successful journalism careers in Ghana and contend that despite private media in certain communities, various traditions, cultural norms, and perceptions that view women journalists 75as ‘promiscuous and unfaithful in their personal relationships’ make it difficult for women to enter journalism and have successful careers as on-air personalities.




Method

The study used qualitative content analysis to explore gender representation on the three most popular radio morning shows in Accra. Qualitative content analysis is ‘an approach of empirical, methodological controlled analysis of texts within their context of communication, following content analytic rules and step-by-step models, without rash quantification’ (Mayring, 2000, para 4). The initial coding was informed by theory and pertinent research findings, and we immersed ourselves in the data to let themes emerge throughout data analysis.

We monitored and analysed three prominent morning radio shows (Kokrokoo, Citi Breakfast Show (CBS), Super Morning Show) on three different radio stations (Peace FM, Citi FM, Joy FM) in Accra for a four-week span between 16 October and 17 November 2023. The first stage of data collection was monitoring and tracking the output of the three morning shows using a monitoring guide that enabled the documentation of information on the host(s)’ gender, the primary topics discussed each day, the frequency of a female host’s contribution to the discussions, the segments that females handled, topics that female host(s) addressed in comparison to male hosts, topics discussed that were related to women, the women resource persons participating in the shows, the issues those women covered, and whether the listener was given the impression that women were well-represented in the content. A total of 60 shows were monitored over the four weeks, 95% of which were monitored live.

The thematic data analysis was guided by the research objectives and the literature and focussed on three main themes: gender parity of resource persons chosen to discuss issues; representation of gender in programme hosting/journalistic roles; and the gender parity of issues chosen for discussion.


Rationale for the Selection of Radio Stations and Programmes

Radio was selected because it is the most reliable and trusted source of information on such developmental issues as agriculture, education, health, and the environment – especially among people living in rural areas (Antwi-Boateng et al., 2023). In Ghana, morning radio shows typically address pertinent political, social, economic, and environmental issues facing the country.

A survey conducted by Safiyo (2022) established that most radio listeners in Accra listen to radio in the early hours of the day, and it is thus presumed that gender-sensitive radio programming can impact many areas of society. The three most popular radio stations in Accra, according to the same audience survey, were Peace FM, Citi FM, and Joy FM (Safiyo, 2022). Although Peace FM’s Kokrokoo was the most popular, the Super Morning Show on Joy FM (Joy SMS) was the Chartered Institute of Marketing Ghana’s radio programme of the year in 2022. The three selected morning shows were deemed appropriate units of analysis for the study because they are the flagship shows of these networks.
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Results


Content of Issues Covered in the Morning Shows

In the presentation of results, ‘female’ and ‘woman’ are used synonymously. The content on all three morning shows within the four weeks of monitoring ranged from politics, disaster management, media freedom, health, and social issues such as family life, education, effects of small-scale mining, entrepreneurship, leadership, the energy sector, the Akosombo Dam spillage, and the economy. Much of the political conversations across the three morning shows focussed on the New Patriotic Party’s (NPP) impending presidential candidate primary poll.1



Representation Parity in Programme Hosting

Joy SMS was consistently co-hosted by a female journalist, Mamavi Owusu Aboagye, and three male journalists. Citi FM’s CBS was usually hosted by four male journalists and sometimes the managing director of the station. The show did not have a regular female host, and in the absence of the main host, another male journalist served as a replacement. Similarly, the morning show on Peace FM was also regularly hosted by a male who, in his absence, would also be replaced by a male journalist and news anchor. Even though presenters of certain segments of the show were occasionally pulled into the day’s big discussions, female presenters of business news on Citi FM were not engaged in any of the topical discussions on the shows.

Female journalists never filled in as programme hosts in the absence of regular hosts. Peace FM’s morning show had female representation as news readers, particularly of the newspaper review segment and the reading of live presenter mentions (LPMs), but women journalists neither engaged in any of the topical discussions on the show nor moderated discussions. The few female hosts of the various segments of morning shows showed a mastery of the typical duties they performed, like reading the news articles and tidbits featured in the broadcasts, and they hence projected a strong sense of confidence. The female host for Joy SMS was able to demonstrate her intelligence and competency as well as strong viewpoints in a way that encouraged personal growth and knowledge acquisition on topical issues. The data generally demonstrate that women can perform exceptionally well when given the chance to host morning shows. As it stands now, women are unable to demonstrate their competence due to exclusion.



Gender Representation of Issues on Morning Shows and the Female (Woman) Factor

All the representatives of the NPP flagbearers who spoke on the issues of their presidential candidacy race as well as the experts who participated in conversations about the NPP primaries were men. Throughout most of the monitoring and analysis, the only female host (on Joy SMS) mainly participated in the 77newspaper reviews, read adverts, and presented the LPMs, while the male hosts took charge of the topical issues. The situation changed when the topic of discussion was the Akosombo Hydroelectric Dam (or Volta Dam) spillage, when the Volta River Authority raised water levels that led to floods in low-lying areas. During this event, discussions centred around the socio-economic effects of the Akosombo Dam spill, and the female host on Joy SMS effectively drove the conversations and efficiently analysed the situation. This ultimately brought a different dynamic to the show. For instance, on 19 October 2023, the newspaper review segment on Joy SMS included a debate about how the Akosombo Dam affects people’s livelihoods. Voices from men and women whose businesses were impacted by the dam spill were included in the discussion. The female fishmongers were heard complaining that their fish products were being ignored by customers who thought the water was contaminated. The female co-host contributed to the conversation and recommended that these women and other traders needed financial support and advocacy to help recover their businesses and sustain employees.

The issue of dam spillage remained at the centre of attention in subsequent broadcasts of Joy SMS. In the few other instances when women’s voices were heard, they spoke as representatives of organisations donating relief items to the victims of the Akosombo dam spillage disaster. The female guests showed empathy and sensitivity for the suffering of the victims, and by doing so, they garnered support for a course of action and the development of long-lasting solutions. Female guests offered an out-of-the-norm viewpoint when they expressed worries about how the flood would affect women and children and the need for more corporate intervention. Male resource persons from the National Disaster Management Organisation, the member of parliament (MP) for the affected areas, the Volta regional minister, and journalists working for affiliate radio stations in the affected areas participated in the discussion of dam spillage on 26 October 2023.

Another discussion on the dam spillage was moderated by the host of the Kokrokoo morning show on Peace FM, Kwame Sefa Kayi on 19 October 2023. He hosted the Deputy CEO, Engineering and Operations, of the Volta River Authority for an extensive historical and technical discussion about why water is spilled from the Akosombo Dam, in a bid to provide context for the spillage. The conversation was expanded to such other dams as Bagre and Weija and how they are connected to the spillage. The engineer also discussed how the water can be used for other purposes and how future engineering endeavours can assist in eliminating the need to spill water when dams reach their limits. The next section of the programme was a panel discussion about how the general public might assist those affected by the dam disaster and the kinds of institutional and structural support that can be provided in such cases and to avert it totally. The panel consisted entirely of men and included an MP, a professor, and a lecturer from two Ghanaian universities who are frequent panellists on the programme. During the show, listener messages were read. However, the majority of the messages came from male listeners, indicating either the minimal active engagement of women in terms of sending messages or a bias (unconscious or conscious) towards the selection of messages by men. This absence of female representation also occurred on 14 November 2023, when 78Joy SMS took phone call-ins during the energy crisis talks, and only male voices were heard, including the four hosted experts.

The CBS broadcast on 17 October 2023 included a discussion of the utilisation of filtration bottles as a potential health-promotion intervention during pregnancy. Although the issue was especially pertinent to women, the resource person was male. This is not to say that the issue was not adequately dealt with, but we argue the incorporation of a female voice, whether as a host or resource person, would have made a significant difference. It should also be noted that this conversation on the CBS was a rare instance of airtime allocated to a problem that affects women.

The female co-host’s unique perspective on the Joy SMS discussions was particularly evident when ‘Poisoned for Gold’, a documentary produced by Erastus Asare Donkor, aired on October 16 and 30 October 2023. This documentary highlights the devastating effects of illegal mining and its particular effects on pregnant women and their unborn babies. The resource person in the documentary was a male medical expert, and he cited the birth of a baby with one limb and without genitalia. The female co-host, Mamavi Owusu Aboagye, reinforced strong arguments against illegal mining by pointing out the dangers of cyanide and its effects on pregnant women and their unborn babies. Her voice and experiences not only brought clarity and deeper insights into the discussion, but also provided a perspective and energy to the show that would not have been achieved with an all-male panel. Additionally, that day saw an improvement in the program’s participation that was fuelled by discussions in which the female co-host took a prominent role.

Joy SMS’s regular female co-host often drew attention to topics that raised socially relevant issues the male hosts might have easily overlooked. For example, on 9 November 2023, while addressing what Ghanaians desire in a leader, she hosted a discussion on the good and bad qualities of a leader. She also contributed to discussions on the Drive Safe Campaign, infrastructure to support tourism sites, inappropriate TV content, and marital property ownership and its division in the event of divorce. In contrast, the male co-hosts focussed on newspaper reviews.

Some other instances when women’s voices and perspectives were heard on Joy SMS include a broadcast aired on 16 October 2023, during which Joy SMS hosted a female and a male resource person from the Ghana Education Service for a discussion of the Senior High School Renewable Energy Challenge2 moderated by Mamavi Owusu Aboagye. The female resource person competently presented arguments for students’ creativity and in support of the efforts of the Ministry of Education to enhance the students’ creativity. The next day, on 17 October 2023, the Joy SMS broadcast included a discussion of real estate with a female resource person who was serving as the deputy country head of Apolonia 79City, an urban housing developer, and her male colleague. She shared insights about how girls can take advantage of and benefit from real estate development, a predominantly male-dominated space. Her contributions sharply contrasted with the male resource person’s more general approach.

On all three morning shows, the resource persons on political issues were usually male, including the hosted representatives of presidential candidates. Political figures and leaders interviewed on non-political issues like the Akosombo Dam spillage were also mostly male and included assembly members whose communities had been affected by the floods, MPs, a regional minister, community leaders, and heads of public and private agencies and organisations. A discussion about Ghana’s democracy and the duration of office for lawmakers on CBS on 16 November 2023 hosted two men, including an MP and the chairperson of a political party, the National Democratic Congress. A discussion about the activities of the constitution review committee was steered by Joy SMS’s female host on 13 November 2023, and voices from another programme that addressed the subject – including a female academic and lawyer – were replayed. Two male resource persons, however, were called in live when more explanation on some of the issues raised was required.

On 16 November, the female co-host of Joy SMS engaged in an ‘informal’ conversation with the hosting panel over the finance minister’s presentation of the budget to Parliament, but when it came to interviewing experts, a male co-host took charge. Nonetheless, the female host’s contributions demonstrated her understanding of the budget’s economic consequences as she made clear connections between some of the budget’s input and its effects on the economy. Another woman, a senior lecturer and economist, was also hosted on the show on 16 November, and she too spoke about the economic implications of the budget with competence and confidence.

Other female resource persons heard on Joy SMS included the director of an education unit, who spoke about the Senior High School Renewable Energy Challenge 2023 on 13 November 2023, and a strategy, digital, and data executive with Old Mutual Group, who was on the show on 10 November to discuss Old Mutual’s 10th anniversary. The deputy country head of Apolonia City was on the Joy SMS to discuss real estate development in Ghana on 17 October. Some women affected by the dam spillage were featured on the show on 19 October, while on 13 November, the project lead of the National Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics Project competition was part of the team hosted. She exhibited mastery of the topics and complemented her male colleague when he had left out some important details. On 15 November, a discussion on the closure of the road tolls in Ghana included a physically disabled woman, who shared the challenges she was facing due to the closure of road tolls across the country. On 14 November 2023, brand ambassador and media personality ‘Nana Ama’ also came on the show to talk about MiWay Insurance’s offerings. She was accompanied by two male MiWay Insurance executives who also spoke on the same subject.

Apart from the female journalist who read the business news on CBS, the other female voices included a representative of organisation donating money to those who had been affected by the Akosombo Dam spillage and former students 80of the Aburi Girls Senior High School who discussed the various programmes concerning an event at their alma mater. During the four weeks of monitoring, the only occasion on which CBS hosted a female politician was 17 November 2023, when Betty Krosbi Mensah, then-MP for Afram Plains North, spoke about people in her constituency who had been impacted by the dam spillage with three male journalists who formed the hosting panel. Thus, it is impossible to ignore the male predominance on CBS.

On Peace FM, the only female resource persons hosted included the head of corporate affairs of the National Lotteries Authority, whose contribution was via a telephone interview; two women (in addition to two men) from a credit union, former students from Aburi Girls Senior High School; and Afia Foriwa Boafo, who was promoting a food (Angwamo) festival. A deputy minister of information was on the show on 17 November 2023 to talk about the media fund to support mainstream media. It should be mentioned that on 16 November 2023, the Peace FM host revealed that a female deputy finance minister was scheduled to appear on the programme to engage in post-budget discussions, but she later declined owing to other personal engagements, an action that upset some of the show’s regular panellists. The female deputy minister and expert, unfortunately, passed up the chance to guarantee female representation on a crucial national issue. Peace FM appeared to provide more room for female politicians to make appearances than other Joy FM or Citi.




Discussion

The findings of this study are consistent with other findings that demonstrated the poor representation and limited engagement pertaining to women in the media. A study conducted across the Ghanaian news media between February and June 2021, for example, found that men dominated radio and television shows in terms of presenters, journalists, interviewees, and invited experts (Franks, 2021). This study has shown that this trend has not changed for morning shows, but it was generally observed that whenever the perspectives of women surfaced, either in the form of resource persons or a female host (particularly on Joy FM) contributing to the discussion or asking questions, their engagements influenced the focus and the direction of discourse. This is clear from the differences in the topics and directions of conversations chosen by Joy FM’s female host, Mamavi Owusu Aboagye. As a member of the hosting panel and, by extension, the production team, her role in the selection of resource persons likely accounts for the relatively more female resource persons on Joy SMS as compared to CBS and Kokrokoo.

Although some have argued that female journalists and presenters are typically pigeon-holed to cover the bulk of the soft news areas of features, the arts, education, and health (North, 2016), Yeboah-Banin et al. (2020) found that women were covering more beats, including those traditionally preserved for men, like politics and business. This study’s data included a female journalist who read the business news on Citi FM’s CBS, a domain formerly exclusively for men. However, because she only read the news and was not included discussions about current business and economic topics, she did not address the underrepresentation 81of female voices (as a host or as part of the panel) on the prominent morning programme. The other female journalists on Kokrokoo also fell short because they only read the news and newspaper reviews.

Recent reports indicate that female resource persons shy away from appearing in the media (ACME, 2019), and this could have been a factor in their exclusion as much as selection bias. By including gender-sensitive and gender-transformative content, the media can play a significant role in establishing gender equality (Adjin-Tettey, 2020), so when women’s interests are piqued to contribute to gender-sensitive and transformative issues, they are more likely to join in more general conversations pertaining to other socially, politically, and economically significant issues.

In addition to structural challenges (Adjin-Tettey et al., 2023; Asuman & Moodley, 2023), and technological barriers (Gadzekpo, 2009; Opoku-Mensah, 2001), editorial decisions also contribute to the minimal participation of women in the media. Some producers and journalists are more comfortable with resource persons with whom they have established relationships and rapport than unfamiliar sources who are riskier and less reliable (Barnoy & Reich, 2023). This, we argue, may disproportionally impact newer entrants who are women when familiar sources have historically been men. What is more, studies indicate that although professional women gained their position on merit, many are fearful of coming across as unqualified imposters when they are not given adequate time to prepare for media engagements (Howell & Singer, 2017).

Factors like lack of confidence and trust in the media – by not recognising the impact women make when they consent to interviews – account for women’s reluctance to engage in public discourse in the media (ACME, 2019). The dam spill and its effects on communities downstream, for example, was a good opportunity to flag the challenges women and children face. The vulnerability of these demographic categories makes it important to shed light on these issues and find ways to address them. There were reports of women and girls exposed to rape and other forms of sexual assault and abuse when communities were displaced by the Akosombo Dam spillage. These incidents, however, did not feature prominently on the morning radio shows monitored – even though they should have been a springboard for women resource persons and other advocacy groups to champion the cause of the victims.



Conclusion

Studying women’s participation in primetime radio is crucial not only to the advancement of gender equality and women’s empowerment but also for the improvement of media discourse. This study has yielded significant empirical data and nuanced insights regarding the representation of women in prime-time media and the potential benefits of positive representation for women’s advancement and media diversity. Further research can contribute to a more inclusive media environment and society at large by pointing out areas for improvement and modelling similar studies in other areas. Gender representation requires awareness and deliberate effort, so gender-sensitive and gender-transformative content and representation, as well as the dismantling of gender stereotypes, are crucial to the establishment 82of a newsroom culture that prioritises gender. Media organisations should also be constantly evaluating their decisions’ and actions’ alignment with the ideals of positive gender portrayal and engage in regular roll out staff education and training programmes that consider the perspectives of women media specialists. Allowing women journalists more time to participate in media interactions and highlighting them as primary sources for media content are two cultural attitudes that media organisations can cultivate during the newsgathering process, news output, and programme planning stages. We also recommend the recruitment of more women practitioners in newsrooms and in production. This, we argue, can ensure that topics that significantly impact women are brought up for editorial consideration.

This study used data from a relatively small timeframe and examined only three current affairs morning shows. Literature could benefit from other studies that employ larger, more diverse samples and relevant conceptual frameworks to enable more sophisticated statistical and theoretical analysis and facilitate generalisation. Future researchers may consider broadening their foci to encompass other similar shows, diverse programme formats, and gender representation in radio news sound bites.
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1New Patriotic Party (NPP) was the ruling party at the time of writing.

2Launched in 2019, the Senior High Schools Renewable Energy Challenge (Schools Challenge) is a joint project of the Ghana Education Service and the Energy Commission of Ghana. The effort intends to create interest in renewable energy and energy efficiency among students in Ghana’s second-cycle institutions as well as to educate and raise awareness of these topics in senior high schools and technical institutions around the nation.
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Abstract

Rwanda’s media industry has expanded in diversity and plurality. Various reforms and efforts to professionalise and enable media contribute to national socio-economic development efforts. Media have gradually been liberalised and transformed into free and independent communication platforms and spaces for dialogue consistent with the principles of democracy and the protection of civil and political human rights. A major area of concern in most media development endeavours in Rwanda has been the creation of appropriate work environments where gender is mainstreamed in all media activities – from education to practice. This chapter examines the state of current gender equality in the Rwandan media to understand how issues of equality and equal opportunities are afforded to female journalists. A mixed-methods approach reveals an inequitable allocation of journalistic roles between male and female journalists and claims of biased coverage of women’s issues, salary discrepancies, a general misunderstanding of the concept of gender equality and its implications, and modest approaches in the implementation of gender-related policies. The authors argue that continued focus on gender mainstreaming in the Rwandan 86media should foster gender equality and develop capacity, inclusiveness, and non-discriminatory work environments.
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Introduction

Gender equality comprises equal rights, responses, and opportunities for women and men and girls and boys (UNESCO, 2014–2021). This conceptualisation implies that the interests, needs, and priorities of women and men are taken into consideration and their diversity recognised. The United Nations’ (2015) 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development conceives of gender equality as a crucial element in policy development that engages the international community and a plurality of stakeholders. Goal 5 envisions a world of ‘universal respect for human rights and human dignity’ where ‘every woman and girl [can] enjoy full gender equality without any legal, social, and economic barrier to their empowerment’ and further declares gender equality as a fundamental human right and a necessary foundation for a peaceful, prosperous, and sustainable world (United Nations, 2015). The principles of gender equality and non-discrimination have been sanctified in numerous international treaties, including the European Convention on Human Rights (Council of Europe, 1950, article 14), the governing treaties of the European Union (Treaty on European Union, 2009, articles 2 and 3), the European Charter of Fundamental Rights (Treaty on European Union, 2000, article 21), the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (African Union, 2004), the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa (African Union, 2015), the Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, Punishment, and Eradication of Violence against Women (Organization of American States, 1994), and the SADC Protocol on Gender and Development (Southern African Development Community, 2008) among very many others.

These international frameworks have informed Rwanda’s engagements with gender equality, and the country is now a signatory to several conventions. Subsequently, a legal and policy enabling environment has been created to facilitate the realisation of gender equality and empowerment of women across different sectors. The national constitution (Republic of Rwanda, 2015a), for example, provides a minimum quota of 30% women in all decision-making organs. 87The Ministry of Gender and Family Promotion’s (2010) National Gender Policy underlines the urgency with which the national government seeks to remove all forms of gender-based discrimination and create an environment where both men and women equally contribute to the country’s development. Gender empowerment is also a key, cross-cutting aspect of the socio-economic transformation outlined in Republic of Rwanda’s (2015b) Vision 2050.

The Rwandan Ministry of Gender and Family Promotion (2021) reports that efforts have been made to cascade gender empowerment efforts at local and national governance levels. The Inter-Parliamentary Union Report (2021) ranked Rwanda ninth globally in women’s political representation at 61.3%. The World Economic Forum’s (2019) Global Gender Gap Report 2020 also indicates substantial progress in women’s participation in the labour force at 83.9%. The report also identified Rwanda’s good progress in women’s empowerment. But not all reports agree. The African Union’s (2015) Agenda 2063 and Moodley et al.’s (2019) report indicate contrasting findings that show little progress in addressing gender inequality across different sectors of the economy, including the media.

A growing issue of concern within the Rwandan media is the absence of gender mainstreaming in most news media institutions and media training/education institutions. Various stakeholders underscore the need to professionalise the media sector in ways that strengthen a balanced, fair, and equal gender representation in training and practice (e.g. Akinbobola, 2020; Media High Council, 2019; Wood, 2015). Such proposed efforts align with Rwanda’s policies of gender empowerment as laid out in frameworks like the Republic of Rwanda’s (2017) National Strategy for Transformation 2017–2024 (NST1), the formerly Media High Council’s Rwanda Media Policy (2011) as well as in such mechanisms as the United Nations’ (2015) 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, which especially addresses Sustainable Development Goal 5.


Study Purpose and Questions

This study examines the current status of gender in the Rwandan media to comprehend how issues of equality and equal opportunities are afforded to female journalists such that they can equally participate in media work by answering these questions:


	What is the current gender composition in the media industry in Rwanda?


	What are the existing gender roles and how do women journalists participate in media work?


	How is the professional performance of female journalists perceived by their male counterparts?


	Are there gender equality policies and guidelines in Rwanda’s media institutions, and, if so, are they fairly applied?







Literature Review

Studies on gender issues in news media contexts have been weighted towards gender balance in job segregation; representation and portrayal in media content, including who makes news (Steiner, 2009; Wood, 2009); and audiences in their access to and use of media, among other issues. Gender inequalities in the media are often related to conflict in the newsrooms about who should perform which roles, salary discrepancies, sexual harassment, and limited or stereotyped 88representations of women in media discourses (Akinbobola, 2020; Santoniccolo et al., 2023) – even where gender equality policies exist. Despite the increase in women beat reporters covering politics and business, women are typically assigned to stories in arts, education, and health that consequently impact their progression up the organisational ladder (North, 2014).

Santoniccolo et al. (2023) have defined ‘gender wage gap’ as the difference between the remuneration offered to men and women for doing the same work. It is also described as the ‘percentage difference between the annual earnings for women compared to the annual earnings for men in work fields’ (Pires, 2017, p. 3). Salary discrepancies are a reoccurring financial issue in all aspects of the media business and most career paths worldwide. In the United States, for example, women earn around 80% of men’s salaries for the same work in the same position (Pires, 2017).

In addition to gender inequality in sub-Saharan Africa, sexual harassment also is raising concern among media and gender researchers. The World Association of News Publishers (WAN-IFRA, 2022) reports that one in four women has faced sexual harassment at work, about 35% have experienced verbal harassment, and 17% have experienced physical harassment. WAN-IFRA further reported that African media has the highest number of sexual harassment problems. Yet most of the time, cases of physical and verbal sexual harassment go unreported because of fear of further victimisation and a lack of confidence in management systems and interventions.

The 6th Global Media Monitoring Project report by Who Makes the News? (2021) revealed that women make up 25% of the persons heard, read about, or seen in newspaper, television, and radio news, which is only a single percentage increase since 2010. Suppressing women’s voices in the media violates the principle of ‘leaving no one behind’ espoused in the SDGs. Underrepresentation and misrepresentation of women in news stories significantly distort the way women view themselves because, of the many influences on how men and women are viewed, media are the most pervasive and most powerful (Wood, 1994, 2009). All media ‘forms are purveyors of communicating images of the sexes’, many of which ‘perpetuate unrealistic, stereotypical, and limiting perceptions’ (Wood, 1994, p. 31). The stereotypical portrayal of men and women in media content both reflects and sustains socially endorsed views of gender that falsely imply that men are the cultural standard and women are invisible and less important (Steiner, 2009). Despite the empowering effect of technology, the ordinary woman is often portrayed by the Rwandan media as passive and disinterested in public participation-related issues (Jjuuko & Njuguna, 2019). Such depictions and/or images sustain and reinforce socially constructed views of the genders among audiences and at the workplace (media institutions, in this case) and normalises the mistreatment and sexual harassment of women as well as rape and gender-based violence.


Gender Equality in the Rwandan Media

Women are critically underrepresented in Rwandan newsrooms, television and radio stations, film production houses, and journalism and media training institutions 89(Akinbobola, 2020; Media High Council, 2013, 2019; Wood, 2015). Women media owners are few, over 70% of journalists operating in 2011 were men, and less than 10% of the women working in the media were in management positions as directors, media managers, and chief editors (Media High Council, 2012; Rwanda Governance Board, 2016). About 40% of female journalists report on social and legal issues rather than economic, politics, and business (Media High Council, 2019). The latest statistics from the Rwanda Media Commission (2019) indicate little change in the past decade: of the 1,611 accredited journalists1 in Rwanda, 1,129 (70%) were men and more men than women are in media management positions.

Reports also indicate that Rwandan female journalists suffer various forms of discrimination and sexual harassment. According to Akinbobola (2020), most female journalists in Rwanda, as in several other countries in sub-Saharan Africa, decry discrimination in salaries, sexual harassment, and male chauvinism as hindering their performance in media houses. They also cited a lack of editors’ trust in their ability (as women) to independently cover news stories from the field. Yet most women respondents (80%) chose journalism out of passion, talent for the career, and the opportunity to empower others through news.

An online survey by WAN-IFRA that polled 103 journalists in 2021 indicated that about 41% of women journalists in Rwanda had experienced verbal sexual harassment at the workplace that was most often committed by male editors and programme managers. The report established that most victims chose to remain silent to keep their jobs and preserve their reputations with colleagues who considered these offences trivial. Others were not aware that they had been sexually harassed since this concept was not clear to them. According to the report, the offenders were merely warned. It is important to note that about 24% of male journalists had also experienced verbal sexual harassment and about 12 were physically harassed. A February 2021 editorial in The New Times, a national daily newspaper, reminded Rwandan media of their duty to respond to and act on such sexual harassment reports.

Gender-based corruption has been implicated in the recruitment process as well as in the working conditions for female media practitioners. For example, student admission into journalism and communication training institutions reflects gender imbalance, and approximately 30% of students at the University of Rwanda were women between 2013 and 2015 (Media High Council, 2018; Wood, 2015). What is worse, of the few female students who study journalism, only 15% end up employed in the media industry for either lack of interest, opportunities, or inadequate investment opportunities in the media sector, and those who proceed into journalism and related work are frustrated by the looming gender inequalities in media institutions (Akinbobola, 2020).

The studies highlighted in this brief literature review emphasise the need for gender mainstreaming in institutions not only in Rwanda but also other countries, particularly in Sub-Saharan media contexts. This will tackle gender-related issues within media and society as a whole. Despite the excellent studies on media 90in Rwanda, we must continuously update the literature and systematically analyse the status quo. This study re-examines the current gender situation in Rwandan media to comprehend how issues of equality and equal opportunities are afforded to female journalists and investigates other issues of gender discrimination in the workplace.




Method and Approach

The study used a mixed methods approach comprising an online survey, focus-group discussions (FGDs), and key informant interviews to gather quantitative and qualitative data in a complementary way that would provide an overview of the issue and more in-depth insight. We also chose different categories of respondents (journalists, managers, and editors) to get different perspectives. The survey respondents were accredited journalists in print, broadcast, and online media, media managers, and editors selected from official lists of accredited journalists provided by the Rwanda Media Commission. The online survey included both closed- and open-ended questions and was customised for the various categories of respondents. Two hundred accredited journalists responded (42% women and 58% men). We also conducted two face-to-face FGDs. In each focus group FGD1 (including male journalists) and FGD2 (including female journalists), eight practising journalists of the same gender randomly selected from the pool of survey respondents participated. The Key Informant Interviews targeted media managers.

All the respondents gave informed consent to participate in the study. They were anonymised and given the option to complete the questionnaire if they wanted. The data were analysed as a whole to answer the four research questions. Both qualitative and quantitative data are presented in a complementary manner.



Findings

The findings presented below answer the research questions about the current gender composition in the media, gender roles and participation of women in media work, male journalists’ perceptions about women’s professional performance, the impediments female journalists face while performing their duties, and the existence and implementation of gender equality policies in news media institutions.


Gender Composition in Rwanda’s Media

Women are underrepresented in both professional journalism practice and leadership positions like news and production managers and editors. Of the 200 journalists surveyed, 6% of women compared to 23% of men occupied these positions. The findings were confirmed and elaborated on in the FGDs with eight women. One female respondent argued that gender disparities arise from ‘discrimination against women in hiring’ and what she called ‘sexist stereotypes on the capabilities of women journalists’, such that ‘some men are considered and treated as superior [to] women during recruitment’ (FGD2-F5). Another added that recruiters 91are ‘blinded by gender stereotypes that women are not brave as men’ and do not therefore consider their professional capacity during recruitment (FGD2-F3).

A related finding was that employers are also concerned about female journalists’ responsibilities as both wives and mothers, which can divert women’s attention from their professions and career paths, such that they are categorically denied recruitment opportunities. One of the senior managers interviewed stated that even though gender is considered an important aspect of the media house, gender equality is yet to be attained. He affirmed that only 30% of his staff are women, and men dominate most leadership positions with just a few ‘talented females in positions of responsibility’ (interview, July 2021). He was, however, concerned about the general conflation of ‘gender’ with ‘women’s emancipation’. He argued, in this regard, that this misunderstanding goes against the need to balance men and women in different roles and added that, ‘empowering women is empowering the nation’.



Gender Roles and Female Journalists’ Participation and Work Confidence in Media

Assessing the roles played by media professionals was crucial to this study’s goal of understanding the contribution of women journalists to the news production process. More male journalists have reporting, production, and editorial roles (singly or in combination) than female journalists. Men are overrepresented as editors, photographers, and graphic designers. Both, however, are equally freelancing. The high number of female journalists who own media houses (mostly online media) was a remarkable finding: of the 22 media house owners surveyed (who are also accredited journalists), 86% are female. Among participants with management positions, women also dominate as owners of media houses, especially online news sites. Some of the women media owners who participated in the FGDs observed that an online media business start-up is less complex than venturing into the mainstream, which motivates more women to take up the ventures.

The data from the FGDs also gave us insights into the journalistic focus of female and male journalists. The findings imply that some media institutions, particularly those with religious affiliations, consider women incapable of ‘perform[ing] certain journalistic tasks as men do’ (FGD2-F6). Typically, women are not given such assignments as ‘presidential conferences, working during night shifts, or reporting stories outside the country – simply because women are considered unable to withstand the pressures and expectations of such work’ (FGD2-F6). Female FGD participants also criticised their supervisors for considering soft news stories easier to report and therefore fit for women: ‘Supervisors should be aware that reporting social or soft news stories is as complex as reporting hard news, and should value this section of news’ (FGD2-F1).

The subject of women’s participation in media work raised another crucial concern: women journalists’ levels of professional confidence in their ability to satisfactorily perform journalistic tasks or work in the industry in general. Survey respondents were asked to rate their levels of confidence on a Likert-type scale. Fig. 6.1 visualises those results disaggregated by gender.
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Fig. 6.1. Journalists’ Level of Professional Confidence.


92The results indicate a substantial level of professional self-confidence among both male and female journalists. Of the 77 respondents (47 male and 30 female) who evaluated their level of confidence as ‘very high’, 40% were men and 36% were women. In total, 115 male journalists rated their confidence either ‘high’ (58%) and ‘very high’ (40%), whereas 80 female journalists self-reported the same confidence bracket (60% and 36%, respectively). Only five journalists (2% of male and 4% of female respondents) indicated a low confidence in performing journalistic tasks. In other words, the disparities in the levels of confidence between the men and women were minor.

Professional confidence was followed up in the FGDs. A male participant opined that women generally ‘lack confidence and fear to perform certain journalistic tasks’ (FGD1-M4). He, however, explained this phenomenon as the result of workplace gender discrimination: men, who are usually the managers, ‘don’t give women opportunities to exhibit their potential’ (FGD1-M4). His colleague was more explicit:

Female journalists are competent, but they lose their confidence because they are considered as simple helpers [assistants] to their male colleagues. The biases and gender stereotypes against them also prevent them from filling the same tasks with male journalists. (FGD1-M7)


One of the female participants stated that since confidence is built over time, colleagues should be given an opportunity to cover hard news stories to develop and increase their knowledge and experience (FGD2-F6).



Male Journalists’ Perceptions of Female Journalists’ Professional Performance

Gender roles in the media industry may be determined by stakeholders’ perceptions of who performs better. Previous studies have shown a strong bias towards male journalists as more capable of effectively performing journalistic tasks than their female counterparts (Rwanda Media Commission, 2019; Wood, 2015). This 93study sought to confirm this finding in the Rwandan context, and the results are shown in Table 6.1.

Table 6.1. Professional Performance of Female Journalists and Male Media Practitioners.


	Are Male Journalists Better Performers?

	Journalists

	Editors/Managers/Directors




	Male

	Female

	Male

	Female






	Yes (%)

	36

	13

	73

	22




	No (%)

	37

	59

	27

	78




	Not sure (%)

	27

	28

	0

	0




	Total

	117

	83

	11

	18






Most male media managers (73%) affirmed the ability of male journalists to outperform female journalists, whereas the majority (59%) of female journalists and female media managers did not. Perhaps more striking was the finding that more than 25% of men and women journalists were not sure. One male survey respondent noted in an open-ended question that female journalists are ‘sometimes naïve about certain areas and get trepidant to report on topics like politics and economics [which] require critical thinking skills’. This thinking described as ‘disrespectful’ by a female participant in an FGD: ‘such are perceptions and stereotypes that media managers (and society) use to frame women as “weak” and “incompetent”’ (FGD2-F6). A male FGD participant shared a similar view and argued against such frames that view women as incompetent:

Many women journalists work with men journalists and have the same responsibilities with the same capacity to carry out all related journalistic assignments. We all can do research and write news and have the same knowledge and expertise […]. We are all the same and deserve equal treatment. (FGD1-F7)


Some of the participants in FGD2-F acknowledged not always working towards their emancipation and recognition as equal partners in media work. These reported that often times they ‘don’t try to go an extra mile’ (FGD2-F3). As women, however, they felt an obligation to do their ‘best and not wait for favours from our supervisors owing to our gender’ (FGD2-F5). Another participant (FGD2-F7) reiterated the need for self-help by ‘becoming relevant’ and building up the confidence to speak out about the discrimination against women journalists.




Gender Equality Policies in Media Houses

A gender policy in an institution designates the resolve of management to address any gender imbalances and conflicts that may arise among the organisation’s male and female members. This study thus sought to explore whether such policies 94exist in media organisations and whether the respondents were aware of them. Table 6.2 shows the quantitative results.

Table 6.2. Existence of Gender Policies in Media Institutions.


	Our Institution Has a Gender Policy

	Journalists

	Editors/Managers/Directors




	Male

	Female

	Male

	Female






	Yes (%)

	77

	65

	91

	65




	No (%)

	12

	12

	9

	12




	Not sure (%)

	11

	22

	0

	23




	Total

	117

	83

	11

	18






The findings indicate that institutions in Rwanda have policies on gender equality, with gender sensitisation, which aims to create equality among male and female members of the organisations, as a priority. Both quantitative and qualitative data revealed that some staff members, albeit few, were unaware of the existence of such policies in their workplaces. Of the 117 male journalists surveyed, the majority (77%) confirmed the existence of gender policies at their media organisations. A small percentage (12%) indicated that their media houses lacked the policy, and 11% did not know. About 65% of the female journalists reported being aware of gender policies in their media houses, whereas 22% were unsure and 12% confirmed the lack of such a policy in their institutions. The majority of the 11 male managers (91%) and 18 women managers (83%) confirmed the existence of gender policies in their media institutions.

This finding points to the need to raise awareness among staff not only about the existence and substance of the policies but also about their implementation and enforcement. For example, an FGD respondent voiced a concern that some media houses lacked the financial means to operate professionally, ‘making such policies irrelevant’ (FGD1-M5,7). The study further sought to assess if the policies (where they exist) are applied in a non-discriminatory manner and to the satisfaction of all stakeholders. Results are shown in Table 6.3.

Table 6.3. Are Gender Policies Effectively Applied Without Discrimination?


	There Is No Discrimination at the Workplace

	Journalists

	Editors/Managers/Directors




	Male

	Female

	Male

	Female






	Yes (%)

	70

	35

	73

	39




	No (%)

	20

	60

	18

	61




	Not sure (%)

	10

	5

	9

	0




	Total

	117

	83

	11

	18






While most male respondents (in both categories of journalists and managers) considered the gender policies of their organisation non-discriminatory, their female counterparts were less likely to agree. Indeed, of the 200 journalists studied, 60% of female journalists affirmed that the existing gender policies were being applied discriminatively against them. Specific examples of this discrimination were discussed in the FGDs, including limited recruitment opportunities and that story assignments. Whereas 73% of male media managers believed that policies were applied justly, almost as high a percentage of female media managers (61%) opined that the application of the policies was discriminatory. A small number of journalists in both categories were not sure about the effectiveness of the gender policies in their institutions. The respondents who did not know of such policies (Table 6.2) support the inference that the policy development process may not have been participatory. Participatory approaches in policy development are a useful 95way to ensure that the critical issues pertaining to all stakeholders are captured in a knowledge base that guides the policy and what it represents (Poole et al., 2019).

Adherence to the gender policy has been lacklustre in some Rwandan media institutions for different reasons. A female FGD participant declared, ‘There are some media managers who don’t agree with gender perspectives, and they choose not to adopt gender guidelines in their newsrooms’ (FGD2-F4). One of the media managers described the broadcaster’s adherence rate to the gender policy as average, stating that they are working to achieve a ‘1:1 ratio of male and female staff in the next five years’ (interview July 2021). The qualitative data gathered during the FGDs and interviews demonstrated that although the current gender laws and policies clearly stipulate the importance of gender policies, they are not implemented because the staff do not generally understand them. The need for awareness creation on the notions of gender, gender balance/equality, and all related issues in the entire industry is still great.



Discussion

The results from this study have confirmed gender discrepancies in professional journalism practice and in leadership positions. The dominance of male practitioners in the Rwandan media industry is not a new phenomenon. A Media High Council (2019) study that sampled 355 journalists established that men outnumbered women in the media sector due to business decisions that did not favour women (36.6%), the nature of the profession (28.6%), and perceived low self-esteem and ability among women regarding the profession (18.6%). The same study revealed that only 19 (12.8%) female journalists occupied leadership or editorial positions. Our findings are also consistent with the Rwanda Media Commission (2019) study that revealed that of the 1,611 accredited journalists in Rwanda, 1,129 (70%) were men.

Our findings from the Key Informant Interviews show that there is a general misunderstanding, particularly among male managers, that women are incapable of performing certain journalistic tasks and that female journalists (e.g. at the Rwanda Broadcasting Agency) are more talented than journalists. These findings flag the need for recruitment policies that encourage and motivate qualified female candidates to apply for jobs to address the existing gender gaps. At the time of writing, more male journalists (possibly explained by their bigger population, generally) eventually apply for media jobs and get hired, thereby reinforcing the discrepancy.

96The high number of female owners of (mostly online) media was an interesting and remarkable finding. Of the 22 media house owners (who are accredited journalists), 14 were female, and they comprised the bulk of female respondents with management positions. FGD participants attributed this trend to the comparative ease of online business start-ups as compared to ventures into mainstream media. One interpretation of these data is that since women are given fewer opportunities in leadership roles in traditional media, the launch of an online start-up could be a sign of resilience. Further research into these women’s motivations is warranted.

A gender policy in an organisation is just the first stride towards the achievement of gender equity and equality among the members of the organisation. The actual challenge lies in effective implementation and enforcement. The results on media policy can be interpreted as highlighting how FGD respondents perceived the centrality of a gender policy in ensuring equitable treatment of male and female journalists as they pursue and realise their career dreams. The survey and FGDs showed that media industry stakeholders are generally aware of gender equality as a critical debate in the industry. Although gender debates are not prominent in the newsrooms, some journalists indicated that when issues like sexual harassment arise, the managers remind the journalists about the existing gender policies and the need for policy adherence. Whether these discussions comprise most of the situations when the gender policies are thematised also merits further investigation. If so, how does this limited context of engagement with these policies impact how they are perceived?



Conclusion

Before considering how issues affecting women and men in the wider society are represented or portrayed in media content, we should start with news media institutions and newsrooms themselves. Gender mainstreaming as a way of addressing the concerns raised in this study should seek to foster gender equality and should be reinforced by inclusivity, non-discriminatory work environments, and professional, equal treatment for all categories of journalists. Potential outcomes from these efforts may include women journalists who are well-mentored to face the industry, media owners and managers who are sensitised on the rationale of gender equality in the success of the media industry, and professionals who are gender-sensitive in all aspects of their work.
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Abstract

Abortion is among the recognised services for sexual reproductive health and rights (SRHR), and respecting women’s rights to safe abortion and their SRHR is linked with respecting women’s right to life (African Union, 2003; Durojaye et al., 2021; Starrs et al., 2018; WHO, 2022). Research indicates significant gaps in protecting and respecting SRHR in Africa, specifically in Sub-Saharan countries (Durojaye et al., 2021; Poku, 2020; Starrs et al., 2018). This may be a result of restrictive laws and policies as well as prevailing religious and cultural beliefs and attitudes related to SRHR. The media has a key role to play in shaping public discourse and impacts attitudes towards abortion and its access as a health service and a right of pregnant girls and women (Fraile & Hernández, 2024). This chapter explores some of the available literature on mass media’s potential to share information and open up global debate about abortion in the Sub-Saharan African region, where legal access to abortion is restricted. It draws not only on the literature examining how mass media serve as effective tools for the public sphere to discuss issues regarding abortion but also about how what is communicated can either create a sense of moral panic by highlighting deviance from social norms and values or foster change of those social norms to create a more favourable environment for safe abortion.
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Introduction and Background

Safe abortion care is among the nine recognised essential services for sexual reproductive health and rights (SRHR; African Union, 2003; Durojaye et al., 2021; Starrs et al., 2018; WHO, 2022). Since the International Conference on Population Development held in Cairo in 1994 and the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action in 1995, respecting and protecting SRHR have been considered an important responsibility for governments across the world (Durojaye et al., 2021). The UN sustainable development goals link SRHR to goals and targets and commit governments to ensuring access to SRHR and promoting gender equality (goal 5.6) and to healthy lives and well-being for all (goal 3.7) by 2030 (Munyati, 2018; Starrs et al., 2018; UNFPA, 2023). Respecting women’s rights to safe abortion is linked with respecting women’s right to life (African Union, 2003; UNFPA, 2023; WHO, 2022). However, many countries are falling behind in their provision of this essential SRHR service (Starrs et al., 2018).

The Maputo Protocol (2003) is recognised as the first African document on human rights that specifically mentions access to safe abortion as a woman’s right. More than 15 years later, research shows that there are significant gaps in protecting and respecting SRHR in Africa, specifically in Sub-Saharan countries (Durojaye et al., 2021; Poku, 2020; Starrs et al., 2018). As a key source of political and social information, the media has an important role to play in shaping public discourse and can impact on how SRHR are advanced or restricted (Feldman & Zmerli, 2019). This chapter aims to explore how mass media coverage facilitates the public sphere’s engagement in discussion about abortion as a social issue and how its framing of abortion issues can create or dilute a sense of moral panic among audiences.

This chapter uses the term ‘mass media’ to refer to all those forms of media facilitating communication to a large and dispersed audience, including newspapers, radio, television, and online media (McQuail & Deuze, 2020). It employs the concept of the ‘public sphere’ to describe the domain of social life where public opinion can be formed and where citizens can freely share their opinions (Habermas, 1989, p. 398). ‘Moral panic’ as explored in the chapter refers to media coverage that exaggerates an event represented as a threat to societal values and interests (Cohen, 2002, p. 1).



Mass Media as a Source of Information and Influence

Mass media in its varied forms can reach a wide audience and offer the space to discuss issues affecting their societies in a ‘public sphere’ (Habermas, 1989; McQuail & Deuze, 2020). Indeed, mass media is seen as possibly the most credible and effective source of information on SRHR generally, and abortion specifically, and plays a key role in influencing the formation of public opinion about abortion (Fraile & Hernández, 2024). How media frames and represents abortion depends largely on the countries’ context in terms of religious beliefs, social and cultural values, and legislation as well as current scientific justifications and international human rights conventions (Davis Kempton, 2024; Fraile & Hernández, 2024; Hadley, 2023; McDonnell & Murphy, 2019; Nyathi & Ndhlovu, 2021).

101The recent increase in coverage of abortion issues and the negative representations of abortion in the media can result in amplified moral panic in societies (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 2009; Jewkes & Linnemann, 2018). The creation or reinforcement of negative representations and stereotypes among audiences can promote misconceptions and abortion stigma among the public (Jewkes & Linnemann, 2018; Purcell et al., 2014), whereas the increased coverage of abortion that advocates for women’s rights to abortion as a human right can not only change social-cultural attitudes to be more accepting of women and girls’ need for and right to abortion but also impact legislation (Davis Kempton, 2024; McDonnell & Murphy, 2019).



Four Factors Impacting Media Coverage of Abortion

Several factors influence how much and what kind of coverage abortion receives in the mass media. The reviewed literature focuses predominantly on four: the newsworthiness of the topic, the political and social context, media freedom, and media ownership.

Successful journalists know what interests their audience, and when issues are considered important and interesting to the public, mass media can increase the coverage of a topic by changing the way those issues are communicated to better meet the audiences’ appetite and boost sales by abiding by the ‘rule of newsworthiness’:

Editors and journalists select, produce, and present news according to a range of professional criteria that are used as benchmarks to determine a story’s newsworthiness […] if a story does not contain at least some of the characteristics deemed newsworthy, it will not appear on the news agenda. News values, then, are the value judgments journalists and editors make about the public appeal of a story as well as whether it is in the public interest. (Jewkes & Linnemann, 2018, p. 67)


This suggests that before journalists choose to cover issues related to abortion, they consider criteria to identify what is relevant, two of which include a new subject or a subject interesting to the public. Decisions about whether to cover the topic of abortion may be influenced by this concept of newsworthiness.

A country’s political and social context and level of freedom of the press also impact how mass media covers abortion. South Africa provides a strong example of how these contexts impact the media coverage of abortion: there is a marked difference between newsprint media representation of abortion by commentators in South Africa before 1990, when there were restrictive laws and media freedom was limited, and after 1990, after democratic reform, the liberalisation of abortion laws, increased gender activism, and the establishment of an environment of greater media freedom (Feltham-King & Macleod, 2015).

Media ownership status (i.e. whether an organisation is government-controlled or privately owned) also affects how media houses represent abortion 102issues (Nyathi & Ndhlovu, 2021). On the one hand, media houses owned by interest groups that oppose the right to abortion are more likely to emphasise anti-abortion perspectives, frame abortion rights arguments negatively, and potentially limit the diversity of viewpoints available to the public (Feltham-King and Macleod, 2015; Nyathi & Ndhlovu, 2021). On the other hand, pro-rights media ownership is more likely to provide coverage of abortion-related issues that support and normalise such perspectives and highlight the importance of reproductive rights (Nyathi & Ndhlovu, 2021). In other words, privately owned media houses can either contribute to a sense of moral panic about abortion or facilitate the informed rational discourse envisioned in Habermas’ public sphere by providing factual information on the topic.

A recent case study of media coverage in Zimbabwe reveals that government-controlled media houses also suffer from bias. Nyathi and Ndhlovu (2021) found that the government-owned newspaper tends to criminalise abortion and promote restrictive laws on abortion, which is consistent with the current legislation in Zimbabwe, where abortion is illegal except in limited circumstances. Most of The Chronicle’s coverage of abortion frames the women who seek abortion services as criminals and killers. What is more, the study found that the government-owned newspaper draws readers’ attention to the dangerous consequences of abortion for women, without clarifying the difference between safe abortion and unsafe abortion. The three privately owned and independent newspapers examined, however, participate in debate about abortion and advocate for decriminalisation. Articles that discuss the consequences of unsafe abortion on women’s health, advocate for women’s rights to abortion, criticise the restrictive abortion law in Zimbabwe, and call for review of the laws to provide access to legal and safe abortion and prevent the consequences of unsafe abortions were prominent in the private media’s coverage. Nyathi and Ndhlovu (2021) argue that how the government-owned newspaper in Zimbabwe criminalises abortion not only spreads fear about the risks of having an abortion and discourages women from seeking medical assistance to terminate an unwanted pregnancy safely but also discourages abortion supporters’ movements and increases stigma for women who have an abortion.



Abortion as Controversy and the Amplification of Moral Panic

As women are the population most impacted by abortion, the framing, language, and focus of abortion-related media coverage often demonstrate underlying biases and power dynamics and reveal how media narratives can reinforce or challenge traditional gender norms and the social status of women. How mass media frames abortion can add to or reduce stigma and a sense of moral panic around abortion. More often than not, media coverage of abortion is not advocacy for human rights but the presentation of a controversial topic related to what women’s bodies are expected to be and how they are intended to work (Jewkes & Linnemann, 2018; Lagos & Antezana, 2018; Purcell et al., 2014). For example, a 2014 study of newspaper coverage of abortion in Great Britain found that only 103a few newspapers framed abortion positively, advocated for the right of women to abortion services, and challenged the stigmatising and negative discourse surrounding abortion and women who decide to terminate their pregnancies (Purcell et al., 2014). A much larger number of the analysed newspapers presented abortion as a criminal act and portrayed women who terminate their pregnancies as ‘incompetent’ or ‘unnatural’ women who are unable to deal with motherhood. This deviation from the ‘norm’ of womanhood and motherhood can be exaggerated in the media and result in moral panic. The study also indicated that British newspapers tended to associate abortion with post-abortion complications and health risks, which discourages women from seeking abortion services.

The framing of abortion in South American mass media operating online also condemns or stigmatises women who have or seek abortions. Lagos and Antezana (2018, p. 136) criticise the online media public sphere ‘as a male domain’, where men’s voices are seen to encourage gender-based violence with their violent discourses. Lagos and Antezana further contend that even if mass media is a good space for the public to express freely their opinions, what is said in that sphere and how it is said can contain elements that lead to moral panic. Their study indicates that in the context of South American countries, online public opinion often propagates a distorted picture of abortion and holds the survivors of rape and sexual assaults accountable for the pregnancies that result from these crimes. The impact of this media coverage has serious consequences; increased negative portrayals and representations of abortion and those who seek them reinforce stigmatisation, discourage women from seeking abortion services, and pose a barrier to the activists engaged in advocating for women’s rights to abortion (Lagos & Antezana, 2018).

Men’s voices are more often heard in the media’s discussion and representation of the topic of abortion. As Davis Kempton’s (2024) assessment of the coverage of the change in abortion laws in the United States of America (USA) indicates, mass media privileges men’s voices because men hold more political power and more actively participate in the decision-making processes. Women’s voices claiming their reproductive health rights are not boosted in the same way as the voices of men opposing legal access to abortion are. Many other studies also argue that the mass media coverage of the legalisation of abortion is more politicised than any other health issue (Davis Kempton, 2024; Fraile & Hernández, 2024).



Abortion in Negative Frames: Unintentional Media Bias

Mass media also can unwillingly convey a negative image of abortion to its audience even if they had an intention of advocating for the right to abortion when the media content does not match the reality of abortion. An analysis of four American and British television dramas from different television stations shows that even though these dramas positively portray abortion and highlight women’s rights to seek abortion, they fail to portray abortion realistically (Freeman, 2022). Instead, the dramas portray the abortion procedure as surgical only and people seeking abortion as white, rich, and young. Freeman argues that television producers exclude information that viewers should know, like such alternatives to 104surgical interventions as medical abortion (i.e. taking oral medication), and the fact that all women can seek abortion, no matter where they live, their age, or the colour of their skin. Freeman (2022) further notes that such misinformation can ‘exaggerate the risks of seeking abortion services’ and can ‘reinforce the assumption that abortion is violent and dangerous’ to fuel abortion-related stigma (p. 600). What is more, when mass media does not cover the whole truth about abortion, it can be at risk of reinforcing the existing concerns associated with post-abortion complications and women’s fears about seeking abortion services:

More accurate representations of abortions (in terms of how an abortion is accessed, what will happen during the procedure, what will happen after, and who accesses abortions) may help to provide safer information to those who only access information about abortion through popular culture. (Freeman, 2022, p. 600)


Media coverage focussing on newsworthiness of issues regarding abortion can also foster biased information. When the voices opposing the legalisation of abortion are considered newsworthy, they are the most heard in the mass media and gain further prominence among audiences (Rohlinger, 2015; Sambaiga et al., 2019). In such countries as Tanzania and Uganda, which have restrictive laws on abortion and the majority of the population holds strong religious beliefs, the mass media focuses on anti-abortion movements’ discourses because they are the most prominent (Larsson et al., 2015; Sambaiga et al., 2019). When the voices of activists supporting safe abortion and advocating for legal changes are few and of marginal interest to the public, they do not attract media attention and lose visibility in mass media. When mass media provides a public platform to voice opinions opposing women’s rights to abortion, these rights are often ignored among the population (Davis Kempton, 2024).



Abortion Coverage as Advocacy

While mass media can amplify dominant voices of power that demonise abortion, it can also advocate for abortion rights. The media can promote debates and give a voice to activists in order to influence public opinion and change conservative attitudes and restrictive laws (Feltham-King & Macleod, 2015). Mass media has the power to set the agenda and influence social norms around abortion, and media coverage has contributed to the amendment and repeal of restrictive laws and protection of women’s rights to abortion (McDonnell & Murphy, 2019).

The increased coverage of incidents justifying the right of women to request abortion services brought about a change in the abortion law in the United States of America (Rohlinger, 2015). Although USA law allowed abortion in cases of sexual assault, incest, and foetal malformation during the 1940s and 1950s, Rohlinger narrates that this changed in the 1960s after increased coverage of the request for abortion by TV celebrity Sherri Finkbine, who realised that ‘she had ingested a drug known to cause fetal deformity’ (Rohlinger, 2015, p. 43). Her ordeal and travels to Sweden to obtain a safe abortion combined with the rubella 105measles epidemic received important TV coverage, and, as a result, abortion laws were amended in the country.

McDonnell and Murphy (2019) argue that mass media coverage of the 2012 death from sepsis after a prolonged miscarriage of Savita Halappanavar, who was refused an abortion because the law did not permit medical doctors to perform an abortion while the heart of the baby was still beating, brought about a similar change in Irish law. McDonnell and Murphy (2019) analysed how six Irish newspapers framed the issue of abortion to demonstrate that Savita Halappanavar’s death provided an opportunity for newspapers to highlight the gap in the existing legislation which did not give medical doctors a clear framework. The law was accused of prioritising the rights of the unborn over the rights of the mother. The international media attention and debates reflected negatively on Ireland’s image which gave way to a historical change in the Irish constitution, from ‘the protection of the unborn’ to ensuring that abortion was available on request up to 12 weeks (McDonnell & Murphy, 2019, p. 18).



Abortion Coverage for Informed Decision-making

The mass media has significant power to provide factual information to assist individual women of reproductive age’s decision-making about abortion services because mass media exposure allows them to acquire information on the existing laws guiding abortion in their countries and their rights to make decisions about their own bodies (Aalmneh et al., 2022; Ahinkorah et al., 2020; Dickson et al., 2018). For example, a 2018 study conducted in Ghana and Mozambique that identified socio-demographic factors influencing the termination of pregnancy among women in the two countries found that exposure to newspaper, radio, television, or social media impacted the likelihood that a woman would decide to terminate a pregnancy:

The importance of media in providing information about how and where to terminate a pregnancy could account for the association between media exposure and the prevalence of pregnancy termination. Women who have access to social media may also be aware of the abortion laws in their country and are less likely to be stigmatised by society in their quest to have a pregnancy terminated. (Dickson et al., 2018, p. 8)


A 2020 study in Ghana further supports the relationship between mass media exposure and self-efficacy in abortion decision-making by revealing that adolescent girls and young women who consume mass media messages are more likely to develop independent decision-making about their own access to abortions than those who are not exposed to this information (Ahinkorah et al., 2020). Women’s exposure to mass media provides them with a variety of ideas and knowledge about the importance of safe abortion, and the researchers recommend that

106to promote safe abortions, […] government should also ensure regular, periodic mass media campaigns to target adolescent girls and young women and provide education/knowledge on family planning and safe abortion practices. (Ahinkorah et al., 2020, p. 9)


Mass media’s potential to build capacity for decision-making around abortion was also confirmed by a 2021 study of three popular media outlets in Kenya that found that when mass media provides adolescents with accurate information on sexual reproductive health and abortion, cultural mindsets can change and encourage adolescents to make informed, independent decisions about their reproductive health (Kafu et al., 2021).



Conclusion

The review literature demonstrates that mass media coverage can be a double-edged sword when it comes to abortion. Coverage can satisfy either the pro-rights movement or the anti-rights movement. Mass media can serve as a model of the ideal public sphere, whereby the population has various opportunities to participate in public life by expressing their views on matters affecting them, but it is also a platform from which the dominant voices in this public sphere exercise the extant power dynamics and relationship, including men and governments who are against abortion rights. In other words, this can drown out other arguments for women’s right to abortion and prevent accurate media coverage of abortion issues.

Mass media coverage of abortion, in general, reveals that abortion is a controversial subject worldwide even in countries where abortion is legalised. The consistently negative framing of the issue in the media can result in moral panic (McDonnell & Murphy, 2019; Nyathi & Ndhlovu, 2021). When media content amplifies negative attitudes towards abortion, this increases abortion stigma, discourages women from seeking safe abortions, and prevents activists from advocating for abortion (Nyathi & Ndhlovu, 2021, p. 1474). This can perpetuate the problem of women continuing with unwanted pregnancies or accessing unsafe abortion, and the latter is a significant factor in the high maternal mortality rates in Sub-Saharan Africa (Durojaye et al., 2021; Nyathi & Ndhlovu, 2021). When media content promotes independent decision-making and women’s sexual and reproductive rights, it also has the power to influence not only an audience’s attitudes and social norms around abortion but also abortion legislation.

Well-informed and responsible mass media coverage of abortion issues can result in a more informed public, reduced stigma, a more nuanced understanding of the complexities surrounding sexual and reproductive rights, and ultimately, better health outcomes and expanded options for women. While much of the available research focuses on the coverage of abortion in newspapers, television, and online media, there is little available literature on radio coverage of abortion. Given the influence of radio on its audience in Sub-Saharan Africa and its reach to all social groups (e.g. Chiumbu & Motsaathebe, 2021; Munoriyarwa, 2021), how radio covers and frames abortion needs more attention. This was the impetus 107behind a study conducted in 2024 into radio stations’ coverage of the decriminalisation of abortion for minors in Rwanda.
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Abstract

Gender representation in journalism and communication is crucial because it shapes how media reflects and constructs society. Extant literature on newsrooms and professional journalism indicate that women are underrepresented in terms of numbers and the types of stories they cover. This ‘problem’ of representation within the profession of journalism itself has implications for the perpetuation of gender stereotypes and the framing of women and limits the public’s understanding of women’s issues. Journalism and communication educational institutions play a vital role in shaping the next generation of practitioners, who will take up roles in media organisations and be tasked with the issues of balanced gender reporting and representation. This document analysis examines the existence (or lack) of gendered perspectives, theories, ideologies, and gendered experiential learning opportunities within the postgraduate curricula in media and journalism in Ghana. Although the study establishes the availability of distinct gender courses, their integration is limited. The findings highlight the need to mainstream gender perspectives throughout postgraduate communication and journalism education to better equip future media 110and communication practitioners to challenge stereotypes and present balanced coverage of women’s issues within Ghanaian media.
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Introduction

Academic discourse on gender and the media is not novel. The United Nations (UN) World Conference on Women held in Mexico City in 1975 identified the media as a site for action and a key component in shaping and challenging gender narratives. The UN delegates committed to looking more closely at the status quo of the roles and representations of women in their own countries. In Ghana, Kate Abbam’s, a women’s magazine publisher at the time, raised the issue of women’s status in media organisations in 1975 (Gadzekpo, 2016). Abbam observed that only two of the 71 female employees at the state-owned Ghana Broadcasting Corporation held decision-making roles with most women occupying lower-level positions, making their presence in middle or upper management rare (Abbam, 1975). While significant progress has been made in improving women’s status and representation in the media since the 1970s, these issues remain a topic of discussion both nationally and globally because of the inequalities that still exist.

The Global Media Monitoring Project (Macharia, 2021; Macharia et al., 2010), in over two reports, has consistently observed that women, as compared to men, have less opportunity to have their voice heard in the news, and their views are least heard in politics, government, the economy, and business. The 2020 report also indicates that stories in global media are more likely to reinforce than challenge gender stereotypes. More than half of the empowering stories on women were written by women reporters, even though women comprise only about a third of journalists (GMMP, 2020). These findings validate feminist strategies to improve the status of women within media organisations as well as news media discourses (Ross & Padovani, 2016).

Journalism and communication educational institutions are strategic stakeholders in the quest for gender representation because on their campuses, both male and female journalists acquire the requisite skills and training for their careers within the media industry. Yet, despite decades of efforts to bring gender parity to the profession, there remains a disproportionately large ratio of men to women in the journalism profession, and in undergraduate journalism and mass communication programme enrolment (and finally newsrooms), women still form the minority (Huang et al., 2006; York, 2017). The situation is no different in Ghana, where Yeboah-Banin et al. (2020), in a report on the Status of Women in the Ghanaian Media, showed that women exit the media industry early due to low wages and family commitments and that women are underrepresented in executive-level positions within media organisations. This study presumes that a multipronged approach is necessary for challenging and improving the status of women in the media – both in terms of the organisational levels they occupy and the ways they 111are represented in the media (Prince et al., 2020). The institutions of higher education that train communication practitioners and journalists are critical sites for the interrogation of the concerns about the status and representation of women. This chapter argues for curricular reform that mainstreams and prioritises gender theories, ideologies and gendered experiential learning opportunities as part of the graduate school programmes of journalism and communications. Scholars like Gadzekpo (2009), Ward and Grower (2020), and Heyder et al. (2021) have emphasised the need for current research to revisit and re-examine long-standing issues while also exploring the new opportunities and challenges that have emerged with the evolution of the media which has resulted in a more active and engaged society. To this end, this chapter focuses on the course descriptions for the journalism and communication studies programmes on the websites of two of the first institutions of higher education to be accredited to teach Journalism and Communication studies, namely the Department of Journalism at the University of Media, Arts and Communication and the Institute of Journalism (UniMAC-GIJ), and the Department of Communication Studies (DCS) at the University of Ghana.



Aims and Significance

The study aimed to examine the extent to which the current MA programmes in these two premiere training institutions for journalists and communicators prepared their students for gender-balanced reporting. By examining the definite ways in which gender is infused into the journalism curricula, whether through the inclusion of dedicated courses on gender and journalism, the integration of gendered angles into other courses, or the use of gender-neutral language and examples throughout the course descriptions, the study sought to respond to the question, ‘how do MA programmes in journalism and communication in Ghana prepare students to represent and report on gender issues fairly and accurately?’ While this study does not offer an exhaustive examination of gender mainstreaming within all Ghanaian communication and journalism curricula, by focusing on UniMac-GIJ and the DCS, where postgraduate communication, journalism, and allied programmes are taught, the study contributes to scholarship on gender mainstreaming as a tool for balanced representation of women by acknowledging the role and contribution of a gender-responsive curriculum. The focus on graduate courses in communication and journalism reflects that graduate-level programmes in journalism and communication studies typically draw an enrolment of experienced professionals who have returned to classrooms for a graduate degree for diverse reasons and are thus more likely to go back to their communication or journalism careers upon completion of their degrees. The two institutions also have private universities that are affiliated with them for the purpose of accreditation to teach and award media and communication degrees; the DCS, however, runs only graduate-level programmes.



Literature Review

The media plays an important part in shaping how the public views and understands the roles of women and men; its influence helps shape attitudes and 112perceptions of the general population (Diedong & Tuurosong, 2018), and when it comes to the subject of gender, the media has a long and troubling history of reinforcing stereotypes about masculinity and femininity. In the early 19th century, journalism was considered an unsuitable profession for women, who were expected to remain within domestic spaces (Tuchman, 1996). In the mid-19th century, white, middle-class women in the United States and the United Kingdom began working in newsrooms, focusing on writing ‘women’s stories’ that catered to the expanding female readership (Chambers et al., 2004, p. 38). Women continue to be underrepresented as reporters and generally in the newsroom across the globe. The GMMP (2020) report suggests that women are only the subjects of roughly 25% of all news reporting globally, and when they are featured, their stories are often framed by persistent gender stereotypes. This underscores the critical need for journalism curricula to incorporate training on gender-sensitive reporting. Yeboah-Banin et al. (2020) note that women make up at least 40% of the people who work in the media. Their study found evidence of such persistent systemic inequalities that disadvantage women in media as their disproportional assignment of ‘soft news’ and social beats, unequal pay, discrimination in promotion opportunities, and the scarcity of women who occupy positions in the upper echelons of media organisations with decision-making positions. Sexual harassment was also common in Ghanaian newsrooms, with less than half of the organisations under study having policies to address the issues of gender-based violence in the workplace. These findings indicate that although there has been some improvement in the status of women in Ghanaian media, old challenges hinder women from realising their full potential in the media space. They further indicate that

on the one hand, there is now a significant presence of young women in Ghanaian newsrooms who are more likely to work on beats traditionally considered the preserve of males. On the other hand, women’s presence in top management and boardrooms remains abysmal. While some progress has been made to improve women’s workplace conditions (e.g., maternity leave without risk of job loss), newsrooms are still quite inhospitable to women as they lack baby/child-friendly spaces to help them better manage their multiple roles. (Yeboah-Banin et al., 2020, p. 20)


In short, this Ghanaian study confirms Toff and Palmer’s (2019) assertion that women’s voices are less heard when it comes to discussing news topics, especially in areas like politics, government, the economy, and business. Thus, women’s perspectives tend to be underrepresented in these important conversations. Likewise, the GMMP (2020) also shows that stories are more likely to reinforce than to challenge stereotypes in many regions of the world, except for Africa, where stories are equally likely to do so.

Other feminist scholars (North, 2010; Santos et al., 2018) have noted that more than half of the empowering stories on women were written by women reporters, even though women make up only a third of journalists. Blumell and Mulupi (2024) 113argued that limited learning opportunities about gender issues and newsroom culture in university journalism courses help maintain the systemic gender inequality in the industry and the gendered stereotypes within the media. Appiah-Adjei (2021) elsewhere has argued that the growth of journalism education warrants an assessment to provide a clear picture of whether the courses taught have implications on how news is crafted and reported. Media and journalism schools can address the societal need for balanced gender representation in media by implementing gender-responsive syllabi.



Gender Mainstreaming in MA Journalism Programmes

The concept of gender mainstreaming has been defined by various scholars and professionals, at the heart of gender mainstreaming is ensuring that any action like new laws, policies, or programmes considers how its impact will affect both women and men. It is thus a strategy designed to ensure that the perspectives and needs of both genders are included in the planning, execution, and evaluation of policies and initiatives. The goal of gender mainstreaming is to create equal benefits for everyone in society such that no one is left behind and inequalities are reduced or eliminated in all of society (Peterson & Jordansson, 2021; UN Women, 2022). Thus, the primary aim of gender mainstreaming is to promote gender equality. According to Unterhalter and North (2010), the concept evolved in the 1980s, driven by the efforts of women’s groups during the UN Decade for Women (1976–1985). They highlight that gender mainstreaming emerged not only as a policy aimed at gender equality but also as a strategic approach to shaping policy development. As a result, gender mainstreaming can be seen both as a goal in itself and a means to achieve broader objectives. Although the policy was officially recognised at the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995, its practice had already been in place for over a decade (Geertsema-Sligh, 2014).

Gender mainstreaming has attracted both praise and condemnation. Chief among these criticisms is doubt about whether gender mainstreaming is effective in challenging and overturning patriarchal structures and replacing them with gender-balanced decision-making (Olsson & Sörensen, 2020). The UNESCO (2012) Report on Gender-Sensitive Indicators concludes that gender balance in education is crucial for media and journalism schools and universities and urges communication schools, training institutes, and NGOs to strive to address such critical areas of concern by focusing education and training on strategic objectives. From these policy and strategic standpoints, it is reasonable to argue that journalism programmes that prepare students to take up roles in an industry rife with gendered issues should mainstream gender in the programme of study because, as Morna and Shilongo (2004, p. 133) argue, ‘improvement in media training […] will lead to improvement in the biased and stereotypical gendered representations that exist within the media space’. Morna and Shilongo further argue that such improvements can include integrating gender awareness training into all types and aspects of media training. A study by Made (2010) in Southern Africa examined 25 institutions and discovered that only a handful had policies aimed at promoting gender equality. The focus on gender issues varied 114significantly depending on the individual instructors’ knowledge and awareness. Gender-related topics were largely absent from course materials, student assessments, and faculty members’ work.

Gender mainstreaming is an approach that requires all media and journalism educators to include gendered perspectives in journalism instruction. Geertsema-Sligh (2014) researched the impact of gender mainstreaming in journalism education and argued that well-rounded journalism education is essential for the next generation of journalists and a critical part of tackling gender bias and the many challenges women face in the media. Dralega et al. (2016, p. 12) found ‘minimal, unclear and uncoordinated gender mainstreaming activities within most departmental policies, curricula, assessment and research’ in Uganda, Rwanda, and Ethiopia, but this situation is not limited to Sub-Saharan Africa. For example, Geertsema-Sligh et al. (2020, p. 25) reporting on various national studies on mainstreaming gender in journalism curriculum indicate that only a quarter of Spanish universities that offer journalism studies included a subject with a gender perspective, and availability reflected the particular interests in gender issues of the faculty member teaching the course. In Australia there was ‘no journalism programme offered a unit that specifically addressed the portrayal of women in the media, or the gendered production of news in gendered newsroom cultures’. A study from 2010 found that whether or not gender was covered in media and journalism programmes often depended on the personal interests of individual teachers. This meant that gender issues were often left out of the classroom (Made, 2010). These findings, along with other research, suggest a need to make gender a more central part of media education at every level. This is important if we want to see more women in media and journalism and ensure that their voices are heard. As Martin and Fisher-Ari (2021) observed, a curriculum that analyses gender imbalances in media can equip students with the critical skills needed to identify and challenge underrepresentation. This chapter specifically focuses the application of these gender mainstreaming strategies within communication and journalism education. Here, gender mainstreaming is understood as the strategic integration of gender perspectives into postgraduate communication and journalism programmes. I posit that this can be achieved through two methods, the incorporation of a gender lens across all existing courses or the inclusion of dedicated courses that explicitly address the dynamics of gender in media content production and distribution.



Method

This study adopted a qualitative content analysis (QCA) approach to investigate whether the communication of gender and related issues is taught in journalism and communication postgraduate programmes at UniMAC-GIJ and the GCS. An examination of the published course descriptions of the MA degree programmes of these top postgraduate communication and journalism schools was conducted to identify the presence of gender communication in their curricula and the approaches to teaching these issues. A critical analytical method was used for the subjective interpretation of the contents of qualitative data in a systematic 115and context-dependent manner (Mayring, 2014), and QCA has become popular among researchers from different disciplines (Selvi, 2019). Hsieh and Shannon (2005) outlined three distinct approaches to QCA, each varying in its use of inductive reasoning. Conventional content analysis involves developing coding categories directly from the raw data through an inductive process. Directed content analysis begins with an existing theory or research findings that guides the initial coding process and summative content analysis that counts specific words or content features and then moves beyond counting to a deeper analysis of latent meanings and themes through close reading.

This study applied the summative QCA approach because the ultimate aim was to explore how words are used in a more open and inductive way. Krippendorff (2018) explains how content analysis techniques enable valid inferences from data to their context and are thus good techniques for contextual and text-based variables. These strengths of QCA informed its employment in this study to collect data from the graduate curriculum of the three selected journalism schools in Ghana and assess the extent to which gender is mainstreamed within their respective curricula.


An Overview of the Selected Universities

Many gender and communication scholars alike have presented arguments for integration of gender perspectives into media and journalism education and practice to foster representative, critical, ethical, just, and balanced journalism. Dralega et al. (2016) established that while resource constraints are the attributed cause for the lack of gender mainstreaming, other prevailing factors include the absence of clear policy guidance and the ‘know-how’ to efficiently implement meaningful gender mainstreaming attempts as well as apathy among some staff towards the implementation of existing policies. The findings demonstrated an attitude of dismissiveness to the significance of gender mainstreaming in journalism curriculum that poses concerns about how journalism practice is perpetuating the hegemony of patriarchy. North (2009) argues that an investigation of the extent to which gender issues are transparent in university journalism courses is needed to address gendered newsrooms. Three questions therefore remain: ‘if we do not teach them, how will they know? And if they do know, how will they practise?’ The recent GMMP (2020) report presents perhaps the most compelling argument for the need for journalism education reform informed by how journalists are trained and prepared for their work.

UniMAC-GIJ, previously known as the Ghana Institute of Journalism (GIJ), was founded in 1959 during the era of Kwame Nkrumah to train journalists and foster a generation of professionals committed to Africa’s liberation and development. In 1974, the National Redemption Council (NRC) officially recognised the institute through Legislative Instrument NRCD 275. Later, in 2006, Parliament passed the Ghana Institute of Journalism Act (Act 717), which elevated GIJ to a tertiary institution, empowering it to award degrees, diplomas, and certificates accredited by the National Accreditation Board. In 2020, under the University of Media, Arts and Communication Act (Act 1059), GIJ was merged with the National Film 116and Television Institute (founded in 1978) and the Ghana Institute of Languages (established in 1961) to form UniMAC, a unified public university. UniMAC-GIJ’s School of Graduate Studies and Research manages postgraduate programmes across its faculties, offering four master’s degrees in Public Relations, Development Communication, Journalism, and Media Management (UNIMAC-GIJ, 2023).

The DCS at the University of Ghana has a long-standing commitment to enhancing journalism and mass communication. Founded in 1972 as the School of Communications Studies, its mission was to improve media practice and deepen the public’s understanding of communication. Initially, it offered a graduate diploma, serving both media professionals and the broader community. The school’s name has changed over time, first in 1974 to the School of Journalism and Mass Communication and then in 1985 to the School of Communication Studies, reflecting a broader array of media-related courses. In 1998, the graduate diploma programme was upgraded to a master’s programme, and currently, the institution offers both Master of Arts and Master of Philosophy and Doctor of Philosophy degrees. Its vision is to be a leading institution in training media professionals, academics, and researchers, advancing media practice through education and contributing valuable research that benefits the public and the media industry (University of Ghana, n.d.).




Findings

The various strategies considered in the literature for gender mainstreaming in media and related environments situate this study within the broader context of improving gender representation in journalism: increasing the number of women in management positions in media organisations (Adjin-Tettey & Braimah, 2023; Guo & Fang, 2023), altering newsroom culture (Byerly et al. 2023; Shor et al., 2015), addressing media ownership issues (Blumell & Mulupi, 2024), and re-evaluating gatekeeping practices (York, 2017). While these approaches are valuable, this chapter argues for the mainstreaming of gender issues within media and journalism curricula as a foundational step towards achieving gender equity in media representation. Three key findings from the QCA of the graduate school handbooks of the MA in Communication offered by SCS and the MA-level courses in Communication and Journalism offered at UniMAC-GIJ as part of the MA programmes in Public Relations, Development Communication, Journalism, and Media Management support this argument. These findings on the nature of gender mainstreaming within the curriculum, the uncritical presentation of gender roles and stereotypes, and the limited intersectional perspectives are presented and discussed below.


Nature of Gender Mainstreaming Within the Curriculum


Courses Dedicated to Teaching Gender

Thematic analysis of data from the QCA revealed a limited integration of gender into communication and journalism training in the postgraduate courses of the schools under study. One course, ‘Gender and Communication’, focuses on gendered issues within the media in the MA programme in Communications 117Studies at the SCS and covers topics like gender communication, sensitive reporting, and the status of women in the Ghanaian media. What is more, this course is an elective. Although efforts at mainstreaming gender within the postgraduate programme were limited, the University of Ghana launched a gender policy in 2022 that aimed at mainstreaming gender in all university policies and procedures to create a gender-equitable environment (University of Ghana, 2024). Additionally, all first-year undergraduate students take a compulsory gender course offered by the Centre for Gender Studies and Advocacy. While this initiative does not directly target postgraduate communication and journalism students, it is an indication of mainstreaming efforts within the larger campus community.

At UniMAC-GIJ, of the four MA programmes offered by the School of Graduate Studies and Research (comprising regular, sandwich, and evening cohorts), there is also only one course, ‘Gender, Representation and Development’, that focuses on gender issues within media. It is also an elective. This means that journalism students can graduate from their programme of study at either institution without any training to orient them to gender perspectives in the media and communication landscape within which they will be working. At UniMAC-GIJ, there were also indications of attempts to mainstream gender in undergraduate courses: a fourth-year course (level 400) on ‘Gender and Development’ is mandatory for students specialising in Public Relations. Although these efforts are not directly targeted at postgraduate journalism and communication students, it is a strong indication of mainstreaming efforts within the university. Thus, at both these premier Ghanaian institutions, the postgraduate programmes in communication and journalism offer only a single, specialised, standalone gender course as an elective, and this [Peterson and Jordansson, 2021] note can potentially limit the impact and effectiveness of training gender-sensitive journalists and communication practitioners.



Limited Integration of Gender Perspectives in the Curriculum

Gender was not integrated into the core journalism courses offered in either schools’ MA in Communication or associated programmes. At UniMAC-GIJ, the gender perspective was not for journalism per se, but rather an incorporation of gender into development-communication approaches. This inherently limits the scope and approach because its specific goal is to

provide students with the opportunity to think about gender and its representations with development, and to critically understand the changing gender representations in relation to development. (North, 2010)


In other words, gender is studied as a component of development communication rather than as a component of journalism and communication education in this course.

The Gender and Communication course offered by the DCS attempts to integrate gender into its broader communication mandate by focusing on ‘the theoretical implications of the status and representation of gender in the media’ (University of Ghana, n.d.). The course investigates the role of the media in 118assigning gendered roles through stereotyping, (the cultivation of) imagery, and the perpetuation of discrimination between the sexes and discusses the forms of anti-discriminatory reporting. This course is an elective, however, and because students decide whether to sign up limits its reach and accessibility and renders it superficial and peripheral in the MA programme.



Uncritical Presentation of Gender Roles and Stereotypes

While the language used in the MA programmes at both institutions was gender-neutral and avoided perpetuating stereotypes, a critical analysis of course content reveals a lack of comprehensive integration of gender issues. This omission hinders the programmes’ ability to challenge harmful gender narratives in the media (Yang, 2016). The MA in Communication Studies at the DCS offers some exceptions, where courses like ‘Advanced Print Journalism’ and ‘Media, Culture and Society’ incorporated gender within their content to a limited extent. Indeed, the Advanced Print Journalism course description includes among its aims to equip students with skills for ‘covering major beats such as gender issues’ (University of Ghana, n.d.). The ‘Media, Culture and Society’ course explores ‘media representational practices’ with a gender perspective (University of Ghana, n.d.). These examples suggest a limited and uncritical presentation of gender in the curriculum that contradicts Byerly et al.’s (2023) suggestion that a more systematic approach to gender mainstreaming in journalism curriculum is necessary for a deeper engagement with dismantling old and harmful narratives.



Limited Intersectional Perspectives

Another clear gap was identified: lack of intersectionality in the two gender-oriented courses, namely ‘Gender and Communication’ (SCS) and ‘Gender, Representation and Development’. Both courses largely focused on gender perspectives and issues in isolation from other social identities and without consideration of how gender intersects with, for example, status or religion, and shapes media coverage of women in communities.





Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate considerable gaps and opportunities for improvement in mainstreaming gender within the graduate degree programmes in journalism and communication in Ghana. This confirms Heckman and Homan’s (2020) and Geertsema-Sligh et al.’s (2020) assertions that gender courses are still missing in many African mass media schools and departments and that gender/women’s studies departments must be created. This is crucial because Sub-Saharan African educational institutions need to equip future generations of media and communication practitioners to be more critical creators and consumers of media to promote an equitable and inclusive media environment.

A gendered, responsive curriculum plays an important role in providing the missing links in balanced representation and improving the status of women in 119the media. Critical media studies and communication training must take note of and endeavour to remedy these old concerns by defining and articulating gendered perspectives – either by integrating gendered perspectives into the core communication and journalism courses or offering dedicated, core courses on gender. Regardless of the approach, the most critical issue is to reflect seriously on gendered issues in the media and how postgraduate education, which is the nexus of journalism practice and theory, can position itself to redress some of these challenges. Leemann et al. (2010) have argued that to address gender concerns meaningfully in the educational sector, institutional constraints must be confronted and the curricula and research agendas in schools and departments must be revised to encourage better collaboration between academics and non-academics. UniMAC-GIJ is already making efforts. For example, on 27 October 2023, its faculty organised an all-lecturers workshop on Creating a Gender Sensitive, Non-discriminatory and Inclusive Curriculum, Classroom and Work Environment funded by the UNESCO Excellence in Journalism Education in Africa Project Grant (UniMAC-GIJ, 2023).

Kitta and Cardona-Moltó (2022) argue that mainstreaming gender in journalism education involves integrating gender perspectives, theories, and experiential learning opportunities throughout the entire curriculum. This approach, they argue, ensures continuous and deliberate exposure to gender issues and better prepare students to challenge and address gender biases in their professional careers. This study not only supports these scholarly positions but also recommends further studies on the process of mainstreaming and the specific topics that need to be mainstreamed within the Ghanaian context. Orienting students to deal with gendered issues and inequality is an important component of journalistic training that should not be overlooked. The currently superficial inclusion of gender in the MA journalism programmes flags that more work and effort need to be invested in designing gender and inequality courses that will form part of the foundational courses in postgraduate-level journalism programmes.
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Abstract

This chapter describes digital storytelling (DST) in social media on gender-based violence (GBV) in Tanzania. It draws on narrative and feminist theories to answer two questions: What GBV themes are narrated in DST? What key roles does DST play in delineating GBV? Content analysis of the digital stories and netizens’ comments on Nitetee TV on YouTube identified three emerging GBV themes, namely gender power struggle, GBV acts, and a family affair, which collectively demonstrate the power struggle and negotiations between not only men and women but also within institutions and authorities to create an interesting duality of women’s empowerment and disempowerment. DST roles specific to GBV include warning, condemning GBV acts, amplifying marginalised voices, fleshing out GBV acts, giving netizens the autonomy to engage with the story, and providing a helping hand to GBV victims. Netizens’ pursuit of information based on conventional legacy media’s standards reaffirms DST as both a cultural activity and a media style. Overall, DST as a social action condemns GBV and empowers GBV survivors and marginalised female netizens.


Keywords: Digital storytelling; gender-based violence; social media; narrative theory; feminism; Tanzania
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Introduction

Storytelling comes naturally to humans (Fisher, 1984). Storytelling to make sense of the world and transmit information to future generations is one of the earliest forms of social communication (Markova & Sukhoviy, 2020; Shishko, 2022). The art of storytelling or ‘oramedia’, has always been central to human communication in traditional social and cultural contexts of Africa (Fayoyin, 2018; Mare & Tsarwe, 2012). Ugboajah (1985) proposed ‘oramedia’ to refer to media rooted in an indigenous culture that is created and consumed by its people who converse as a community. Oramedia shares many characteristics with social media in that it too facilitates the formation of a community of like-minded individuals through comments, voice notes, live chats, and wall posts in virtual communities (Fayoyin, 2018; Mare & Tsarwe, 2012).

DST on social media provides a reliable source of narrative sharing in the 21st century (Shishko, 2022). In Africa, DST in social media, arguably, entails migrating the human voice from offline to online spaces – from oramedia to social media (Mare & Tsarwe, 2012). In essence, DST connects one of the oldest social and cultural practices in human history – storytelling – with the latest and most used technology – the Internet, using such social media platforms as YouTube, Facebook, and Instagram. Indeed, technology is renewing the storytelling practice in Africa for, as Lewin (2011) argues, DST offers non-stereotypical images of individuals, gender roles, and relationships when there are so few true indigenous voices in mainstream media. Therefore, DST is essential for addressing a range of social issues, including GBV (Kannengießer, 2012).

Studies evaluating DST in social media as combating GBV in Tanzania are scant despite a sharp rise in social media usage in the country of more than 60 million people, of whom 37.6 per cent have Internet access and six million use social media (TCRA, 2022). The narrative and feminist theories employed in this chapter facilitate the exploration of how Nitetee TV on YouTube battles GBV in Tanzania through storytelling. The study specifically answers two key questions: What GBV themes are narrated in DST? What key roles does DST play in delineating GBV?



Literature Review


The Concept of DST

DST uses digital media to convey tales (Musfira et al., 2022). Dana Atchley first proposed and developed the DST idea in 1980 aiming at incorporating multimedia components into narrative presentations and gained widespread recognition when Atchley, Joe Lambert, and Nina Mulle established the Center for Digital Storytelling in California in 1990 (Rossiter & Garcia, 2010), currently a non-profit organisation for assisting people in using digital media to tell stories of their lives (Rasmussen, 2008). The phenomenal expansion of such digital tools as blogs and such platforms as YouTube, Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok has made DST profitable on a global scale. Smartphones, digital cameras, and general multimedia apps have made it easier for professionals and amateurs to create digital stories (Sandesh & Srinivasa, 2017). 127DST has been employed for different motives by individuals of all ages, genders, and backgrounds in different nations (Şimşek, 2012) and has demonstrated its advantages in such fields as education, communication, journalism, marketing, campaigning, community development, and health (Musfira et al., 2022; Reed & Hill, 2010). Storytelling or narrative is a useful technique for communicating life experiences (Shishko, 2022). In Sweden and Brazil, digital tales on Snapchat and Instagram comprise individuals’ activities, events, and locations (Amancio, 2017). In Africa, DST is used to tell a wide range of stories – political, economic, social, and cultural – that flow from offline to online and vice versa. For instance, DST fosters discussions on social media platforms among disadvantaged individuals sharing their own narratives and experiences (Mare & Tsarwe, 2012). Lewin (2011) argues that this trend could promote meaningful citizenship in post-colonial Africa for this globalised and digital age. Robin (2008) contends that personal experience-centred DST is most commonly used to capture significant life events and evokes emotional resonance for both the author and the audience. Personal accounts of GBV are poignant examples for such experiences (Mahmood & Shams, 2012).



DST: A Cultural Activity and a Media Style

Conventional journalism seeks to reach its audience with facts, ideas, and opinions to inform, educate, persuade, warn, and connect society members, and storytelling entails sharing ideas and facts to fulfil similar roles (Mare & Tsarwe, 2012). Indeed, Tanzania’s first media was the Kiswahili newspaper Msimulizi, which translates as ‘The Storyteller’, launched in 1888 by Anglican missionaries working under German colonial rule (Sturmer, 1998).

In the digital era, DST seeks to give common people a voice and democratise the creation of media content (Lundby, 2008). For instance, such combined multimedia elements as voiceover, photos, hypertext, audio, video, and text are used to create and tell a tale that can be heard on radio and television broadcasts or accessed on servers through the Internet (Balaman, 2018). What is more, DST has been broadly used on social media platforms for journalistic purposes (Mare & Tsarwe, 2012; Musfira et al., 2022). DST is therefore a cultural practice as well as a media style and a collaborative strategy that connects the age-old art of storytelling with contemporary media technologies (Shishko, 2022).



GBV and DST

GBV affects women across the globe. There were 81,000 reported deaths in 2020, 58 per cent of which were at the hands of family members or intimate partners (Pycroft, 2022). The COVID-19 epidemic increased the rates of GBV because many women were trapped with their abusers during lockdowns (Dralega et al., 2022). The highest rates of domestic violence against women worldwide are reported in Sub-Saharan Africa (Ouedraogo & Stenzel, 2021).

DST has been used by female GBV survivors to create digital tales based on their GBV experiences in an effort to fight GBV (Rossiter & Garcia, 2010). Sawhney (2009) highlights African projects like ‘Silence Speaks’ that support the production of short films by female victims of abuse to share their stories. In 128Pakistan, female GBV survivors also participate in DST initiatives to combat GBV (Mahmood & Shams, 2012). Developing a digital story is a healing process that enables marginalised individuals such as GBV survivors to develop resilience, find solace, and inspiration (McWilliam, 2009). Personal narratives have the power to uplift, inform, and unite different individuals to act as one against a common enemy (Shishko, 2022), and DST serves as a platform for change for the storyteller and the community at large (Lewin, 2011).




Theoretical Framework

Erstad and Wertsch (2008) define narratives as cultural tools people use in telling their stories. Narrative, like DST, is a complex concept (Amancio, 2017). Tomaščíková (2009) flags how ‘narrative’ has been studied as a method, a theory, a social practice, as politics, and as a strategy, a diversity that underlines its complexity. Consequently, I examine narratives from a structuralist perspective as a form of communication to sidestep some of the complications related to the narrative concept not salient to the present investigation of DST and GBV in Tanzania (Amancio, 2017; Nguyen, 2011). This structuralist perspective considers communication to comprise four main parts: the story, the author, the discourse, and the audience. As Chatman (1978) explains, the author is the storyteller, the audience are listeners or viewers, the tale is the substance of a narrative (the ‘what’ describing the sequence of events), and the discourse is the form of narrative (the ‘how’ expressed through words, images, and videos).

Understanding narrative through structuralism emphasises the complexity of the act of telling stories just as DST focuses on online complexities and a variety of forms in use to tell stories (Amancio, 2017). Indeed, Nguyen (2011) contends that this complexity fits DST in establishing a connection between DST and narrative theory that is essential in understanding the practice of telling stories on social media platforms and streaming websites like YouTube. Nguyen (2011) uses the principal concepts of Fisher’s (1984) narrative paradigm to provide a philosophical explanation of how DST is applied in social communication. Fisher employs narration as a theory of symbolic actions – words and/or deeds – that have meaning for those who live, create, and interpret them. This understanding aided in the investigation of YouTube GBV stories as a narrative in this study. Nguyen (2011) further demonstrates how Fisher’s paradigm that describes how storytelling is ingrained in human nature, in the sense that human communication is surrounded by narratives encompassing such various intersectional factors as culture, history, social, politics, economy, religion, technology, education, and geographical location that can either encourage or discourage GBV.

Feminist theory (here used in its broadest definition) facilitates a better understanding of gender issues to solve oppressive gender relations (Sielbeck-Bowen et al., 2002). DST aligns with feminist theory in how it addresses the contemporary challenges women face, like gender stereotypes, biases, social injustice, and GBV. It also explores the interaction between oppression and power structures, thereby highlighting the need for open discussion in overcoming oppression (Kannengießer, 2012). To understand and dismantle gendered oppression, the intersectional factors imbedded in social, politics, economy, and culture must be 129considered, and feminist philosophy illustrates the experiences of women, especially those from marginalised and underrepresented groups (Sielbeck-Bowen et al., 2002). DST similarly offers a voice to such disadvantaged women as those suffering GBV (Mahmood & Shams, 2012; Reed & Hill, 2010; Sawhney, 2009; Shishko, 2022). From a feminist perspective, therefore, DST gives women the power and opportunity to share their own life stories, voice their concerns, and inspire social change against GBV (Crenshaw, 2021).



Methodology

This study focuses on the YouTube channel, Nitetee TV. Nitetee is a Kiswahili word for ‘fight for me’, which well represents the channel’s vehement opposition to GBV. Established in 2017, the channel has approximately 342,000 subscribers at the time of writing (August 2024) and an extensive collection of content aiming to combat GBV through storytelling. Two stories were purposively selected for analysis because they covered extreme GBV events and had the most viewers and comments. The first story or Story A (https://youtu.be/d0asQZ4v0-l?si=AYz4nhElwy-Ja7Qf), posted on 31 May 2022, had 99,751 views and 160 comments, and a follow-up story https://youtu.be/yFPgG-g59lU?si=m2RKbhqvygOeWd-P) posted 1 June 2022 had 85,936 views and 270 comments. In total, story A had 185,687 views and 430 comments as viewed on August 2023. The second story or Story B (https://youtu.be/ySxLuus1u8E?si=Z4y4wtyCzS9qA1bW), posted on 31 May 2023, had 71,677 views and 248 comments, as viewed on September 2023. Story A is about husband–wife murder-suicide. The husband accuses his wife of cheating, fatally shoots her seven times, and later kills himself by drowning in Lake Victoria. The deceased wife’s sister narrates the story. Story B is narrated by a wife, who recounts how her husband severely injured her by slashing her with a machete for allegedly cheating on him.

Thematic analysis, as described by Braun and Clarke (2017), of the two stories and 678 netizens’ comments served as the primary means of analysing the data. In other words, the data set comprised not only the Kiswahili stories in English but also literal translation of all the netizens’ comments. Incorporating the comments as well as the stories themselves into the data set enabled an investigation of how netizens interact with the story. As Barthes and Heath (1977) argue, narrative communication is impossible without a narrator and an audience. Coding was conducted in two distinct stages: open coding and axial coding. Themes emerged from grouping codes, and each item was assigned to the appropriate theme. A thorough examination of themes determined the narrative contribution of each topic and was verified based on research questions.



Findings and Discussion

The thematic analysis informed by narrative and feminist theories identified three themes: gender power struggle, GBV acts, and a family affair. These three themes connect with social, cultural, economic, technological, and legal structures and habits.
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Gender Power Struggle

The struggle for power between men and women is evident in what can also be described as ‘women’s disobedience’ versus ‘men’s lack of tolerance’ as presented below:


Women’s Disobedience

Income source was the main cause of conflict, primarily the women’s place of employment and working hours. In story A, a serious fight broke out between the husband and wife when she, a makeup artist, returned home late from work and had not prepared any food for the husband, who had been accusing her of cheating instead of working. This altercation resulted into the death of the wife, who was shot seven times by the irate husband, who then chose to drown himself in Lake Victoria. In story B, the husband also accused the wife of lingering for too long with her male customers, whom he suspected to be her lovers.

Gender dynamics have evolved, and women in traditional and conservative societies can leave the domestic spaces to support their families, achieve professional dreams, and pursue careers. This often leads to a perceived disobedience from wives, which as a netizen pointed out, can be a serious cause of GBV:

@danieljoseph Usually, as a woman when you see your husband is angry, you must calm down. Your calmness might calm your husband in addition to preventing danger. Now your husband is angry, and you get angrier, you are in trouble. (Story B, September 2023)


McCleary-Sills et al. (2013) report that demographics play a considerable role in the toleration of GBV among women in Tanzania, where younger women (i.e. no older than their late 20s) are less tolerant of GBV than women over 30. They are less receptive to GBV and more likely to react, which men often interpret as defiance. Nevertheless, this younger generation of women seems to reject oppressive relations and fight back against patriarchy-engendered GBV in ways that are consistent with feminist theory (Sielbeck-Bowen et al., 2002). They also echo Lazar (2005) in opposing relations of power that systematically privilege men and disempower women to sustain a patriarchal social order. Older women, who are more likely to tolerate GBV, are more likely to be influenced by family properties, children, poor chances of remarriage, and the fear of negative social perception and stigma (McCleary-Sills et al., 2013).

Mobile phone usage, particularly smartphones, also emerged as common catalyst of GBV. Husbands accuse their spouses of using smartphones to commit adultery. The husbands also seize their wives’ phones to prevent them from accessing support:

He was complaining that she was not picking up his calls because she was cheating with other men. On that day she was to be shot dead, there were 47 missed calls on her phone, all from her husband. (narrator, Story A, August 2023)


131My husband and brother-in-law took my phone as a way of preventing me reaching out for help. (narrator, Story B, September 2023)


Not picking up calls as a form of disobedience attracted rebuke from netizens. As one observed:

@elizaphankamando …You cannot hang up the phone even if you are busy working, respect your husband. (Story B, September 2023)


The role of smartphone technology in GBV has become a major issue in Tanzania. Passwords and recordings are used to protect communications from suspicious spouses and punish those who want to quit clandestine relationships. Extortion has emerged as a viable source of income for bad actors, and the application of advanced artificial intelligence technologies to produce deepfakes intensifies these fears and dangers. Extortion is a form of GBV that affects celebrities, politicians, wealthy business owners, and ordinary people, and women are its major victims.



Men’s Lack of Tolerance

Men were also condemned for lacking tolerance, a major cause of marital rifts and GBV. As one netizen narrated:

@ruthysarakikya If you see your wife is not impressing you take her to her father’s home. It is better to stay out of her life than to beat her. And you [women] if you see danger run away, stop being stubborn. (Story B, September 2023)


But is this lack of tolerance or a struggle for power? GBV reflects power inequalities and inequities between women and men as the former are more commonly the victims of GBV, and men can leverage their socially sanctioned power over women (Lokot, 2023). Grabska (2014) refers to men who abuse macho power to oppress women and put them under their firm control as ‘guardians of patriarchy’ (Grabska, 2014). Kandiyoti (1998), however, warns that women do not always behave in accordance with gender ideologies portend. Because men’s (ab)use of power usually involves physical violence (which has immediate and often significant effects), women’s similar (ab)use of power (usually assumed to be peaceful) is often overlooked and unreported (Lokot, 2023). As one netizen lamented:

@kapesatv Marriages have challenges and children are the victims. Women are the main cause. (Story A, August 2023)


132In other words, the economic power that women in Story A and Story B gained through employment need not necessarily have been exercises in benevolent ways (Allen, 1998). Being a woman does not preclude the abuse of power (e.g. extortion), immoral behaviour (e.g. adultery), or the use of violence against others, including husbands, daughters-in-law, and children (Lokot, 2023). To avoid such scenarios, netizens urged men to fulfil their gender roles as family providers:

@ monicambuya If you do not want your wife to do business, make her stay at home [embrace domesticity], provide everything for her. Do not be jealousy if you have low income, a woman must go out to look for a job. (Story B, September 2023)


From this netizen’s viewpoint, the gender power of men is arguably negotiable and attainable through power struggles that are either pinned on women’s disobedience or men’s lack of tolerance. McCleary-Sills et al. (2013), however, highlight what they refer to as a ‘culture of silence’ in traditional African societies where violence against men is deeply ingrained but rarely discussed due to stigma and masculinity-based norms. In other words, men are also vulnerable to abuse from women with stronger wills, egos, and prowess and less likely to report it or ask for help.




Acts of GBV

In story A, the narrator explains how her sister was battered to unconsciousness and hospitalised before the murder-suicide:

That man said one of them [him or his wife] would die. He took his gun, dragged my sister, severely beat her, and pushed her onto the floor. She fainted. We took her to the hospital, where it took her four hours to regain consciousness and they administered six bottles of drip on her. (August 2023)


On the tragic day of her murder, neighbours explained how they had heard bangs but never considered they might be gun-shots because that was very unusual in their neighbourhood. Indeed, some had never heard a gunshot before and could not fathom the danger lurking in the neighbourhood:

I heard a loud bang noise several times. My kids were shouting, gun! gun! I never took them seriously, thinking it was just explosives. Not knowing my neighbour was being murdered. (August 2023)


A video shot at the deceased’s home shows blood covering the sitting room floor (August 2023). The husband’s body was picked on Lake Victoria’s shores; he had a gun-shot wound in the head, presumably self-inflicted before he drowned himself.

133In story B, the victim/narrator still has fresh machete wounds on her head, is covered with blood, and has yet to be attended to by a doctor when she is telling the story. She recounts with tears streaming down her face how she escaped death at the hand of her husband:

He took a machete and started sharpening it. He then aimed it at me. I started running, but he managed to land it on my head twice. The third time he aimed it at my neck, but somehow my son saved me and I managed to escape. (Story B, September 2023)


As she narrates her ordeal, the camera focuses on a pillow and bed sheets stained with her blood. The narration coupled with poignant visuals encourages netizens to sympathise with her, condemn the perpetrators of GBV, and calling for instituting serious measures (explained later in ‘DST roles’ section). As many narrative theorists argue, the narration and visual aspects of DST play a crucial role in raising public awareness of the dangers of GBV (Chatman, 1978; Fisher, 1984; McWilliam, 2009; Tomaščíková, 2009). Narrating GBV is not only a source of empowerment for survivors but also a social action as public condemnation of violence against women.



A Family Affair

The women victims in Story A and Story B had received advice from their parents and relatives not to leave their marriages for their children’s sake. This is consistent with the McCleary-Sills et al.’s (2013) finding that the family is the first step in seeking help for GBV, but that families can consider the reconciliation of marriages more important than addressing women’s critical concerns. As a result, these wives suffered tragic consequences. The wife in story A ended up dead, her body riddled with her husband’s bullets.

In story B, the wife went to the police after not getting any help from within the family. But the police – as though reading from a stereotypical patriarchal notebook – also advised her to stay for the sake of the children: ‘The police told me to stay in the marriage for my children not to be street kids’ (September 2023). A similar view is also emphasised by netizens:

@AnestaJosephat Do not leave your children behind because men do not go to the labour ward. The mother is the one who knows the pain of bearing a child, not the father. (September 2023)


@zainabubalama Do not leave the children behind; they will be sexually abused. Who will protect your children? (September 2023)


Many women do tough it out and bear immeasurable agony to tolerate GBV, and some netizens condemned this decision as a criticism of the ‘sophistication’ or ‘elegance’ of these women:

134@serengetiduma The father is saying tolerate. Indeed, African families! Now you have lost your daughter. (Story A, August 2023)


@angelinamwakilufi What killed this girl is her father’s word ‘TOLERATE’. (Story A, August 2023)


This tendency encourages often unrepentant men to commit GBV and discourages women from seeking law enforcement to get justice for past wrongs:

@user-lo Men do this because strict legal measures are not taken against them to teach them a lesson. (Story A, August 2023)


McCleary-Sills et al. (2013), however, argue that pursuing justice through the court system signifies a sharp deviation from the culturally entrenched emphasis on ‘family affairs’ reconciliations in many Sub-Saharan African cultures like Tanzania. McClearly-Sills adds that few women in these societies have any familiarity with the legal system and may not feel comfortable to take that complicated and intimidating route operated by professional gatekeepers, namely bureaucrats and lawyers.

Overall, Story A, Story B, and their comments from the netizens of the YouTube community demonstrate an interesting duality of empowerment and disempowerment. While DST empowers women to condemn GBV, cultural norms and societal perceptions perpetuate it. The stories of exceptional women who can overcome such hindrances, like the narrator of Story B, reveal what ultimately results from this duality is women’s struggle for survival as they endure GBV. Indeed, DST provides an alternative bridge between oppressed women and authorities that bypasses many of the structures of the oppressor that sustain patriarchal system. Thus, for family affairs (as findings in this study disclose), men shun digital space.



DST Roles

Although this study reveals roles performed by DST that are also performed by traditional media, like educating, informing, and raising awareness (evidence of DST being a media style), there are roles specific to DST in alignment with the specific goals of combatting GBV. These include warning, condemning GBV acts, amplifying marginalised voices, fleshing out GBV acts, giving viewers autonomy to engage with the story, and providing a helping hand to GBV victims.


Warning

A neighbour in story A cautions: ‘It should serve as a lesson to the youth on how to manage and control anger’ (August 2023). Netizens echoed this didactic message in the comments:

135@mrs I hope this will be a lesson. Domestic violence should be prohibited, and parents should not force marriages onto their children. (Story A, August 2023)


These comments reaffirm the relevance of DST not only as a teaching strategy (Kannengießer, 2012), but also as a way of bringing together people of varied backgrounds and experiences to raise a collective, common voice against GBV (Reed & Hill, 2010; Shishko, 2022).



Condemning Acts of GBV

Video of a bloody sitting room floor in story A is powerful, evocative evidence that draws attention to and raise awareness about the dangers of GBV. Story B also includes video of fresh machete wounds, and the camera’s focus on a blood-strewn pillow and bed sheets signify the macabre and dangerous GBV acts. As Sandesh and Srinivasa (2017) have argued, the multimedia presentation of content heightens the dangers of GBV in addition to exposing the grisly criminal acts. This footage triggered a high tempo of condemnation from the netizens:

@kabwelasutiviraka Nothing justifies murder even in broken relationships. Poverty is the cause for women to remain in abusive relationships, beaten, wounded and eventually murdered. Bride price in marriages is like buying a woman who ends up serving as a pleasure tool for a man, doing domestic chores and bearing children. Where is the value of Tanzanian women? (Story A, August 2023)


This netizen associates GBV with poverty, and poverty is aggravated for women with limited access to property and capital in a male-dominated socio-economic environment such that women tolerate GBV to sustain their lives. This comment is also consistent with Lokot (2023) in that it claims that dowry and bride price can encourage GBV in marriages because the financial nature of this relationship substantiates her treatment as property.



Amplifying Marginalised Voices

DST can and does report GBV issues that could otherwise not receive attention in mainstream media. The comments area offers a great deal of democracy and space for netizens’ thoughts, and traditional media cannot give the same consideration (Solomon, 2023). What is more, media-shy women can choose to openly express their ideas freely without having to reveal their identities by using pseudonyms. From a feminist perspective, DST tends to empower marginalised women by giving them authority and capacity to amplify the dangers of GBV and influence social change against GBV (Crenshaw, 2021; Kannengießer, 2012).
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Fleshing Out Acts of GBV

DST serves as a tool for victims to expose GBV acts usually treated as mundane or concealed under the veil of silence that encourages the matter to remain in family circles. In both Story A and Story B, families persisted in telling the victims to endure the suffering as sacrificial lambs, but this more digital-savvy generation of women not only rely on DST to tell their stories but also are more likely to seek outside help (McCleary-Sills et al., 2013). Fleshing out these GBV acts via DST promotes awareness, transformation, and social change in patriarchal societies (Kannengießer, 2012; Lazar, 2005; Musfira et al., 2022; Shishko, 2022).



Giving the Viewers Autonomy to Engage with the Story

Netizens can bring meaning to a YouTube channel video through interactive comments, which (as revealed in the findings of this study) encourages the storyteller to make a follow-up and hence makes the story even more comprehensive and meaningful. As Barthes and Heath (1977) maintain, there is no narrative without an audience, and streaming sources like YouTube strongly promote direct feedback from viewers. Consequently, Story A had a follow-up story posted 1 June 2022 (as explained in the methodology section) regarding the family of the deceased husband as requested by netizens:

@bakarimwalimu We should also hear from Saidi’s side [the husband’s family]. You should not make us believe that only Saidi has mistaken. (Story A, August 2023)


@budebamussa I am neutral until I hear about the other side [the husband] on what caused the conflict. (Story A, August 2023)


This space for contradiction from viewers adheres to the principles of legacy media of providing a ‘balanced’ story. Netizens also raised ethical issues since a minor participated in story A. These are typical tendencies of traditional media and further evidence of DST conforming to the media style (Balaman, 2018).

@70SIXER7 … in other countries forcing a child to talk is a big lawsuit and a jail sentence. (Story A, August 2023)


The ethical standards of legacy media require that the child’s facial identity and name be safeguarded and not the focus of inquiries that would remind him of the atrocities that had just occurred. Musfira et al. (2022) have also flagged this ethical concern regarding DST.

Story B’s narrator also faced a dilemma over which issue to prioritise: the media or her own health?

137@mwanakijiji Women will be finished, you are hurt instead of going to the police to get PF3 for hospital treatment, you go to the media. It is their [women’s] mistake that is why they do not go to the police they instead go to the media to defend themselves. (September 2023)


This netizen sees the police as the appropriate channel for justice, whereas this woman had once reported GBV to the police but was discouraged. She opted to take her story to DST as a tool to fight GBV. Overall, this view point raises critical questions regarding appropriate DST practice. For instance, why precisely do netizens wish DST practice to include standards of older media? How much does DST practice need to diverge from or mimic traditional media practice to be more successful?



DST as a Helping Hand to GBV Victims

DST connects GBV victims to relevant authorities that can provide the much-needed help. In story A, for instance, the Minister for Community Development, Gender, Women and Special Groups, Dr Dorothy Gwajima, issued a statement via phone: ‘It is time men should assess themselves. We cannot have such extreme anger issues and continue parading as men. The law will be enforced’. Such statements from authorities might eventually result in action against GBV leading to social change.





Conclusion

The GBV themes unite narrators and netizens through Nitetee TV on YouTube to capture the timeless quality of storytelling as a cultural expression. Such DST roles as enlightening, teaching, and raising awareness reflect those of conventional media. The character of DST is revealed by netizens’ pursuit of information that adheres to journalistic standards like ‘balancing’ and ethical considerations, thereby reaffirming DST as a media style. The study also reveals that audio-visual DST is more effective in addressing GBV. It serves as a warning, a denouncement of acts of GBV, a forum for amplifying marginalised voices, and offers solutions to victims. This unique approach elicits emotional responses from netizens that encourages them to interact with the content and act.
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Abstract

This chapter explores the integration of gender mainstreaming in artificial intelligence (AI)-enhanced journalism, journalism education, and research within African contexts, emphasising both the opportunities and challenges presented by emerging technologies. AI tools, while transformative, risk perpetuating existing gender biases if not implemented with a gender-sensitive approach. In African media, where patriarchal structures persist, the use of AI can further marginalise women’s voices and perspectives in newsrooms, education, and research. This chapter not only identifies key gender-related issues in AI-enhanced media environments, such as biased content algorithms, underrepresentation in AI education, and insufficient gender-sensitive research but also offers a practical solution through gender mainstreaming toolkits. These toolkits serve as essential guides for media professionals, educators, and researchers, helping them to critically reflect upon and engage with the intersection of AI, and media, and to implement strategies that promote gender equity within local contexts. By addressing these challenges, the chapter provides a framework for ensuring that AI technologies contribute to a more inclusive and decolonised media landscape, advancing gender equality and diverse representation in African journalism.
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Introduction

The integration of gender mainstreaming into journalism practice, education, and research within African contexts is critical for promoting gender equality and creating diverse, equitable media landscapes (Dralega, 2016; GMMP, 2020). Gender mainstreaming refers to the systematic assessment of gender implications in all areas of policy and practice (United Nations, 2002). Despite efforts to mainstream gender in global media, challenges persist, worsening gender imbalances in content production, representation, and decision-making (Gadzekpo, 2011; Gallagher et al., 2023; Kassova, 2020). These challenges are further complicated by the intersection of gender with other social categories such as race, class, ethnicity, sexuality, location, education, age and income (Buolamwini & Gebru, 2018; Crenshaw, 1991) and lately science and technology (Grzanka and Bhatia 2023) as well as the broader need for decolonising media practices to reflect African realities and indigenous perspectives (Kamlongera & Katenga-Kaunda, 2023a; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2015; Dralega, 2023a; Dralega, 2023b). In this chapter, we explore the issues, challenges, and potential solutions surrounding AI-enhanced journalism practice,1 journalism and media education,2 and research.3 For a better understanding of this, there is a need to briefly revisit the current ‘traditional’ or longstanding challenges in gender mainstreaming in newsrooms, journalism education, and research within African contexts:

African newsrooms, with a few exceptions, remain male-dominated spaces where women are underrepresented, particularly in decision-making roles. Despite constituting a growing part of the workforce, women are often excluded from key editorial and leadership positions (Byerly, 2011; Ejigu Kassa & Sarikakis, 2020; Gallagher et al., 2023; Kaija, 2013; Kassova, 2020). This is compounded by the ‘leaking pipeline’ in journalism with the progressive reduction in the number of women as they move from journalism education into newsrooms and eventually leadership positions, highlighting systemic barriers that hinder their career advancement (Byerly, 2013; Kaija, 2013). Within newsrooms, women are also less likely to cover ‘hard news’ beats like politics, economics, and governance, where they are marginalised both as professionals and sources (Maractho, 2017). According to the Global Media Monitoring Project (GMMP, 2020), women constitute only 24% of news sources in Africa, reinforcing the invisibility of women’s voices in public discourse. This underrepresentation not only limits the diversity of viewpoints but also perpetuates stereotypes that cast women in narrow roles, often as victims or passive figures, rather than active agents of change.

143Journalism education in Africa is still largely rooted in curricula that overlook the need for gender-sensitive training (Geertsema-Sligh, 2014; Made, 2010; Morna, 2002). Traditional journalism schools often adopt Western frameworks (Ezumah, 2019; Wasserman & de Beer, 2009) that do not fully address the complexities of gender inequalities in African societies (Kamlongera & Katenga-Kaunda, 2023b). Courses seldom integrate gender studies or intersectionality, leaving future journalists ill-equipped to report on issues of gender with nuance (Kamlongera & Katenga-Kaunda, 2023a, 2023b; Musa & Domatob, 2011). The absence of such training contributes to the perpetuation of patriarchal narratives in media content. Additionally, the sparsity of research on gender mainstreaming in African journalism education reflects a significant gap in efforts to promote equity in media institutions (Dralega et al., 2016).

The research landscape around gender and media in Africa faces its own set of challenges. While the GMMP (2020), Kamlongera and Katenga-Kaunda (2023a), and Steeves and Awino, I. (2015) and other initiatives have begun to document gender disparities, there remains a significant gap in intersectional research that explores how gender interacts with race, class, and other social dimensions in media representation and practice. This gap is particularly critical given the growing demand for decolonised research frameworks that challenge the dominance of Eurocentric models and offer more contextually relevant understandings of gender in African journalism (Dralega, 2023b; Kamlongera & Katenga-Kaunda, 2023b; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2015 Rodny-Gumede, 2022). Moreover, women in academia face similar barriers to those in the newsroom, including underrepresentation in leadership positions and marginalisation in key decision-making processes (Mwaura & Balliah, 2024).


AI, Gender, and Journalism: Emerging Issues

As AI increasingly becomes a driving force in the media, its implications for gender equality in journalism cannot be ignored. AI technologies are transforming African journalism by automating content production, enhancing reporting accuracy, and improving audience engagement (Dralega, 2023b; Munoriyarwa et al., 2021; Mutsvairo & Bebawi, 2023). Despite this African Journalism faces several context-related challenges including but not limited to knowledge gap; resource constraints; inadequate business strategies for AI; lack of collaboration between media and other stakeholders; scarce, costly and dirty data concerns over algorithmic harm and job insecurity fears; cultural resistance in the newsroom; language shortage; poor policy and legal frameworks (Dralega, 
2023c; Mutsvairo, 2019; Ogola, 2023).

In developing mitigating measures to these general challenges, it is important to note that without inclusive especially, gender-sensitive frameworks, AI systems risk reinforcing gender biases embedded in the historical datasets on which they are trained (Kassova, 2020; Mutsvairo, 2019; UN Women 2024; West et al., 2019). To illustrate this continuity within AI-enhanced newsrooms in African newsrooms, Kassova’s (2020) study informs:

The decision-makers within most of the newsrooms were male as were the journalists. This was also the case for the emergent new roles such as audience engagement editors, UX designers, 144data visualisers, and data scientists. Institutionalized practices of gender exclusion were therefore being baked into new journalistic practices and newsroom structures. (Kassova 2020, p. 11)


In fact, the challenge of gender mainstreaming related to AI underscores existing challenges females face with access and use of information and communication technologies (ICTs) generally (AU, 2015; Jjuuko & Njuguna, 2019; Kassova, 2020). The AU report based on a study in eight countries of Angola, Botswana, Naminia, Malawi, Mozambique, South Africa, Zambia, and Zimbabwe documents that women face significant barriers to accessing ICTs due to factors such as insufficient infrastructure, high costs, limited availability, language challenges, low literacy rates, and restrictive social norms. These obstacles hinder the transformative potential of ICTs in advancing women’s empowerment. Additionally, the lack of strong gender-focussed provisions in media laws and policies exacerbates these challenges, further impeding progress (AU, 2015).

AI systems are implicated in reproducing the same inequalities they were designed to overcome by underrepresenting women and marginalising them in key subject areas like politics and leadership (Kassova, 2020; O’Connor & Liu, 2024). These systems also risk perpetuating harmful stereotypes and making women invisible in news coverage, reinforcing patriarchal narratives already prevalent in African media spaces. Intersectional dimensions must therefore be considered, as AI may amplify not only gender biases but also ethnic, class, geographic, and digital disparities previously highlighted (Buolamwini & Gebru, 2018).

The need for decolonising AI technologies in journalism is crucial. AI systems and data are largely developed in the Global North and often do not account for African realities, thereby reinforcing Eurocentric models of media production and representation (Ai & Masood, 2021; Dralega, 2023b; Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2015). In this chapter, measures that promote gender mainstreaming in AI-driven media environments deemed vital to ensure that these technologies do not exacerbate existing disparities but instead contribute to more inclusive, decolonised media practices.



AI-related Gender Challenges in Newsrooms, Education, and Research

AI technologies are increasingly deployed in African newsrooms for content automation, reporting, and audience analytics (Dralega, 2023b; Kothari & Cruikshank, 2022; Munoriyarwa, 2024). However, these systems are frequently trained on datasets that reflect historical gender biases, including the underrepresentation of women in critical areas like politics and economics (Manasi et al., 2022; Munoriyarwa et al., 2021; Mutsvairo, 2019; Mutsvairo & Bebawi, 2022). Additionally, the adoption of AI without a gender-sensitive framework risks entrenching the very stereotypes it was intended to overcome. Measures that can guide media organisations in addressing gender biases within AI systems are therefore essential to fill the gaps and promote equity in newsrooms.

AI adoption in journalism education is on the rise in Africa, offering new opportunities for teaching digital literacy and innovation.4 However, without integrating 145gender-sensitive and intersectional approaches, AI-enabled journalism education risks perpetuating the same gender disparities seen in traditional media practices (Dralega et al., 2016; Geertsema-Sligh, 2014; Made, 2010). Current curricula often lack a focus on gender and AI, leaving students unaware of how these technologies can either exacerbate or mitigate gender inequalities – a discursive and ethical challenge Jaakkola (2023) underscores in addition to teaching conceptual, didactic, AI ethics, and competences to budding journalist students. Developing frameworks or guidelines for gender-sensitive AI training in journalism schools is therefore necessary to prepare future journalists for equitable reporting and content production.

The intersection of AI, gender, and journalism research in Sub-Saharan Africa is still an emerging field. While AI has the potential to revolutionise media research, it also brings new challenges, particularly when it comes to gender equity. The current research landscape is sparse on critical empirical focus on how AI systems may perpetuate historical gender biases in media content and representation (Kassova, 2020; Kothari & Cruikshank, 2022; Munoriyarwa et al., 2021; Mutsvairo & Bebawi, 2023). This gap is compounded by the lack of intersectional analysis in existing research, which often overlooks how AI may affect women differently based on other identity markers such as race, class, ethnicity, geography, universal access, and information poverty in local context. Decolonising AI research in journalism is also crucial to ensure that African realities and diverse gender perspectives are fully integrated into the future of media research.

In a nutshell, the integration of gender mainstreaming in African journalism practice, education, and research remains essential for fostering inclusive media landscapes. Traditional challenges, such as the underrepresentation of women in newsrooms, gender-blind journalism education, and the lack of intersectional research, continue to hinder progress. However, as AI becomes more prevalent in African media, these challenges are compounded by new concerns over how AI technologies may reinforce or disrupt existing gender biases. Addressing these issues requires not only gender-sensitive frameworks but also a decolonial approach that centres African realities and challenges the dominant, eurocentric models of AI development and media representation. Below is an endeavour to address the current gaps in the form of toolkits for journalism practice, education, and research. These can be strengthened and adjusted to suit local contexts.




Methodology for Developing Gender Mainstreaming Toolkits in AI-enhanced Spaces

The study draws from a mixed-methods approach, incorporating theoretical research, case example, and policy analysis to ensure that the toolkits for gender mainstreaming in AI-enhanced journalism practice, education, and research are robust, grounded in both theory and practice, and adaptable to various contexts, particularly in Africa.


Theory

Theoretical foundations are drawn from several key areas, including gender and technology studies, which highlight the potential for AI algorithms to perpetuate existing gender biases (Noble, 2018; Wajcman, 2004). Additionally, feminist communication theories provide critical insights into the representation and participation 146of women in media and newsrooms, guiding the creation of more equitable AI-enhanced spaces (Byerly, 2011; Gallagher, 2014). Intersectionality theory, as articulated by Crenshaw (1991), Grzanka and Bhatia, (2023) was integral to ensuring that the framework addressed overlapping identities such as race, class, and ability. This approach is vital in avoiding the reinforcement of multiple forms of oppression through AI-driven processes in both newsrooms and educational settings.



Good Practices

In addition to theoretical research, this methodology includes a review of strong existing case with good practices, which identified actionable steps for gender mainstreaming, particularly in the fields of journalism and education, such as UNESCO (2020) and the European Institute for Gender Equality (20245). Also, key insights from journalism practice (BBC 50:506) informed the development of specific guidelines to support gender equity in AI-enhanced environments.



Policy and Framework Analysis

A significant component of this methodology is policy and framework analysis, which involved reviewing existing gender mainstreaming policies such as European Institute for Gender Equality (2024) and AI ethical frameworks (Floridi et al., 2018). This review ensured that the toolkits align with global standards for gender-sensitive AI practices. A comparative analysis of the UNESCO guidelines for gender equality in media (FOJO, 20217; Grizzle, 2012) and the OECD principles on AI (OECD, 2019) further adapted these global frameworks to meet the specific needs of AI-driven platforms in African newsrooms and educational settings. The combination of theoretical insights, best practices, and policy frameworks forms the basis of a comprehensive and contextualised toolkits for gender mainstreaming in AI-enhanced journalism and education.



The BBC’s 50:50 Project as a Model for Gender Balance

An exemplary model for gender balance in AI-enhanced journalism practice is the BBC’s 50:50 Project, a data-driven initiative aimed at achieving gender parity in media content established in 2017. Initially launched as a manual gender diversity framework, the project has grown to include 750 BBC teams, 145 partner organisations in 30 countries (BBC, 2022) and expanded beyond just gender diversity to include ethnicity and disability. In collaboration with Stanford University, the project integrated AI to track gender representation in real time, using data-driven systems that provide dashboards to editorial teams. These dashboards flag imbalances and enable producers to correct underrepresentation of women before content is published or aired. By 2021, the initiative had significantly increased the visibility of women across BBC programming, with over 70% 147of participating teams achieving gender parity (BBC, 20218). The project also works in collaboration with other partners including academia, such as journalism schools at the University of Newcastle, Liverpool John Moores University, Nottingham Trent University, and the University of the West of Scotland.9 This project exemplifies how, AI can be leveraged (through practice, education, and research collaboration) to enhance gender balance in media.




Toolkits for Gender Mainstreaming in AI-enhanced Journalism, Education, and Research

To address the challenges of gender inequality in AI-enhanced spaces, gender mainstreaming toolkits offer practical solutions for ensuring that AI technologies promote gender equity in journalism. These toolkits are designed to equip media professionals, educators, and researchers with resources to understand and address the gendered nature of AI technologies (Fig. 10.1). For journalism practice, the toolkits help media professionals critically assess how AI systems may reproduce gender biases and provide strategies for mitigating these issues (Gallagher, 2014). In journalism education, gender-sensitive AI curricula prepare future media professionals to use AI technologies in ways that challenge rather than reinforce, patriarchal structures.

Moreover, these toolkits promote decolonised approaches to AI in African media by incorporating Indigenous knowledge systems and prioritising the representation of African women’s voices. By doing so, they offer a pathway to more inclusive and equitable media practices across the continent. These crosscutting toolkits should be viewed as part of a broader approach to gender equity, complementing other strategies for sustainable social change within the media and education sectors.

[image: A summary of areas covered in three toolkits focused on Newsroom, Education, and Research. Each toolkit includes key topics such as policy, training, engagement, and data practices.]
Long Description for Figure 10.1
The graphic is divided into three vertical columns labeled Newsroom, Education, and Research. Under Newsroom, the listed areas are: Gender Equality Plan, A I Systems Design and Procurement, Content Creation, Capacity Building, and Data Collection and Analysis. Under Education, the listed areas are: Curriculum, A I Tool Proficiency, Faculty Training, Student Engagement, Research, and Monitoring and Evaluation. Under Research, the listed areas are: Research Questions, Data Collection, A I Ethics, Capacity Building, Research and Innovation, and Monitoring and Evaluation.


Fig. 10.1. Overview of Areas Covered in the Three Toolkits.
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Toolkit I: Gender Mainstreaming in AI-enhanced Newsrooms

As African newsrooms increasingly adopt AI technologies for content creation, curation, and distribution, integrating gender mainstreaming in these digital transformations becomes essential. Toolkit one (Table 10.1) offers guidance for media houses to ensure that AI deployment upholds gender equity, avoids bias, and enhances gender-sensitive reporting.

Table 10.1. Toolkit I: Overview for Newsrooms.


	Task

	Activity

	Key Action






	Policy and Strategy Development

Objective: Set up a gender-responsive AI strategy within media organisations

	Gender mainstreaming policy: Develop an overarching policy that includes AI usage guidelines emphasising gender equality in editorial decisions and newsroom operations

	Formulate gender-responsive editorial guidelines, ensuring AI systems in place are designed or selected to enhance rather than diminish gender balance. For instance, ensure inclusive language standards; bias detection and mitigation; balanced representation in content; data and algorithm transparency; content moderation and reporting tools, etc.




	AI and gender advisory committee: Create a standing committee within the newsroom to oversee the integration of AI technologies with an explicit gender focus

	Ensure gender balance in decision-making panels related to AI system procurement and deployment




	AI System Design and Procurement

Objective: Obtain AI tools that actively prevent gender bias

	Bias auditing tools: Implement AI bias auditing tools that assess the datasets and algorithms for gender discrimination

	Collaborate with AI developers to ensure training data is diverse and includes gender-sensitive labels. AI technologies that source data from social media, for instance, should be checked for gender stereotyping or misinformation




	Inclusive AI training: Ensure the algorithms used in news generation reflect African gender realities, considering local languages, dialects, and gender nuances

	Incorporate gender-neutral or gender-diverse names, images, and stories in AI-generated content




	Gender-sensitive Content Creation with AI



	Promoting diverse sources: Train AI systems to diversify the sources and voices featured in news coverage, especially highlighting female experts, activists, and leaders

	Ensure that AI tools employed for source selection and interviews include a high percentage of women experts




	Objective: Create AI-enhanced content that reflects gender inclusivity and balance.

	AI-generated content review protocol: Set up a review process where AI-generated content is evaluated for gender sensitivity before publication

	Utilise natural language processing (NLP) tools to flag potential gender biases in written content, ensuring gender-neutral language and representation.




	Capacity Building for Newsroom Staff

Objective: Build gender awareness and AI literacy across newsroom staff

	AI and gender training: Conduct regular workshops to upskill newsroom staff on both AI use and gender-sensitive reporting. This should include training on how to critically engage with AI-generated content through a gender lens

	Train staff on how AI works, its limitations in terms of gender bias, and how to complement AI with human editorial oversight for balanced reporting




	Gender audit of AI tools: Introduce regular gender audits of AI tools in use to evaluate their impact on gender representation in content

	Periodically assess whether AI-generated content, bylines, or data trends skew disproportionately towards male-centric perspectives or topics




	Data Collection and Analysis

Objective: Collect gender-disaggregated data on the performance and outcomes of AI tools

	Tracking gender representation: Use AI-powered analytics to track the gender representation in news coverage, identifying disparities and trends

	Develop dashboards that visualise gender representation metrics, ensuring newsroom staff can monitor progress over time




	Regular reporting: Establish quarterly reporting on gender balance in AI-generated content, including key performance indicators (KPIs) such as the proportion of female experts interviewed, the percentage of women in leadership, and gender portrayal in news

	Media houses should publish these reports publicly as part of their commitment to gender equity






Gender mainstreaming in AI-enhanced newsrooms is essential to fostering equity and representation in the rapidly evolving media landscape. African media houses must approach AI not just as a technological innovation but as a tool for reinforcing gender-sensitive journalism. This toolkit integrates gender sensitivity into the AI-driven future of African newsrooms, addressing both technical and ethical dimensions. By incorporating these steps, media houses can become leaders in the fight for gender equity in journalism, leveraging AI to bridge existing gaps.149150
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Toolkit II: Gender Mainstreaming in AI-enhanced Journalism Education

As journalism education in Africa adapts to the growing use of AI in the media industry, integrating gender mainstreaming into journalism curricula and assessment is essential. This toolkit (Table 10.2) proposes strategies and actions to incorporate gender sensitivity into AI-driven journalism training. It ensures that future journalists are not only adept at using AI technologies but also equipped to recognise and mitigate gender biases, thereby promoting inclusive journalism practices.

Table 10.2. Toolkit II: Overview for Education.


	Task

	Activity

	Key Action






	Gender-responsive Curriculum Development

Objective: Embed gender-sensitive AI practices into the core of journalism education

	Gender and AI modules: Introduce dedicated modules on AI and gender within journalism programmes to discuss gender bias in AI, algorithmic discrimination, and the importance of gender inclusivity in media technologies

	Develop courses that focus on how AI systems can both perpetuate and dismantle gender stereotypes, particularly in African media contexts




	Decolonisation and intersectional approach: Curriculum should address intersectionality, highlighting how AI impacts different gender identities across race, class, and geography, etc.

	Include case studies from African contexts, analysing how AI systems have affected different genders across various socioeconomic backgrounds




	AI Tool Proficiency with a Gender Lens

Objective: Train journalism students on AI tools while highlighting potential gender biases

	AI training with gender focus: Provide practical workshops on AI-powered tools such as automated news writing, data journalism, and content curation, coupled with discussions on gender bias detection

	Teach students how to critically assess datasets for gender biases and how to use AI ethically in journalism practice




	Practical assignments on gender-sensitive AI use: Incorporate AI-related assignments that challenge students to produce gender-balanced content, identifying biases in AI-generated outputs and suggesting improvements

	Students should be required to audit AI-generated news for gender representation, use gender-neutral language, and ensure diverse sourcing in their reports




	Faculty Training and Awareness

Objective: Equip educators with the skills to teach gender-sensitive AI use in journalism

	Faculty development workshops: Regularly train lecturers on the intersection of AI and gender issues, ensuring that they can effectively guide students on how to avoid algorithmic bias

	Conduct workshops on the latest AI technologies used in journalism, with an emphasis on gender equity in content creation and analysis.




	Gender-inclusive teaching materials: Develop and update teaching resources to include gender-balanced case studies, examples of AI in journalism, and literature on gender mainstreaming

	Ensure that all course materials reflect gender diversity, using examples of women and non-binary individuals who have contributed to AI in journalism.




	Student Engagement and Gender Sensitisation

Objective: Foster a gender-sensitive learning environment for students in AI-enhanced journalism courses

	Gender and AI awareness campaigns: Organise awareness campaigns within journalism schools to encourage discussions on gender and AI, creating platforms for students to engage with these issues critically

	Create events such as panel discussions, guest lectures, or hackathons focussed on addressing gender biases in AI tools used for journalism




	Mentorship programmes with a gender focus: Establish mentorship programmes connecting students with professionals who specialise in gender and AI in journalism, encouraging gender-conscious career development

	Match students with mentors who can guide them on how to navigate AI technology while advocating for gender equity in their journalism careers




	Research and Innovation in Gender and AI

Objective: Promote research on AI, gender, and journalism, fostering innovation in gender-sensitive AI applications

	Research on gender bias in AI journalism tools: Encourage students and faculty to engage in research that explores how AI can perpetuate or mitigate gender bias in journalism

	Develop research projects that assess the impact of AI on gender representation in African newsrooms, suggesting ways to counteract these biases




	Gender-sensitive AI innovation labs: Establish innovation labs within journalism schools where students can develop AI tools that promote gender inclusivity in news production

	Fund student-led projects that explore how AI can be used to amplify women’s voices and highlight gender diversity in news repo journalism schools should track how male, female, and non-binary students engage with AI tools, ensuring that no group is marginalised in AI-related coursework or career opportunities




	Monitoring and Evaluation

Objective: Track and assess the effectiveness of gender mainstreaming efforts in AI-focussed journalism education

	Gender Disaggregated Data in Education Outcomes: Collect and analyse gender-disaggregated data on student performance, participation, and career progression to identify gaps and opportunities for gender mainstreaming

	Journalism schools should track how male, female, and non-binary students engage with AI tools, ensuring that no group is marginalised in AI-related coursework or career opportunities




	Regular curriculum audits: Conduct regular audits of journalism programmes to ensure that gender sensitivity and AI integration are being effectively addressed

	Use external reviewers to evaluate the extent to which the curriculum and pedagogy reflect gender mainstreaming in AI-related topics






Integrating gender mainstreaming in AI-enhanced journalism education is critical to preparing future journalists who are equipped to navigate the ethical and social complexities of AI. Jaakkola (2023) highlights the discussive (in addition to conceptual, didactic, and competence) challenges of AI in journalism training pointing to the need to address societal issues such as (gender) inequality. By incorporating gender-sensitive approaches into curriculum design, tool proficiency training, faculty development, and student engagement, journalism schools can ensure that AI technologies enhance rather than hinder gender equity in African newsrooms. This toolkit can empower journalism educators to ensure that gender mainstreaming is integrated into the evolving landscape of AI in journalism, preparing students to lead with both technological expertise and ethical responsibility.152153
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Toolkit III: Gender Mainstreaming in AI-enhanced Journalism Research

As AI continues to revolutionise journalism, integrating gender into research on AI in journalism is vital to addressing systemic biases and ensuring equitable representation. This toolkit (Table 10.3) proposes strategies for researchers (both experienced and students) to integrate gender-sensitive methodologies and ethical considerations into their AI-related journalism research, particularly in African contexts. It promotes an approach that fosters gender equality, avoids reinforcing stereotypes, and critically examines AI’s impact on media ecosystems.

Table 10.3. Toolkit III: Overview for Research.


	Task

	Activity

	Key Action






	Gender-sensitive Research Design

Objective: Embed gender equity into the research design process for AI and journalism studies

	Gender-inclusive research questions: Formulate research questions that explicitly address how AI impacts gender representation in journalism, focussing on the African context

	Develop research projects that investigate how AI-generated content, algorithms, and automated news systems affect the representation of different genders in newsrooms and media outputs. What consequences emerge for society




	Intersectional approach: Apply an intersectional lens to research, examining how AI affects different genders in relation to race, class, ethnicity, and geographic location within Africa

	Ensure that research on AI and journalism reflects the diverse experiences of African women, and other marginalised groups, avoiding one-dimensional gender analysis




	Data Collection and Analysis

Objective: Ensure that data collection and analysis processes are gender-sensitive and inclusive

	Gender-disaggregated data: Collect and analyse gender-disaggregated data in AI journalism research to understand the differential impact of AI on men, women, and non-binary individuals

	Develop data collection strategies that track the representation of different genders in AI-generated news stories, focussing on sources, subjects, and experts




	Inclusive datasets: Ensure the datasets used for AI and journalism research are diverse and free from inherent gender biases. This involves curating data that accurately represent women, non-binary individuals, and gender-diverse communities

	Collaborate with AI developers to ensure that training datasets for AI systems reflect gender diversity and avoid reliance on Western-centric or male-dominated data sources




	Ethical Considerations in AI and Gender Research

Objective: Address ethical challenges in AI research with a focus on gender mainstreaming

	Ethical AI framework: Develop ethical frameworks for AI journalism research that prioritise gender equity and inclusivity. Ensure that AI technologies used in newsrooms do not perpetuate gender stereotypes or discriminatory practices

	Incorporate ethical review processes that evaluate AI tools and methodologies for their impact on gender representation and avoid harm to marginalised communities




	Transparency and accountability: Ensure transparency in how AI systems are designed, trained, and applied in journalism, and hold systems accountable for gendered outcomes

	Researchers should document how AI tools were used in media research, the sources of data, and their implications for gender equity, ensuring that these are published in research findings




	Capacity Building for Gender-Sensitive AI Research

Objective: Build research capacity for gender mainstreaming in AI and journalism

	Training for researchers: Provide targeted training for journalism researchers on gender-sensitive methodologies and the ethical use of AI in media studies. This should include workshops on recognising gender bias in AI technologies

	Develop training programmes that equip researchers with the tools to critically engage with AI systems, focussing on gender representation and inclusion in AI-based media research




	Collaborative research networks: Encourage collaboration among researchers, particularly across African universities and gender advocacy organisations, to advance AI research that centres gender equity.

	Establish regional and international networks (and funding) that foster collaborative projects, sharing best practices in gender-sensitive AI research




	Promoting Gender-sensitive Innovation in AI

Objective: Encourage innovative research that develops AI tools and methodologies promoting gender equity in journalism

	AI innovation with a gender lens: Promote the development of AI tools and platforms that enhance gender inclusivity in newsrooms, ensuring that women and non-binary individuals are well-represented in both the content and the creation process

	Fund research projects that explore the development of AI models aimed at balancing gender representation in media stories, sources, and news subjects




	AI and gender policy advocacy: Conduct research that informs policy on the ethical and gender-sensitive use of AI in African media, advocating for regulatory frameworks that prevent bias in AI systems

	Partner with governments and media regulatory bodies to provide research-backed recommendations on AI and gender policies that protect against discrimination and promote inclusivity




	Monitoring and Evaluating Gender Outcomes in AI Research

Objective: Regularly monitor and evaluate the gender outcomes of AI-focussed journalism research

	Gender equity metrics: Develop and apply gender equity metrics to assess the outcomes of AI and journalism research, ensuring that research findings contribute to gender balance in media practices

	Use metrics that evaluate the impact of AI research on gender equity, such as the proportion of female or non-binary sources in AI-generated content or the diversity of voices highlighted in news coverage




	Periodic reviews of research impact: Conduct periodic reviews of AI-related research projects to evaluate their long-term impact on gender representation in journalism and the media industry

	Establish a review mechanism where research projects are assessed for their contribution to reducing gender bias and enhancing inclusive journalism practices






This toolkit provides a comprehensive framework for integrating gender mainstreaming into AI and journalism research, particularly within African contexts. By focussing on gender-sensitive research design, ethical considerations, data inclusivity, and innovative methodologies, researchers can ensure that AI enhances gender equity in journalism rather than perpetuating existing biases. Through capacity building and collaborative networks, research institutions can lead the way in promoting gender-sensitive AI research that drives equitable change in African media. By following this toolkit, researchers in journalism and AI can ensure that their work not only advances the field of AI but also contributes to reducing gender bias and promoting equity within African journalism. The recommendations provided can help foster a more inclusive and fair media environment, ensuring that AI’s potential benefits are realised for all genders.155156157
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Concluding Remarks

The integration of AI in journalism practice, education, and research presents both opportunities and challenges for gender equality in African contexts. Without gender mainstreaming and decolonised approaches, AI systems risk perpetuating the same patriarchal and Western norms that have long dominated African media landscapes. The toolkits for gender mainstreaming offer a practical solution to these challenges, ensuring that AI technologies contribute to a more equitable, inclusive, and decolonised media environment. Despite this, we are reminded of African realities such as resource constraints, bureaucratic hurdles, patriarchal cultural beliefs, and unequal access to technology that may complicate adoption and the mainstreaming of gender in AI newsrooms, education, and research. For instance, many educators and researchers lack familiarity with AI, creating a capacity gap that must be addressed before implementing gender-responsive AI curricula. Also, investing in infrastructure, AI tools, and training is critical to overcoming some of these barriers. Addressing these structural, cultural, and financial barriers at different levels is essential for AI to support gender-sensitive transformations across the continent.
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1In this study, AI-enhanced journalism refers to the application/practice of artificial intelligence technologies to optimize journalistic processes, automate tasks, and generate data-driven insights, with a critical focus on the integration of gender mainstreaming to challenge and transform existing biases within media practices.

2The examination of education emphasizes how journalism and media educational programmes incorporate gender sensitivity into AI-related courses, fostering a critical understanding of both AI and gender dynamics.

3The research focus underscores the imperative of gender sensitivity in academic inquiry, exploring the intersections of AI, gender, and journalism to advance equitable and inclusive scholarship that challenges traditional biases and promotes gender equity.

4Various courses taught in universities such as: University of Rwanda, University of Stellenbosch, University of Cape Town, University of Dar es Salam and so on.

5The Gender Equality Plan and toolkit for academia and research here: ﻿https://eige.europa.eu/gender-mainstreaming/toolkits/gear﻿.
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8BBC 5050 Impact Report 2021: ﻿https://www.bbc.com/5050/documents/50-50-impact-report-2021.pdf﻿.

9﻿https://www.bbc.co.uk/5050/stories/academia﻿
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Abstract

The Internet has been recognised as a tool or space for universal access to information that fosters diversity and plurality of voices. Yet in this space, journalists have been a regular target of online attacks, intimidation, and bullying that threaten the diversity of voices and information. Women journalists face a double burden of risk based on their gender, such that the safety and security of women journalists require a paradigm shift from focussing on physical harm alone to considering digital and online security as well. This chapter explores Ugandan women journalists’ safety and security experiences in online environments and how women journalists negotiate their online media environments to deliver journalistic work. Discussed through the media affordance and objectification theoretical perspectives, the findings indicate that women journalists use digital spaces as an enabler to their profession but are challenged with threats, violations, and harassment online. We emphasise continuous training of women journalists on digital safety and security, including rallying media organisations to ensure online safety for women journalists.
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Introduction

The Internet is an enabler for universal access to information as evidenced by the plurality of voices online. Journalists use online digital spaces to check what organisations are doing, keep in touch with their audiences, search for breaking news, and gather additional information through such sites as Facebook or X (formerly Twitter), and this has positively impacted their professional work (NewsLab, 2019). Journalists, however, have also become regular targets of online attacks, including bullying and intimidation, which puts plurality and diversity of voices at risk (HRNJ-Uganda, 2013). This requires a re-conceptualisation of journalists’ security from mere physical protection from harm to reflect how 21st-century threats to journalists’ safety and security involve digital risks, especially to those who operate within the online environment. Threats often appear in the comments sections of articles authored by women journalists, but such threats may also include graphic imagery in their inboxes or pop-ups on their social media profiles that allude to rape or physical violence.

The last decade has seen an increased drive by international organisations and civil society to focus on raising awareness about the safety and security issues that confront women working in the media across the world. Some steps have been taken to ensure online safety for women journalists at the international level. For example, the International Federation of Journalists (IFJ, 2018) launched an awareness campaign on social media, the Byte Back Campaign, using the hashtag #DefendMyVoiceOnline to encourage women not to abandon this virtual space when faced with abuse. A safety handbook for women journalists has been developed by the International Association of Women in Radio and Television (IAWRT, 2017) with support from UNESCO as a concrete and practical guidebook on safety and security with recommendations for women journalists working in war and conflict.

Despite such interventions, a recent case of gendered online harassment targeting Maria Ressa, a journalist in the Philippines, resulted in 90 trolling hate messages per hour, and several legal cases have been brought against her online publication, The Rappler. Ressa was recently acquitted of tax evasion (Associated Press, 2023). This high-profile example shows that measures to improve online security and safety are still too limited and contain no guarantees that harassers will be punished (IWMF, 2016). This chapter explores the safety and security experiences of Ugandan women journalists in online environments through three key questions:


	What is the nature of harassment that women journalists encounter online?


	How do women journalists navigate for their safety online?


	What are recommendations for female journalists’ security and safety online?






Media and Internet Freedom in Uganda

Uganda has a vibrant media environment whose operations are guaranteed by the constitution. Article 29(1) of the 1995 Ugandan constitution proclaims that everyone shall have the right to ‘freedom of speech and expression which shall 163include freedom of the press and other media’. This provision is in tandem with the codification of access to information as a basic human right under Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which includes freedom of opinion, expression, and information. In Uganda, the right to access information is explicit in Article 41 of the 1995 Constitution:

Every citizen has a right of access to information in the possession of the state or any other organ of the state except where the release of the information is likely to interfere with the security of the state or the right to the privacy of any other person.


Uganda currently boasts of over 250 radio stations and over 40 television stations (Government Citizen Interaction Centre (GCIC), 2022), and the majority of these organisations publish and broadcast a variety of print and online media. The utilisation of the Internet for media in Uganda aligns with the recognition of the Internet as critical to the promotion of the right to access to information by the United Nations (CIPESA, 2017). Indeed, statistics indicate that there are about 11.7 million Internet users in Uganda (Kemp, 2023), and the number is growing steadily, thanks in large part to the adoption of mobile phones. A total of 30.55 million cellular mobile connections are active in Uganda (Kemp, 2023). Furthermore, as part of the ‘MYUG’ free Wi-Fi project that is being rolled out at the time of writing, Uganda currently has 300 active sites that provide free Internet access in the Kampala central business district and parts of Entebbe in central Uganda (Uganda National Information Communication Technology-NITA, 2023). If the full roll-out is successful, then the increased online penetration will also reach rural populations who will benefit from the affordances of digital spaces. The number of online publications in Uganda is already growing, and the mainstream media has an online presence to connect and grow their audience. This means that digital spaces are new and important work environments for women journalists.

Despite these encouraging developments, the latest 2024 World Press Freedom Index ranked Uganda at 128 out of 180 countries assessed. The report reveals further that Ugandan journalists, who are critical of government continue to face intimidation and violence from security services on daily basis (RSF, 2024). This raises safety and security concerns for women journalists in Uganda because they are not spared from arbitrary arrests or beatings (RSF, 2019). Moreover, Uganda has instituted a social media law that discourages online activity, stifles free expression, and creates new restrictions (Wanyama, 2022). Such a hostile environment is rife with protection risks that may be faced by women journalists online. The country has witnessed media and social media shutdowns, ongoing arrests, threats, and harassment of journalists and bloggers, all of which paints a worrying scenario (Eckey, 2017). The intimidation of journalists often works, and self-censorship breeds an information gap and lack of accountability to the public (Kaija, 2018). What is more, Ugandan journalists continue to face fear of arrest, harassment, low remuneration, a lack of policies to secure female journalists, and long working hours (Okoth, 2018).
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Coping with or Negotiating Online Harassment

Female journalists in Uganda have adopted several strategies to deal with online harassment. Walulya and Selnes (2023) established that some women journalists in Uganda have abandoned beats that are more susceptible to online harassment. Other strategies used to deal with online harassment include withdrawing from spaces where mob harassment and negative messages are prevalent and blocking perpetrators from their contacts (Semakula, 2019). In persistent cases, the victims (female journalists) report to their superiors and government authorities. As Semakula (2019) reports:

Respondents harassed by perpetrators on social media platforms such as WhatsApp and Facebook (cyber harassment) said they either refuse to reply, block their accounts, and if the practice persists, report to a higher authority, including media managers and Police. (p. 60)


Another technique women journalists employ to negotiate online harassment is self-censorship to prevent attacks against them and their media outlets. They do this by double-checking their messages before sharing them to edit out statements or words with the potential to annoy sections of online mobs (Nakiwala, 2020; Walulya & Selnes, 2023). Alier (2021) observed that censorship may sometimes include avoiding sensitive stories or choosing soft angles or a story published but with all the important facts omitted for the safety of the journalist. This censorship is detrimental to journalism and society at large, since it deprives citizens of critical information necessary for the functioning of a democracy (Walulya & Selnes, 2023). Women journalists also hide their identities online as a defence mechanism. Instead of using their actual names and pictures, some use pseudonyms and dummy pictures to confuse their potential attackers – both online and offline (Alier, 2021).



Theoretical Framework

How digital spaces facilitate the work of women journalists in Uganda is an important aspect of how these women navigate their safety and security in online environments and can be appreciated by applying the theoretical lens of technological affordance. Affordance is a key concept that enables the understanding and analysis of social media technology and the relations between the technology and its users (Bucher & Helmond, 2018). We view social media platforms as open spaces for the expression of opinions without gatekeeping that give everyone an equal opportunity to engage, interact, and share their views. Consequently, women journalists, as goal-oriented actors, perceive social media in terms of how it can be used, including how it can help them meet their journalistic goals (Pozzi et al., 2014; Schrock, 2015; Volkoff & Strong, 2017). A single technology can result in multiple action possibilities because individuals have agency over their user practices and habits (Schrock, 2015). In these online spaces, women 165journalists engage with the public, and this interaction is affected by how they are perceived by their audiences in those spaces.

The study also employed objectification theory to understand the interaction of women journalists in online spaces. The theory highlights elements of ‘degrad[ation] and coercion’ (Cuklanz, 2016, p. 9) that women face in digital media environments that hinder their participation. It gives a framework through which we can understand the genesis of the threats and violations that women encounter in digital spaces while practising journalism. Women journalists worldwide are challenged with gender power struggles within traditional and online media environments because they are culturally looked at as women first and foremost. Objectification theory postulates that the lived experiences of particular groups of people can generate knowledge, perspectives, and ways of thinking about a given situation (Winn & Cornelius, 2020). It allows scholars and researchers to appreciate the impact of sexual objectification on the lives of women ‘as well as how they manage, cope with, and resist these experiences’ (Szymanski et al., 2011, p. 7). As Calogero (2012) noted, women journalists are objectified sexually online through sexual comments, exposure to sexualised images, sexual harassment, and sexual violence, among other behaviours. The theory of objectification therefore provides a framework for examining how women journalists in Uganda experience the digital media environment.



Methodology

A qualitative research approach comprising both focus group discussions (FGDs) and in-depth interviews was adopted for data collection to enable an intensive and detailed examination of a case (Bryman, 2012). Five FGDs (numbered 1 through 5, each between 7 participants) were conducted with 35 women drawn from a database at the Uganda Media Women Association of 400 women journalists using a simple random sampling technique. This sample size is consistent with Israel’s (1992) recommendation of 10–30 participants for small-scale studies. The approach encouraged highly participatory and interactive engagements on issues related to the safety and security of women journalists. Each of the five FGDs dealt with a sub-theme under the broader topic of ‘safety and security of women journalists in online and offline environments’, and the data presented in this chapter was collected during FGD 4, which specifically discussed the sub-theme of ‘handling of personal safety and security in online environments’, FGDs were appropriate because we sought to explore attitudes, opinions, and perceptions through flexible and open discussions between the selected respondents (Kumar, 2011).

In-depth interviews were conducted with two women journalists, referred to pseudonymously here as ‘Respondent 1’ and ‘Respondent 2’, who had recently experienced online safety threats and security violations. These two case stories of women journalists were important for the gathering of personal reflections on the research question that was included in the FGDs data collection. Respondent 1 was a reporter with a leading private broadcast media house who faced online harassment from a high-ranking general in the Uganda Peoples’ Defence Forces 166and his followers that transitioned into physical threats. This respondent had to quit her job. Respondent 2 had faced many online attacks (which had also further degenerated into physical threats) for stories uploaded online. The discussion in this chapter is based solely on the findings derived from the two in-depth interviews and the FGD that specifically examined the safety and security experiences of Ugandan women journalists in online environments.



Findings

The majority of the women journalists sampled were younger than 35 – in other words, they fall under the youth category who utilise online platforms in their daily life. The youth in Uganda (18–30 years) make up 22.7 per cent out of 45.9 million people (UBOS, 2024). Overall, 78 per cent of Uganda’s population are under 35, and these figures are expected to double in the next 25 years (Lirri, 2021). Increased Internet access has given these young people more latitude to actively participate in online spaces (Deutsche Welle, 2018). The participants reported an average professional experience of five years as journalists. This makes them novice journalists and vulnerable to digital threats as they interact in online environments. The study participants had all worked with media houses that have online platforms and reported several challenges they faced while interacting in these spaces as ‘women journalists’.


Nature of Harassment Encountered Online

Respondents reported that they use digital platforms to execute their journalistic duties and identified their many benefits to support faster communication and dissemination of information while in the field, more efficient engagement with sources and follow up on stories, and a larger readership, as well as getting story tips. Oftentimes, women journalists are harassed because of the stories they post online:

Besides journalism, I sometimes express my opinions online, and, of course, there are people who don’t like what we post. I had just posted a video of the Uganda Peoples’ Defence Forces fracas in Kayunga over land. The people were exchanging and confronting the armed UPDF personnel. I then received harsh comments on my Twitter (X) platform from people accusing me of putting the national army in a bad light. (Respondent 2)


This statement shows how critical online safety is in the digital era, when most journalists rely on the Internet to perform their tasks efficiently. Respondents confirmed various forms of online harassment either through personal experiences or having heard about them from colleagues and sources. For example, a respondent reported online cases of objectification where netizens can make the subject personal, beyond the story. ‘This is very common where people attack you not in line with what you do, but they focus on your personality’ (Respondent 2). Respondent 1 confirms online attacks against her family for simply reporting 167a political story: ‘If you write a “critical” story about the National Resistance Movement or about the National Unity Platform, they will attack you’.

The findings also established that women journalists face gender-related safety risks and threats in digital spaces, including cyberstalking, trolling, obscene remarks, unwanted sexual advances and sexually evocative pictures, and sexually explicit jokes. These acts go beyond online spaces to the physical environment where women journalists also face physical threats and abuse. These threats are enabled by cyberstalkers who collect personal information and updates available online that can be used to blackmail and harm women journalists. One respondent described how a person who has

stalked you, knows where you stay through Facebook, and can track you to assault you physically. […] There is a story I did in 2023, and somebody posted my picture on Twitter and said, ‘don’t think you are very far; I can get you wherever you are’. I felt that this was no light threat, and I was shaken. (Respondent 2)


Online platforms have also been used for blackmail and to damage the reputation of women journalists through, for example, releasing of unpleasant information about them. Another respondent shared a bad experience of receiving personal information about their family and their whereabouts from attackers:

I received photos of my father’s house in the village and of my father. They were letting me know that they know where my family is, they know who my parents are, they know who my siblings are, and where they stay. They have their contacts, and they can reach out to them and harm them. (Respondent 1)


Sexual harassment both online and offline was reported to be a major issue affecting women journalists as they go about their work. Women journalists also noted that while doing their work in digital spaces, they get persistent advances from male sources and colleagues who assume that the women will welcome the sexual or romantic interest at some point:

Annoyingly, the perpetrators think it is okay. They think that these are two consenting adults and therefore [it’s] a matter of negotiating. It also has repercussions when you reject them, particularly if you are searching for a job as a journalist. (Respondent 2)


One FGD participant shared when she had once found herself in this situation:

I was on air one time presenting, and then, all of a sudden, I just saw the computer lighting [up] only to look, and it was a sex video. I realized that someone had done it intentionally because, after some minutes, my supervisor walked in […] and started telling me funny words. It disturbed me psychologically because he wanted to kiss me.


168Women journalists are concerned about hackers who obtain their personal information by manipulating digital security to access their online accounts. ‘I do not know how many times my accounts have received notifications of people trying to hack into my social media accounts’ (Respondent 2). Another respondent shared that: ‘When my account got hacked into, I was called by my cousin that they were seeing bad (nude) pictures […] I checked and deleted them’ (Respondent 1). An FGD participant reported that some people use fake or bot accounts to troll women journalists: ‘They use bots to troll you, to degrade you, and to show the public that you are disqualified and that you don’t fit to be a journalist’. Participants in FGDs were also concerned about the contradictory comments they receive when they make posts on given subjects and how these are often the first manoeuvre in what degenerates into abusive attacks: ‘They will always comment to the contrary […] they will provoke you in their comments’. Another interview respondent noted that there were so many forms and tones of harassment and how they are all based on the audience’s expectations: ‘because you work on TV and they hear you on radio, they expect you to belong to a certain (high-class) category, and when they realize that you are not in that category, they will go all out on you’ (Respondent 1).



How Women Journalists Navigate Safety Online

Respondents were not sure about in-house policies that specifically tackled online safety and security and opined that individual journalists must guard their safety. A respondent shared that it was easy for women journalists to be harassed and abused because the perpetrators are sure that it is their nature not to react: ‘When you react back, it also becomes an issue; they will start questioning your qualifications, your ethics, your employer, and how you ended up in that media house – when you disrespect the viewers’ (Respondent 1).

There are different levels of censorship (both by the regulator and the employer) on online standards – that indicate a journalist should not express their opinions. From this point of view, participants observed that safety and protection start with the individual and advised female journalists to ‘be alert with ears on the ground, be careful with personal information on social media like Facebook and to be smart in taking decisions while in the field’ (FGD participant). One respondent shared her encounter with security personnel when she was summoned over a comment she made on the social media platform X:

I was scared, I was amidst powerful men, who would do anything to me, I could not fight them, they are in position of power and would not be held accountable. Even my media house would not protect me because I was on suspension for two weeks. After all, they had been pressured … so, if anything had happened to me in that dungeon, they were not certainly going to look for me. (Respondent 2)


Women journalists feel that journalism is not safe for their gender, and this has resulted in many abandoning the profession such that there are few women 169covering hard news or political beats, and the public are denied a diversity of voices and opinions. Many female journalists report on health, where they deal with press conferences and ministerial press releases and reports, without venturing into investigative pieces:

The situation limits you and because you are human you have emotions, you have a family telling you what do you lose if you don’t do this, safety first, what do you lose if you let it be? So, you ask yourself; is it worth it? (Respondent 2)


Another respondent admits that she found herself doing stories that she never enjoyed:

I became more of a press conference person; I became a person who was scared of reporting objectively and that did not fit my expectations of being a journalist. I looked up to guys [journalists] who would even go to war zones to document stories, and who would put leaders on the spot. (Respondent 1)


The findings indicate that women journalists feel that they are not safe when practising journalism. They now tread carefully to the extent of abandoning the profession to be safe from online harassment. The safety of women journalists in online spaces needs to be given due attention and consideration if they are to survive and thrive in such harsh environments.



Recommendations for Women Journalists’ Security and Safety Online

Respondents observed that newsrooms needed to do much more to protect and ensure the safety of women journalists online because they are more vulnerable to safety and security violations and threats than men. Women journalists feel that they need to be believed when they come out to expose the violations and unpleasant situation they experience while executing their work rather than being questioned. Women journalists expressed knowledge of the laws that protect journalists against digital safety risks and violations while going about their work. For example, they were able to list some of the offenses defined in the Computer Misuse Act of 2011, including offensive communication and cyberstalking. Nevertheless, women journalists need to be well informed about digital safety tools:

It starts with the gadget that you use. Different gadgets have different safety protocols. It depends on the different insecurities and threats you face, but we have to be up to speed with these tools. (Respondent 2)


Limited knowledge of digital protection laws and the responsibility of Internet service providers in ensuring the protection of personal data was identified as another challenge to women journalists’ safety and security online. This 170calls for training of women journalists. As one respondent testified, such training would have helped protect her online accounts from hackers: ‘I would have lost both my Facebook and X accounts if I didn’t know other safety protocols that require another layer of authentication besides two-factor authentication’ (Respondent 2).

Other women journalists learn to cope with abusive attacks as a form of resilience in executing their work:

From the Twitter body shaming, I was told that I could not fit into the categories of women to be dated and that I could not be a goddess like his wife. I maintained that I am just a goddess in a small package and that is how I ended up being called a small goddess. I had to embrace it for me to cope with the harassment and abuse, and it worked. (Respondent 1)


The preceding data reveals the nature of online harassment faced by female journalists, the coping mechanisms they employ, and their proposed recommendations for the improvement of online safety for women journalists.




Discussion

Online harassment has taken various forms, including trolling, cyberstalking, obscene remarks, unwanted sexual advances, sexually evocative pictures, and sexually explicit jokes. Sometimes women journalists face physical attacks because of their online activities. These experiences further illustrate the mechanisms adopted by women journalists in Uganda to navigate online challenges. The respondents also proposed a number of steps that ought to be taken to alleviate the already precarious situation. This section discusses these key findings in light of the presented literature and theoretical perspectives.

The majority of women journalists who participated in the study were young and still early in their journalism careers. Digital media platforms facilitate the accomplishment of their journalistic roles and the development of their experiences and competencies. This finding that online platforms offer women journalists faster communication and dissemination of information is consistent with affordance theory’s approach to understanding and analysing social media technology and its relations with users (Bucher & Helmond, 2018). Despite the media affordances that digital platforms offer, they are also a source of oppression and discrimination against women (Gallagher, 2003). The present study’s findings indicate that there is a great deal of objectification of women journalists in online spaces, where they are attacked for their gender and not their journalistic work or abilities. This pattern of behaviour is the focus of the objectification theory, which highlights the structures of power that systematically portray women as objects rather than active subjects in the production of media content (Gallagher, 2003). The findings have also revealed that women journalists have braved varying forms of online threats, including physical violations.

171Attacks on women journalists while in online environments are a powerful factor that influences women journalists to keep off digital spaces to avoid the dangers that might arise from posting journalistic material. The struggles that women face in the media environment have hindered their potential to advance in the profession (Cuklanz, 2016). Our findings demonstrate that women journalists tend to concentrate on such safer beats as health, fashion, tourism, and press conferences, which often limits their journalistic potential. For instance, in 2017, NTV reporter Gertrude Uwitware was attacked by security officers for using Facebook to express her support for a local campaign that was aimed at compelling the government to provide free menstruation supplies (i.e. sanitary towels) to all school-going girls. Uwitware was kidnapped at gunpoint, forced into a car, and driven to an unknown location, where she was tortured and threatened (RSF, 2017). She was also ordered to delete all her Twitter and Facebook posts deemed too critical of the first family. She consequently quit active journalism. Respondents agreed that such violations have created a situation of self-caution and self-censorship among women journalists and media houses that negatively impacts their role not only of disseminating news and information but also of watching over government actions. This finding aligns with Walulya and Selnes’s (2023) finding that women journalists have abandoned reporting certain beats that are more susceptible to online harassment. This is a real contemporary problem that needs urgent attention since studies (Nakiwala, 2020; Walulya & Selnes, 2023) have shown a striking absence of female voices in news items that concern women in specific ways.

The women journalists who participated in this study are often threatened by the repeated use of electronic communication to harass them. Hackers take advantage of their information online to damage their reputation and journalistic integrity. They are concerned about stalkers who get into their physical space aided by online information to blackmail and threaten their lives, sometimes by releasing private information. Those who do not withstand such challenges usually leave the profession, and this results in fewer women’s voices and the underrepresentation of their issues in the media. This is self-censorship, a technique that women journalists have embraced to prevent online attacks against them (Nakiwala, 2020; Walulya & Selnes, 2023). The findings further revealed that women journalists were not adequately protected by their media organisations and are usually on their own as they fight off threats and violations in digital spaces. As they cope with self-censorship, women journalists expressed discomfort about how media houses censor their use of digital spaces such that their appreciation of the affordances offered by digital spaces for the execution of journalistic work is curtailed.

The study established that there was a general lack of knowledge on digital security and protection, including matters of safety risks, violations, and protection. Women journalists need to be trained in digital safety and security because such training will be beneficial in building their confidence and resilience around digital spaces as a way of coping and advancing their journalistic calling. Indeed, the presence of women in the media is an opportunity for gendered discourse that 172may create a sense of self-determinism to naturally embrace challenges within online spaces (Ryan & Deci, 2002). In other words, targeted training will give women journalists an opportunity to actualise their sense of self and human potential to overcome such work challenges, including the pervasive sexual harassment that extends from digital spaces to physical environments.



Conclusion

This chapter discussed how women journalists in Uganda have faced threats and violations in digital spaces as they strive to have their voices heard or represented in the media. While online spaces have been projected as free and open, where users are supposed to interact at an equal level, this study of women journalists’ interactions reveals that gender biases are exported from physical environments to online spaces and vice versa. The study has established that women journalists encounter digital security threats and violations in online spaces that hinder their work. They experience gender-related violations, abuses, and safety risks that oftentimes transcend to offline environments yet, when reported, their descriptions are rarely believed. We argue that as digital spaces become more crucial for media work, attention needs to shift to make them safe for women journalists to freely work. Women voices should be promoted in digital spaces, and media organisations must support women journalists through online safety policies and training such that they can thrive. Different stakeholders should ensure that online safety is strengthened to facilitate transparent and accountable mechanisms for the protection of media diversity.
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Chapter 12
YouTube Videos as Agents of Social Inclusion and Therapy Among Gender-based Violence Survivors
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Abstract

The reviewed literature demonstrates how new media platforms are increasingly offering survivors of gender-based violence (GBV) a forum for the promotion of social justice. Data indicate that one in three Kenyan women has experienced GBV, and this study explores how YouTube videos can be agents of social inclusion and therapy for survivors of GBV. Six key informant interviews and a focus group discussion were conducted and guided by media ecology and networked public theories within the qualitative research paradigm. A narrative analysis reveals how YouTube videos act as sources of information, therapy, and comfort to those survivors who watch both GBV- and non-GBV-related content. Additionally, YouTube videos offer education and training for GBV awareness and allow survivors to share experiences, find support, and learn coping strategies. Despite these positives, YouTube videos also generate comments that support gender stereotypes and other negative attitudes that may deny victims social justice. While men are also victims of GBV, they are often excluded from male-related GBV videos. The study argues that YouTube should strengthen its innovation policies to promote social justice for GBV survivors and other stakeholders should invest in YouTube by creating content specific to GBV and social justice for all genders.
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Introduction

Research has well established that YouTube is associated with certain benefits for survivors of GBV. On the one hand, YouTube affords some intimacy to vulnerable users through digital storytelling and sharing of experiences among audiences (Jenkins et al., 2009). When the marginalised share their painful experiences, it helps them to reclaim and restore their identities, thereby preventing further suffering (Shishko, 2022). Miller and Demirbilek (2023) have argued that YouTube provides opportunities for awareness raising, advocacy, and support through sharing information, personal stories, and resources related to GBV. On the other hand, commenters demonstrate how YouTube videos can contribute to GBV-related cases in deleterious ways. Compared to male YouTubers, female YouTubers receive more negative video comments, including sexism, racism, and sexually aggressive hate speech (Döring & Mohseni, 2020). Since women are most objectified, attacked, and harassed on social media platforms, there is a need for effective policy in digital spaces (Capella-Castro, 2021).

GBV has been defined as a social justice issue, a global concern, and a gross violation of victims’ fundamental human rights, including the right to life, safety, liberty and security, and the right to equal protection under the law as well as the right to sound physical and mental health (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), n.d.; World Vision, 2022). GBV results in such psychological and emotional disturbances as isolation, depression, suicide attempts, and, in severe instances, death (UNHCR, n.d.; World Vision, 2022). The United Nations’ (UN) Sustainable Development Goals underscore the issues related to GBV in Goal 5 (Gender Equality), which foregrounds the elimination of all forms of violence against girls and women.


Problem Statement

GBV is a sensitive issue such that, in some contexts, survivors are reluctant to discuss or report. This reluctance remains despite several attempts and initiatives to provide relief and social justice, including medical treatment, provision of safe spaces, legal aid, psychosocial support, physical security, mentorship programmes, community-based peer support, and livelihood support (UNHCR, n.d.; World Vision, 2022). These social services are often delivered by rescue centres, hotlines, hospital support, and other organisations. The media has also offered support. The Nation Media Group (NMG), the leading media house in East and Central Africa (Nation Media Group, n.d.), for example, established a gender desk in its editorial section in 2019. Thereafter, NMG started observing 16 Days of Activism Against Gender-Based Violence, an annual global campaign initiated by the inaugural Women’s Global Leadership Institute in 1991 that raises awareness about violence against women and girls as a human rights issue (Kassova & Addy, 2022).

While YouTube videos provide important information on issues of social justice in relation to GBV, there is a dearth of literature on their potential to address these issues in the Kenyan context that this chapter endeavours to address. This 177study draws on qualitative research approaches to explore the lived experiences and perceptions of YouTube viewers on GBV and how YouTube videos can serve as sources of knowledge and therapy for the survivors and promote social inclusion. The study’s specific objectives are threefold:


	to identify which specific videos are frequently watched by GBV survivors and why;


	to gather data about the lived experiences of the study participants, namely journalists (who work in mainstream media or as freelancers), while watching or hosting these videos; and


	to establish YouTube’s potential as a source of information and spaces for therapy and social inclusion for survivors.







Literature Review


YouTube and GBV

The few extant studies on YouTube’s role in the promotion of social justice in Kenya have generally focussed on addressing GBV in broader terms. Vahedi et al. (2024), for example, investigated how GBV service providers navigated the process of digitalising GBV prevention and response during the COVID-19 crisis. Ndaka (2023) portrays YouTube as a networked community that links decentralised and fragmented voices in Kenya, but the study does not focus on GBV. Baker (2018) details how young women globally, including Kenya, are ‘taking back’ technology to demand their rights and challenge violence. Although these empirical studies are not directly focussed on the relationships between GBV and YouTube, they well-demonstrate the need for more research on social inclusion in digital environments. Indeed, most of the reviewed literature does include a discussion of the advantages or disadvantages of YouTube as a platform.

The case of Cecily Bolden, who was murdered by her boyfriend for not disclosing her HIV status prior to having sex (Anderson, 2014), provides a poignant example of YouTube discussions on GBV matters. It was particularly disturbing in this case that the comments overwhelmingly blamed Cecily and called to set the perpetrator free (Anderson, 2014). But there is also strong evidence that YouTube hosts information on GBV that may be useful for survivors and offer social inclusion and therapy. For instance, World Vision (2022) has a 10-minute video on a GBV initiative they implemented in Nairobi and Narok counties. A Citizen TV ‘Monday Report’ edition provided a platform for critical conversations on GBV on 15 May 2023 that is uploaded to their YouTube channel. YouthActionNet (2015) posted a six-minute advocacy video on how to avoid GBV.



Definition of Terms

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR, n.d.) documents how people are exposed to insecurity and vulnerable to threats against 178their lives and to sexual abuse, rape, forced prostitution, and trafficking when they are forced to flee their homes. The Gender Violence Recovery Centre (2022), a charitable trust of the Nairobi Women’s Hospital, reports that one in three Kenyan women has experienced an episode of sexual violence before the age of 18, one of the highest rates of GBV in the world, and that 5% of boys and 3% of Kenyan men are GBV survivors. One in four women in Kenya has experienced violence from an intimate partner (Kenya News Agency, 2023). Femicide (killings may be unintentional) is also on the rise in Kenya, where more than 500 women have been reported killed since 2016 (Africa Data Hub, 2024). Social justice initiatives and programmes are concerned with what hinders fairness and equality for people (Lowery, 2023).

The UNHCR (n.d.) defines gender inequality as, first and foremost, the denial of the equal enjoyment of rights, responsibilities, and opportunities for all people. This definition is linked to the understanding of social inclusion as the process of improving the ability, opportunity, and dignity of those disadvantaged by their identity (World Bank, n.d.). Gender is one such identity that confronts barriers that prevent full participation in political, economic, and social life (World Bank, n.d.). This chapter argues that institutions should institute such GBV-related measures, programmes, and services as legal redress and therapy to facilitate social justice in relation to GBV in Kenya.

Psychotherapy and Counselling Federation of Australia (PACFA, n.d.) defines therapy as a process where a trained professional (counsellor or psychotherapist) meets with a client to help resolve problematic beliefs, behaviours, feelings, and related physical symptoms. The treatment involves interpersonal relationships to help clients develop self-understanding so that they can make changes in their lives. Vahedi et al. (2024) suggest that prevention and response activities and services can be digitised to the advantage of GBV survivors. This chapter investigates whether this digitisation can be applied to YouTube videos as a source of therapy.




Theoretical Framework

This chapter’s analytical framework is informed by two theories, namely networked publics and media ecology. The theory of networked publics emphasises that digital technologies enable the formation of networked communities that exist and interact primarily in online spaces by sharing experiences, opinions, and views (boyd, 2008). Boyd contends that social media platforms amplify voices, build communities, and create awareness and activism. Papacharissi (2014) explores what mediated feelings of connectedness do for politics and networked publics in the digital age and concludes that even though technologies network us, it is our stories that connect us.

Media ecology theory suggests that the form of media and communication channels influence the way people perceive reality and interact with their surroundings (McLuhan, 1964). Postman (1970) offered the founding definition of media ecology where he metaphorically saw media as environments and environments as media and was explicitly concerned about their forms, effects, and evolution. Milberry (2012) indicates that the symbol systems and technologies people 179use to think, communicate, and represent their experiences play an integral role in how we create and understand reality. As conceptualised in this study, these two theoretical perspectives support the understanding that online spaces both mirror and reshape societal dynamics and that they can be leveraged to address GBV effectively. In other words, while YouTube provides opportunities for awareness, activism, and support, it can also reinforce negative behaviours and stereotypes.



Method

This study draws on the social constructivism paradigm, where the goal of research mainly relies on the participants’ views of the situation to better understand the world in which they live and work (Creswell, 2007). The qualitative research methodological approach employed six in-depth interviews with key informants (KIs) and a focus group discussion (FGD) comprised of eight members from whom data were gathered. In-depth interviews with participants helped to elicit rich descriptions of their experiences, emotions, interpretations, and reflections on GBV and YouTube. The FGD participants responded to the same questions, all of which sought to explore issues of social justice and social inclusion. The data collection process followed Creswell’s (2007) recommendation that the researcher should gather data in a natural setting while being sensitive to the people and places under study. Consent was obtained from each participant for both in-depth interviews and FGDs prior to field research, and all the FGD participants reported that they had healed and are now public advocates against GBV. I took detailed field notes during interviews and FGDs and documented non-verbal cues and reactions.

The study participants were identified through purposive and snowball sampling. Inclusion criteria were: a GBV victim who watches YouTube videos or a journalist (including YouTubers) who may or may not be a GBV survivor but who reports on GBV on YouTube. Invitations to participate were sent through the Association of Media Women in Kenya, Media Sisters Kenya, and Women in Media WhatsApp groups. Five interview informants were GBV survivors, and one was a non-survivor. All watched YouTube videos. The sample included two journalists (one survivor, one non-survivor), who also provided perspectives as professionals. In-depth interviews used together with FGDs helped to triangulate the results.

Consistent with the standards of qualitative research, data were simultaneously collected and analysed. Narrative analysis was used to interrogate the responses created by the informants into an understanding of their experiences with GBV and YouTube videos. I thoroughly checked the transcribed data to ensure it was free from error and for qualitative reliability (consistency).



Research Findings

This study aimed to identify the specific videos frequently watched by GBV survivors and why, to understand the lived experiences of the study participants, and to establish YouTube’s potential as a source of information and spaces for 180the social inclusion of survivors of GBV. The discussion of findings is organised according to these objectives. Quotations drawn from the interviewees are cited as KI-1 through KI-6, and the FGD participants as FGDP-1 through FGDP-8.


Most Frequent Videos Watched and Why

All the informants interviewed were frequent users of YouTube and logged in daily. The six informants identified the following nine channels as their most frequently watched on YouTube: Abel Mutua, Engage Talk, Muthoni’s Mission, Lynn Ngugi, Usikimye Kenya, Shared Moments with Justus, Comedian YY, Tuko/Tuco-Kenya, and Legally Clueless. They also reported watching other, less prominent channels on such topics as African stories, news, health and mental wellness, historical moments, sermons, meditation, religion, music, investigation, and family matters, as well as documentaries like Africa Titanic and the Defenders’ Coalition channel.

The reasons that participants provided for their engagement with YouTube videos included information and self-education, meditation and therapy, training, mental wellness, getting news, and entertainment: ‘YouTube has a lot to offer and is a good way to pass time, do research to gain knowledge, engage in critical thinking and relax’ (KI-5). They explained that these genres help them to connect and have a sense of belonging with their ability to contribute to discussions in the comments section. Indeed, some informants had, over the years, increasingly formed online networks with the people whom they had met online in the comments section of their watched YouTube channels.



Informants’ Lived Experiences

FGDP-7 brought up a 21 September 2023 episode ‘I stayed in an abusive marriage for years, could not find the strength to walk out but I finally did’ from Lynn Ngugi Network’s (LNN) LNS Rebuilding Series that she had watched several times while noting down nuggets that assisted her in healing and rebuilding her life. Several FGD participants flagged how the comments section of this video showed how issues of therapy and social inclusion played out on YouTube and read out some specific comments from LNN to demonstrate:

I’ve watched this episode and I’ve seen myself in it all through, from dating the wrong person, to your mum having an itch about the partner, the emotional abuse, healing and finally giving myself a second chance to love …. (Selected by FGDP-3)


I experienced the same and gathered courage to walk out after 23 years. That was the best decision l ever made. (Selected by FGDP-5)


I’m watching this crying, I can relate to her story I went through this for 9 years and I thank God I came out of it. (Selected by FGDP-7)


181The rebuilding series has had a huge impact on my life as a woman and a mother. Thank you, Lynn … People are healing and rebuilding their lives from hurt, pain, deceit, revenge … etc. (Selected by FGDP-2)


LNN, this is me, this is my life story ooh I thank God for He rescued me and my 3 beautiful daughters. I can say am healed and still healing. One day I will share the story of my life. Sharing helps many many others (selected by FGDP-4). Lynn Ngugi (2023, September 21). I stayed in an abusive marriage for years, could not find the strength to walk out but I finally did (Video). YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xb1eHFXYIBs&t=375s


The informants also singled out Usikimye Kenya, a channel specifically dedicated to GBV, whereas LNN is more broadly focussed on ‘stories that have the ability to impact the communities around us’ (Lynn Ngugi, n.d.). Unfortunately, Usikimye Kenya’s presence on YouTube is not as pronounced as LNN. For instance, the channel’s segment on survivor stories only has 21 videos on its playlist (Usikimye Kenya, n.d.) despite being in existence since 2019 (Kagonye, 2021).

KI-6 shared her subjective experiences and interpretations concerning YouTube and GBV. She reported not having yet come across a YouTube video specifically committed to helping GBV survivors. Unable to take in the abuse, she turned to YouTube for solace and humour. Initially, she searched for videos that directly spoke about GBV and how to handle it, but she found very little. Instead, she found solace in such channels as The Flight Channel, which produces content about historical flight accidents: ‘Do you know I became so engrossed in the Flight Channel that I started to forget about the abuse?’ Another KI revealed that she too found YouTube a useful distraction from GBV trauma: ‘I was withdrawn and traumatized. I started going for therapy at a local clinic, but soon abandoned it when I found Legally Clueless on YouTube. It became my therapy’ (K1-1). This informant reported being more affected by people’s reactions to GBV than the act of GBV that she experienced itself:

Even a police lady told me to change the story to look like this guy wanted to rob from me but not to assault me. This lack of understanding broke my heart. Then I remembered watching something similar on YouTube. (KI-1)


KI-2 shared that she was sexually abused by her uncle at the age of 11 and carried that trauma for a long time. She had attended therapy to no avail until she watched a video called ‘A Dangerous Silence: Domestic Violence Documentary’. I found it depressing but watched it to the end and realised there was too much evil in the world, especially against women, and there was nothing much I could do about my life than to pick myself up. (KI-2)

182KI-3 is a survivor of sexual violence who is now working with GBV survivors living in safe homes. She narrated her ordeal as a teenager and her experience with domestic violence as a young adult:

When I started this work, I would pity myself a lot. I would relate with what the survivors had gone through. It started with me working from a passionate point of view, then emotional. Right now, I wouldn’t say radical, but my perception has changed in terms of advocating for GBV and advocating for opportunities and equality for survivors. (KI-3)


This same informant reported that the few survivors at the rescue centre watch YouTube videos, mostly comedy, and that they watch for comic relief because some of them are too young; Churchill Television’s Churchill Show episodes are favourites among the girls.

KI-5, a journalist, had not experienced GBV, but had been reporting on these issues for such a long time that she described feeling like she had experienced it. She observed that reporting GBV was a daunting task because of empathy. She further opined that while more women than men reported GBV, men too suffer violence and stigma owing to societal stereotypes:

When the men do report that their wives have engaged in physical conflict with them, they face stigma. I remember any time we reported that a man had been beaten by his wife, the audience was a bit skeptical since society has normalized GBV. (KI-5)


This informant also showed how YouTube had become an indispensable tool for informed, well-researched coverage of GBV stories:

The issue of men as victims sent me to YouTube to find out the situation globally. I came across an American video, ‘What happens when men are domestic violence victims?’ Like in Africa, the men face stigma and will not reveal that they are abused, and the society expects them to be tough! These are the real issues of social inclusivity. (KI-5)


As a defender of human rights, KI-4’s experience with GBV was primarily professional, but she had experienced a non-physical type of violence. She explained that she had been targeted on Facebook, where explicit mudslinging, vile talk, and vitriol was used against her. She further explained:

I have also been profiled by people I believe were state agents. Recently, I led a couple of grassroots feminists in a protest where we had gone to court in a case involving a politician accused of neglecting his daughter, but we were called all sorts of names from 183body shaming, being labeled as lesbians, etc. Equality? No, we have miles to cover. (KI-4)


The data from the FGD are similar to that provided by the KI interviews, but the informants from the FGD emphasised that they drew heavy inspiration from LNN even though the channel did not exclusively deal with GBV:

I was going through a very rough patch in my marriage and wouldn’t leave until I watched that episode on LNN about a Biology/Chemistry teacher who went through hell. And I asked myself, ‘Why is she tolerating all this?’ I then burst out laughing because in reality, I was speaking to myself! The following day, I was out. That was therapy 101. (FGDP-6)


Another FGD participant reported a similar relationship to GBV-related content:

It’s the way Justus [YouTube journalist] allows the narrator to tell their story uninterrupted. Most of Justus’ shows are not about GBV, but watching them continuously contributed to my healing. The show about a lady who had been gang-raped by 24 men did it for me. I asked myself what could be worse than what that woman had gone through, so I left. (FGDP-1)


These testimonials of the informants’ lived experiences with GBV and how other experiences shared on YouTube helped them to cope with their own situations demonstrate how social media platforms can be good therapeutic tools for GBV victims.



YouTube’s Potential for Social Justice

The data from both in-depth interviews and FGDs indicate that YouTube videos offer a platform where survivors can receive information, therapy, and social inclusion. The informants, however, saw this as a negligible contribution and suggested that more could be done to enrich this space for GBV survivors. Informant KI-5, for example, had yet to watch a channel on YouTube that is solely devoted to GBV or that especially offered comfort to survivors: ‘I haven’t specifically come across one that gives comfort, feedback or information on what actions survivors could take. But LNN occasionally attempts to offer linkages and personal comfort’.

The FGD informants described how YouTube fills the space once occupied by traditional social support systems. Survivors find safety in social media spaces, where they can open up, listen to others, and share their experiences. Some also obtain material and financial help, as is evident on LNN, Tuko/Tuco-Kenya, and Usikimye Kenya. Participants in both interviews and the focus groups also 184flagged the importance of digital media in raising awareness about GBV and exposing the prevalence of GBV and its consequences:

Previously, there was no social media, so it appeared calm on the domestic front, save for the occasional drunk and village batterer. But social media platforms are now amplifying voices we would never have heard of. (FGDP-8)


I think it helps in terms of showing reality. Government sometimes denies that such issues happen, but when you put a face, it’s a reality that those things are happening. (KI-4)


The informants observed further that YouTube videos offer anonymity, which they view as a good starting point on issues of equality because they foster safe spaces without people judging the victim on a personal level. The continual nature of content on YouTube channels like LNN was reported as a factor in its transformative potential to support and empower GBV survivors: ‘If I put what happened to me, that content is ageless. I mean, a survivor can access it 10 years from now and find hope’ (KI-2).

Ten of fourteen informants expressed that YouTube does offer them solace, comfort, and therapy. KI-3, for example, estimated that she receives 80% of her solace and therapy from social media spaces, as compared to socialisation with friends and family, even though there were times when certain shows brought back memories she would rather forget. A focus group participant corroborated this opinion that YouTube was not a safe place for GBV survivors since it only amplifies the negative situation and promotes exclusivity. She added that there is no social inclusivity when the target of ridicule and emotional stress is the woman and criticised LNN for this very behaviour as seen in her perspective below:

I have a reservation about Lynn Ngugi’s site because sometimes I see her as a person who reopens the wounds but doesn’t offer the victims a platform for healing. Maybe issues of social inclusivity and gender equality need to be taught to these hosts. (FGDP-3)


When asked whether she had experienced content that traumatised her on YouTube, KI-1 explained that although she had not, she was aware there was ‘not-so-good’ content on social media. KI-3 had not witnessed negativity against her on YouTube, but she had encountered it on another social media platform: ‘I would be referred to as “Jezebel,” “Deceitful Eve,” “the other gender,” etc. on Facebook. But I have learned to block people and move on with life’ (KI-3).

For KI-5 and a few other FGD members, sharing stories online can cause harm: ‘I feel that these sites could be detrimental by exposing survivors to more harm if the perpetrators are still within reach and if there are no protective measures’ (KI-5). KI-5 also worried about the impact of unintended media exposure on the children of affected families, even when their identities had been hidden. 185She added that even without facial recognition, people had a way of identifying them. Further, the comments section could traumatise survivors who are sometimes bullied and blamed for the violence.

FGDP-2 felt that language could be a barrier to YouTube’s potential to help GBV survivors. She explained how she had once logged onto YouTube to follow a certain channel and discovered that it was in Kikuyu and without translation. This spoke directly to how YouTube channels can be agents of social exclusion. Another informant felt that YouTube could make its platform more survivor-centred by introducing policies that discourage shaming, trolling, or traumatising the survivors and was not doing enough to prevent undesirable behaviour against GBV survivors (KI-4). KI-5 supported policy formulation to limit the production of shows covering sensitive subjects on YouTube to those trained to handle issues around therapy and social inclusion. While YouTube does have policy in these regards (YouTube, n.d.), it could be extended to GBV:

There should be policies to guide the procedure of creating a GBV video. The Media Council can work on policies, guided by professional and ethical principles concerning advocacy. In fact, this is the right forum to sensitize journalists on therapy and social inclusivity. (KI-5)


All the informants agreed that YouTube can promote therapy and inclusivity among GBV survivors, and that since there are agencies and organisations with the capacity and skills to offer therapy, socio-psychological support, and legal advice, YouTube should devise ways to better publicise such organisations and their services to netizens.




Discussion

The informants of this research have provided rich data to validate YouTube as an agent for therapy and social justice for, among others, survivors of GBV. All 14 informants reported that they heavily consume YouTube for news and information, education and entertainment, meditation and critical thinking, therapy and mental wellness, research and training, and connection and belonging. These findings are consistent with media ecology theory (Milberry, 2012), in that they demonstrate how YouTube videos influence how people perceive reality and interact with their surroundings. That some informants deliberately log in to leave a comment, have their voices projected, and form networks illustrates Boyd’s (2008) theory of networked publics in that this pattern of behaviour is an example of people glued together digitally by GBV as a common issue. The theory of networked publics also well accounts for concerns raised by informants about the safety of those who share their stories online and Anderson’s (2014) warning about the potential harm in victims sharing their stories in virtual spaces.

The reviewed literature is consistent with the reasons informants gave for logging onto YouTube, including digital storytelling (Shishko, 2022); participatory culture (Jenkins et al., 2009); information, awareness, and educational content 186(Miller & Demirbilek, 2023); sharing experiences and seeking support and validation (Shishko, 2022); connecting with others and coping with trauma (Miller & Demirbilek, 2023); granting the marginalised a voice as well as healing and therapy (Shishko, 2022). LNN was the most frequently accessed and popular YouTube channel among study participants because survivors find it relevant and important. In addition to its three series, namely the Lynn Ngugi Show, LNS Rebuilding, and Global Inspire, the channel’s host, Lynn Ngugi, who handles a variety of themes, often covers content revolving around GBV.

None of the informants could recall watching an LNN show that covered or referenced a man who was a victim of GBV, but men are also vulnerable to GBV. Their voices have been silenced by cultural expectations such that they suffer social exclusion. In other words, the media ecology may not favour men speaking out against GBV (Papacharissi, 2014). Similarly, some women GBV survivors experience negativity and feel left out of the social justice equation. What they have experienced is similar to what happened in the Cecily Bolden case (Anderson, 2014). Anderson posits that YouTube can create a platform for stereotypes and magnify dangers for survivors.

The data show that YouTube is a powerful platform where viewers can derive therapy and inclusivity. The discussion in the focus groups flagged how the comments section on LNN has created networked publics that freely share experiences, although their identities are public. Survivors seek information, healing, therapy, belonging, and more from these channels and their hosts. One informant considered watching videos containing worse accounts than their own therapeutic, but this finding challenges PACFA’s (n.d) definition of therapy as a professional intervention by trained personnel to assist with healing.

Findings also reveal that channels focussed on GBV, such as Usikimye Kenya, do not have a strong presence on YouTube as they should, yet informants thought that such interventions can do well on the YouTube platform. As described by media ecology theory, forms of media and communication channels influence the way people perceive reality and interact with their surroundings, so it is this study’s position that not-for-profit organisations like Usikimye Kenya can be supported to consistently produce professional programmes on YouTube for survivors’ benefit.

Another key finding was that survivors consume non-GBV videos as distractions from trauma, and that this strategy has worked. This raises questions about the role of social media in creating programmes on gender, therapy, and social inclusion. The more deliberate the media is about filling YouTube with relevant GBV content, the less unintentional perpetuation of unrealistic, stereotypical, and marginalising perceptions there will be. Indeed, another concern raised by participants was that most survivors are not aware of online support systems. Nevertheless, many survivors of GBV have found out that YouTube channels provide a safe space while recovering, where they can voice their opinions as well as challenge undeserving opinions. This finding supports the conclusions of Shishko (2022) that victims reclaim their narrative and create a sense of community on YouTube; it is consistent with networked publics theory and its framework for the study of social media platforms as public spaces to share stories, raise awareness, mobilise support, and thereby challenge traditional power dynamics.

187YouTube has great potential for advocacy and raising awareness (World Bank Report, 2019). YouTube channels can produce and distribute training programmes, workshops, and seminars on safety, policy, therapy, and social inclusivity. Yet some studies indicate that social media only amplifies the negative situation (Döring & Mohseni, 2020). The informants also raised concerns about YouTube’s policies that allow harmful GBV content, echoing Capella-Castro’s (2021) call to action to make these platforms more inclusive, therapeutic, and survivor-centred.



Conclusion

This chapter explored the lived experiences and subjective perceptions of YouTube viewers regarding GBV and how YouTube videos serve as sources of information and agents of therapy and social inclusion. The findings indicate that there are few YouTube channels dedicated to GBV-related issues globally, yet survivors experience comfort, peace, therapy, and a sense of belonging whenever they watch GBV-related shows on such YouTube channels as Usikimye Kenya, Tuko/Tuco-Kenya, and the Lynn Ngugi Network. YouTube also offers a platform for news, education, training, sharing experiences, raising awareness, providing support, and coping strategies. A YouTube channel viewer can spend time on the platform doing research, learning, engaging in critical thinking, meditating, and relaxing. While YouTube can help transform and empower survivors, some shows may act as triggers and there are videos likely to further harm survivors and their families. The study has also established the lack of adequate policies to protect GBV survivors on YouTube.

Social justice issues concerning gender on YouTube are real. The comments sections on GBV-related videos point towards social injustice against women in that commenters often blame victims for the violence. What is more, men who experience GBV face social exclusion mainly due to gendered social and cultural norms and are not represented on the YouTube channels with which the participants were familiar. The findings challenge definitions of therapy as a service that can only be provided by trained professionals because survivors do obtain many of the benefits of therapy from engaging with YouTube channels, their content, and their communities. Insisting that only medical practitioners offer therapy when the same can be offered on YouTube may work against social justice. There is a need for deliberate conversation about harnessing the power of YouTube, a privately owned and operated platform (by Alphabet) that generates revenue from advertising (Ceci, 2024) to tell GBV stories for the benefit of survivors rather than shareholders.

The study proposes that governments, civil society, the media, and other relevant bodies create YouTube channels that produce content to address GBV-related issues. For instance, the Ministry of Health in Kenya can create shows aimed at offering therapy from professional perspectives in addition to supporting shows like Usikimye Kenya and LNN that have shown promise. To further promote social justice, the study recommends the creation of a YouTube channel producing content that specifically addresses GBV issues that affect men. YouTube can 188also be petitioned to refocus its policy and better ensure the safety of GBV survivors. Although a few channels, like LNN and Tuko/Tuco-Kenya, deploy translation tools to reach larger and more diverse audiences, inclusive language should be a priority for YouTube channels on GBV. Finally, YouTube content developers (including journalists and other communicators) should receive training on sensitivity and social inclusivity to improve online reporting on GBV issues.

This study acknowledges its limitations: the sample was small, and some informants may have been reluctant to share deeper insights about their experiences. The interviews conducted reached saturation levels, however, and further studies into these issues are recommended. Quantitative anonymous surveys for comparative purposes, comparative studies between nations and societies, and a deeper content analysis of a single channel to explore the coverage of GBV are three potentially fruitful avenues to explore.
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Abstract

Gender-based violence (GBV) represents a profound violation of human dignity that substantially impacts millions of individuals, and Sub-Saharan Africa faces particularly severe challenges. This study assesses Sengerema community radio’s contribution to addressing GBV, with a particular focus on community participation in radio dialogues. Its mixed-methods research design comprises collecting data through in-depth interviews with radio managers and editors, focus group discussions with programme producers, presenters, and news reporters, as well as a quantitative content analysis of 100 weekly radio programmes. The findings reveal that the radio station has undertaken some initiatives to involve community members in dialogues on GBV, and men exhibit a higher level of participation in these dialogues than women. While the radio station devoted effort to influencing attitudes towards GBV, its capacity to effectively tackle the issue is constrained. Challenges include financial limitations, inadequate support from politicians and local leaders, and deeply entrenched cultural practices. The study recommends increasing dedicated programmes on GBV, involving local leaders in broadcasting plans, providing education to address the cultural factors that obstruct women’s participation in 192decision-making, and increasing creativity and innovation to ensure financial sustainability to improve effectiveness.
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Introduction

The UN Inter-Agency Standing Committee Task Force on Gender and Humanitarian Assistance (2005) defines GBV as any act committed against a person’s will based on socially ascribed gender differences between males and females. They note that GBV is often used interchangeably with the term ‘violence against women’ due to the subordinate positions women hold in society that make them more vulnerable to socioeconomic injustices. The CARE International Report (2014) covering 2011–2013, however, highlights that men and boys can also be subjected to GBV, particularly when they go against prescribed social norms. GBV is a widespread violation of human rights with a particular prevalence in developing countries (Muluneh et al., 2020, p. 2). In Africa, GBV remains a pervasive problem contributing to human rights violations, increasing women’s vulnerability to reproductive health issues, and limiting their participation in productive roles (PEPFAR, 2016, p. 65). GBV affects not only women, but also children, men, and entire families in that it perpetuates a culture of fear, mistrust, and intimidation (Muluneh et al., 2020, p. 2). Consequently, several countries, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa, have incorporated GBV strategies into budgeting and planning policies to address sociocultural values that contribute to GBV (PEPFAR, 2016, p. 66).

Tanzania, like other African countries, still experiences widespread cases of GBV in its communities. The Tanzania Demographic and Health Survey for 2015–2016 (Ministry of Health [Tanzania Mainland], Ministry of Health [Zanzibar], National Bureau of Statistics, Office of the Chief Government Statistician, & ICF, 2023) highlights that more than 20% of women aged 15–49 in Tanzania have experienced sexual violence, and approximately 44% of married women have faced both physical and sexual violence. Statistics from the Inspector General of Police, Tanzania (2021, p. 21) indicate that 42,414 cases of GBV were reported across the country in 2020. The report highlights that the most prevalent forms of GBV are rape, human trafficking, homicide, child desertion, and kidnapping. The Sengerema district in the Mwanza region of Tanzania is a studied area rife with GBV incidents (Statistics from the Inspector General of Police, Tanzania, 2017, pp. 75–78) which is infamous for such physical and psychological violence.

The national government of Tanzania has been promoting gender equality and combating GBV through the enactment of laws and formulation of policies. For example, freedom from GBV is a goal of Tanzania’s Development Vision 2025, which aims to create a strong economy and enhance the quality of life (PEPFAR, 2016, p. 65). Notable legislative changes include the 1998 amendment to the Sexual Offences (Special Provisions) Act, the 2011 Female Genital Mutilation Act, and the strengthening of the Marriage Act, which mandates marriage 193equality (Tanzania Women Lawyers Association [TAWLA] (2014, p. 42). Such institutional reforms to proactively prevent GBV as the establishment of gender focal points in each ministry and the creation of gender desks within the Police Force have also been enacted (Simmons et al., 2016, p. 37).

While the government has intensified its efforts to promote gender equality and combat GBV, community media have additional roles to play that complement these efforts within communities. Early communication models derived from modernisation and dependency theories of development in 1980s have faced substantial criticism for neglecting a fundamental element of participatory (Mefalopulos, 2008, p. 4). As a result, the participatory communication approach, advocating for the engagement of communities in addressing development challenges, emerged (Freire, 1997, p. 30). This approach underscores the importance of involving communities in the fight against GBV and highlights the vital role of community radio in this endeavour.

Many scholars have proposed different definitions of what constitutes ‘community radio’. Onyenankeya and Salawu (2023) define community radio as a localised radio station serving a small geographic area and often supported by local listeners or social groups. Studies conducted by the Media Institute of Southern Africa (2000) reveal diverse responses when people are asked about the meaning of community radio. Some respondents treated community radio as a medium for communicating local activities and covering community events mostly in languages to facilitate understanding, whereas other respondents insisted that community radio should air programmes that address the development challenges in its community. This chapter adopts a working definition of community radio that integrates the various features addressed by many scholars: community radio is a broadcasting radio station located in a specific geographical area; funded by the government, donors, or the community of interest; that aims to address challenges affecting people in that area and which has a significant influence on the community members through programming and coverage.

In Tanzania, community radio has emerged as a participatory medium that plays a crucial role in addressing a wide range of development challenges, including poverty, agriculture, elections, women’s affairs, conflict, human rights, gender inequality, education, and cultural beliefs (Faisal & Alhassan, 2018; Khan et al., 2017; Wabwire, 2013). Community radio helps address cultural barriers and disseminate information on GBV by providing platforms, incentives, and dialogue tailored to the needs of the communities (Wabwire, 2013, p. 43). While scholars in Tanzania recognise the importance of community radio in addressing sociocultural inequalities and injustices (Bamwenda, et al., 2015; Manenosabin & Charles, 2019; Mwidima, 2019), there remains a gap in evidence regarding its role in combatting GBV, particularly in rural areas. This chapter investigates the Sengerema community radio station’s interventions in building resilience against GBV and the extent to which community members participate in radio dialogues on GBV.


Brief Overview of Community Radio

The history of community radio can be traced to the 1940s in Latin America, when the mainstream media as a mode of communication failed to address 194poverty and injustices in marginalised communities (Okinyi, 2019, p. 158). In Europe, community radio began to serve as an alternative to public broadcasting in the 1960s (Fraser & Estrada, 2001, p. 30). In Africa, its significance grew with democratic processes in the 1990s and was supported by organisations like UNESCO that recognise community radio’s potential as a tool for the promotion and amplification of free expression by the voices of marginalised communities (Mrutu, 2008, p. 3). In Tanzania, private mainstream radio stations emerged in the 1990s but had limited reach to marginalised communities (Katunzi, 2014, p. 446). Community radio stations began operating in 1993, focussing on local issues like farming, literacy, and health (Myers, 2011, p. 11). The rise of these stations reflects the implementation of Structural Adjustment Policies in the late 1980s and early 1990s that advocated for the liberalisation of radio airwaves and promoted democratic reforms (Mpehongwa, 2024, p. 35).

Radio Sengerema was established in 2001 as an initiative managed by the Sengerema Multipurpose Community Telecentre, with the primary goal of facilitating the diffusion of technology to spur development in rural areas of Sengerema and the nearby communities. In September 2003, the radio became an independent subsidiary of the telecentre and shifted its aims not only to the diffusion of technology in rural areas but also the provision of other information beneficial to society. Sengerema community radio is now a long-serving station and has helped address development challenges through education and information sharing in the Sengerema community and its Lake region neighbours (Bamwenda et al., 2015, p. 24). One assistant radio manager asserted that the station has been instrumental in disseminating information on disease prevention for such killers as cholera and HIV/AIDS and on scientific farming methods. Additionally, it fosters gender equality by providing platforms that challenge gender stereotypes, promote equal opportunities, and advocate for human rights (Bamwenda et al., 2015, p. 25). It is thus an appropriate platform for a case study of how community radio can and does address GBV in Sub-Saharan Africa.




Theoretical Framework

This study’s theoretical framework is rooted in participatory communication theory (PCT), first introduced by Freire in 1968 as a response to earlier development and communication paradigms like modernisation and dependency (Freire, 1997). PCT asserts the fundamental importance of people’s power in achieving sustainable development and makes participation a crucial element in sustainable development strategies. This theory places a strong emphasis on dialogical and horizontal communication, the empowerment of communities, ownership, and the consideration of cultural context as major factors in generating the necessary development outcomes (Sylvester, 2016). PCT considers development as a result of collaboration and the involvement of all stakeholders such that communication plays a pivotal role (Ali & Sonderling, 2017, p. 82). The theory posits that development failures, poverty, and conflicts stem from top-down planning and a lack of involvement of local communities in programme identification and design for specific local contexts (Ali & Sonderling, 2017, p. 81; Mosse, 2001, 195p. 28), whereas two-way communication fosters trust, explores opportunities, facilitates knowledge and experience sharing, and creates a broad-based consensus, all of which contribute to the success and sustainability of development efforts (Mefalopulos, 2008, p. 4). PCT further advocates for a culture of specificity and encourages a people-centred, holistic development model and has been used by several scholars (e.g., Dunu, 2015; Khan et al., 2017; Manenosabin & Charles, 2019) to establish the role of communication platforms in engaging communities to address development challenges. The foundational principles of PCT, namely engagement, empowerment, open dialogue, and endogenous action (Ali & Sonderling, 2017, p. 94), served as guiding concepts for developing the key questions and assumptions regarding community radio intervention in addressing GBV issues. This chapter demonstrates community radio as a unique medium that aligns with the core principles of PCT by promoting community participation as feedback, sharing, and interrogation in dialogues related to GBV.



Methodology

The study was conducted at Radio Sengerema in Sengerema district, located in the Mwanza region of Tanzania. This radio station was selected as a case study because it is situated in a rural area in the Lake Zone of Tanzania where according to Statistics from the Inspector General of Police, Tanzania (2021, p. 11) incidents of GBV are common. A mixed research approach, incorporating qualitative and quantitative methodologies, was adopted to provide a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon and enable complementary analysis of qualitative information with quantitative data (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 337). The research utilised a quantitative content analysis from a sample of 100 weekly radio programmes, in-depth interviews with two radio managers and five editors, and focus group discussions (FGDs) with 12 programme producers, news reporters, and radio presenters. Whereas in-depth interviews were held with editors and managers selected purposefully from the radio station to gain insight into their experiences and perspectives on involving community members in radio programmes to address GBV, FGDs were employed to collect data from two separate groups of six participants each, composed of radio programme producers and presenters. Purposive sampling was utilised to select 100 recent radio programmes from five weekly special broadcasts aired by Radio Sengerema over the six months between February and July 2019 for content analysis. The selection of recent programmes reflects the lack of accessible records for earlier broadcasts, and the chosen programmes specifically focussed on development issues in which GBV was a central concern that Radio Sengerema aimed to address. The five weekly programmes subjected to quantitative content analysis were: Haki ya Mwananchi [The Rights of a Citizen]; Sauti ya Walemavu [The Voice of the Physically Handicapped); Pambazuko [Sunrise]; Ukurasawa Vijana [Youth Corner]; and Maadili Mema [Good Ethics]. The coding of the transcripts of these programmes’ broadcasts included themes on the availability of GBV content and the types of sources involved (female or male, experts or laypeople, etc.), of violence discussed, and of community participation. These themes and concepts were analysed using a 196content analysis matrix and descriptive and inferential statistics. Qualitative data collected through in-depth interviews and FGDs was recorded and stored using notetaking and tape-recording and was manually analysed using the protocols for thematic analysis outlined by Robert Weber (2008). To ensure the respondents’ safety and meet ethical standards, the researcher obtained a research clearance from the University of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania that was then presented to relevant authorities in the study areas, including the Mwanza Regional Administrative Secretary, Sengerema District Administrative Secretary, and the Sengerema radio manager. All participants were informed about the study’s purpose and their roles before their consent.



Findings and Discussion

These findings are the results of data collected from three different kinds of sources: in-depth interviews with radio editors and managers, FGDs with programme producers and reporters, and 100 radio programme segments. The discussion is organised around a qualitative description of themes coded throughout the study, and each of the themes is complemented by quantitative data derived from the content analysis of the broadcasts.


Radio Programmes on Building Resilience Against GBV

Radio Sengerema has taken diverse steps to build resilience against GBV practices within the community. During their interviews, the radio managers and editors emphasised that the radio station’s policy and practices dictated that approximately 90% of the radio content cater to the needs and aspirations of the community, while the remaining 10% cover general content, including national issues. Editors and managers attested that the radio station puts such emphasis on community concerns, that GBV, which is common in the area, has been prioritised in their programming. They explained how a wide range of programme formats, from radio news bulletins to documentaries and special segments, have played a pivotal role in shifting people’s perspectives on GBV practices in the community:

We have managed to change the minds of community members regarding their perception of GBV in this community, and now we are glad that these incidents are being minimized, if not abandoned. (Male interview respondent, Sengerema, 2019)


To fulfil the station’s mandate to focus on severe issues in the community for change, the station made a concerted effort to translate statistical data into accessible information and provide platforms for discussions on the various special issues and needs of individuals who have experienced GBV. Additionally, the radio manager and editors emphasised the importance of educating and supporting individuals with special needs, who are particularly vulnerable to all forms of violence. They further explained that the radio station has established 197a supportive system that facilitates gatherings for vulnerable individuals, such as those with disabilities, to share their experiences and collectively discuss strategies to safeguard their lives.

This statement from an interview respondent well captures quite a few of the responses provided by the editors:

We have a program titled Sauti ya Walemavu (The Voice of People with Disability), which provides a platform for individuals with disabilities and other victims of violence to engage in discussions aimed at putting an end to violence against them. (Male interview respondent, Sengerema, 2019)


The radio station has also used its programming that educates the community to combat GBV by informing women and children about the social and cultural factors linked to GBV. During FGDs, radio producers and reporters highlighted that the radio initiatives have fostered a deep understanding of the root causes of violence against women and children, particularly those stemming from cultural backgrounds. This education also includes practical information about how to escape violence and utilise legal avenues to report it. The radio producers stated that they have also focussed on educating their listeners about the country’s laws on GBV by engaging legal experts on the programmes. They added that many community members commit GBV because they do not know that Tanzanian and international law prohibits these acts.

The editors and producers expressed similar perspectives on the kind of education that Radio Sengerema provided:

We have managed to provide extensive education, especially to women and children who are the primary targets of violence. This education focuses on resisting cultural practices associated with GBV and on how to report such incidents when they occur in their community. (Male interview respondent, Sengerema, 2019)


People commit these crimes without being informed of the laws that prohibit these acts; therefore, it has been our role as the Radio Sengerema to educate people through our programs, news coverage, and bringing perpetrators to the program. (Female interview respondent, Sengerema, 2019)


The editors and producers also stated that they play a major role in helping women liberate themselves from patriarchal ideologies and socially sanctioned GBV. They noted that in Sengerema, a patriarchal society, programme producers work hard to encourage women to liberate themselves both culturally and economically by highlighting opportunities available to women in the community. In other words, they argue that building women’s confidence is crucial to the fight against GBV:

198Women have no say in the family; they only depend on the men who, consequently, use this loophole as a way to commit violence against women. But since our programs engage more women, we have witnessed different changes in women’s live. (IDIs, male respondent, Sengerema, 2019)


These findings demonstrate that Radio Sengerema has undertaken several initiatives to combat GBV in their Lake Region community. The station heavily prioritises local community concerns, translates statistical data about GVB into easily accessible information, provides education about the law to the community, and actively challenges harmful cultural practices that contribute to violence. Respondents were confident that these efforts have led to a transformation of public perceptions and empowerment of marginalised groups, especially women and individuals with special needs, and Radio Sengerema’s success confirms such studies as Obagboye (2021) and Muluneh et al. (2020) that identify four kinds of initiatives are needed to address the challenges of GBV in communities: addressing community attitudes and cultural barriers, empowering communities, providing timely information on GBV, and strengthening laws and policies. What is more, Radio Sengerema confirms the assumptions of PCT by demonstrating the importance of community media in empowering the community to participate in addressing development challenges.



Community Members Participate in Radio Dialogues on GBV

This theme gave insight into how community members were engaged in addressing GVB in their programming. The responses from interviews and FGDs indicate that members of the Sengerema community, but particularly its men, had more opportunities to participate in radio programmes addressing GBV compared to individuals from outside the region. The radio producers highlighted that since the primary clients of the radio programmes in Sengerema are the community members themselves, the content produced is inherently linked to the community’s interests. One radio producer highlighted how participation is incorporated into interview segments:

We first consult with local government leaders in Sengerema before approaching individual community members to express their views, later on, we merge the ideas and input from our community leaders with those provided by our community members to ensure that our programs are inclusive and comprehensive. (Male/female interview respondent, Sengerema, 2019)


Two distinct types of direct community participation in production were reported by the manager and editors. The first was the participation of community members in the preparation of the programmes as sources of stories or information, who have given permission for the sharing of their experience in the programmes produced. The second was sharing their views about the content of 199a programme during or after its broadcast through the provision of a platform. In other words, community members also participate by giving feedback on programming by calling, sending an SMS, or posting on Facebook, WhatsApp, or other social media:

We invite both women who have experienced violence and men who are often seen as the main perpetrators, to discuss these issues together. We also involve experts, such as those from the Gender Desk, to provide their perspectives. (Female FGD respondent, Sengerema, 2019)


Furthermore, it was established that the emphasis on programme participation is often on victims of violence, presumed perpetrators, and those influenced by or connected to instances of violence. To facilitate such involvement, the radio station collaborates with influential organisations and major mainstream media outlets to disseminate the radio’s agenda effectively:

We involve stakeholders like the BBC and UNESCO, especially for addressing youth violence during puberty. We also include parents, leaders, and experts such as doctors and gender professionals from the community. (Male FGD respondent, Sengerema, 2019)


When discussing the phenomenon of lower rates of participation among women in comparison to men in these programmes, both interview and FGD respondents highlighted the heavier burden of domestic responsibilities on women in Sengerema. They are often obliged to remain at home, where they tend to family and reproductive roles that leave limited time to engage with radio programmes. Furthermore, respondents pointed out that the patriarchal system entrenched in Sengerema significantly limits women’s roles in decision-making, further restricting their availability to participate in initiatives like radio programmes. As one producer put it:

Women in this region have limited time available for engagements such as attending radio programs. The prevailing patriarchal culture in this society constrains women’s freedoms significantly. Consequently, women have fewer opportunities to participate in radio programs addressing gender-based violence. (Female interview respondent, Sengerema, 2019)


These findings show that Radio Sengerema has initiated significant efforts to engage community members in discussions about GBV, and the limited participation of women in these programmes highlights the tenacity of deep-rooted patriarchal structures in Africa that deny women recognition and perpetuate gender inequalities (Dunu, 2015, p. 178; O’Brien, 2019, p. 793). Addressing these disparities is crucial. Initiatives must challenge these norms by actively involving women 200in radio programming and other development efforts and promoting gender diversity in decision-making processes to dismantle entrenched patriarchy and effectively address issues like GBV.



Ways of Community Participation in the Programme

A content analysis of 100 segments from five weekly programmes supplemented the thematic analysis of data gathered from FGDs and interviews. Four methods of community participation were identified: mobile calls or SMS during live or recorded broadcasts (42.75%), live participation in the studio (31.3%), involvement as sources of GBV-related information (22.9%), and participation through the station’s social media accounts (3.05%, Table 13.1). The analysis of 100 segments supports the answers from interviews and FGDs on the opportunities for the community members to participate in community radio programmes.

Table 13.1. Ways of Participating in the Radio Programmes (Content Analysis).


	Category

	Frequency

	Percentage (%)






	Through calls/SMS during the programme on GVB

	56

	42.7




	Through the station’s social media accounts

	4

	3.1




	Participating in the studio during a live or recorded programme on GBV

	41

	31.3




	Being used as a source of information or news on GBV

	30

	22.9




	Total

	131

	100.0








Type of Community Participants in GBV Radio Programmes

Six categories of community members participating in GBV radio programmes as either news sources or guests were identified: indigenous women only, indigenous men only, both indigenous men and women, community experts, political and religious leaders and members of civil society. The indigenous participants were categorised into three groups to highlight the differences between programmes that involved only women, only men, and those that involved both men and women simultaneously.

Around 24% of the participants were from civil society, 23% were community experts, and 15% were community leaders. Programmes with indigenous participants included 19% involving both indigenous men and women, 12% with men only, and 7% with women only (Fig. 13.1).

These findings indicate a significant involvement from civil society and experts and less participation from indigenous men and women. The notable gender gap, with men more active, reflects persistent patriarchal ideologies and gender stereotypes that undermine women’s influence in social and economic development (Kumari & Joshi, 2015, p. 45).

[image: The pie chart represents the distribution of different member categories participating in Sengerema Community Radio.]
Long Description for Figure 13.1
The largest segments are only civil society members at 24 percent and only experts from the community at 23 percent. This is followed by both indigenous men and women at 19 percent, only leaders from the community at 15 percent, only indigenous men at 12 percent, and only indigenous women at 7 percent. All data are from field data collected in 2019.


Fig. 13.1. Members Participating in Sengerema Community Radio. Source: Field Data (2019).
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Challenges to Sengerema Community Radio’s GBV Programming

Radio producers, editors, and reporters provided rich, detailed data about the many and diverse challenges they have faced in addressing GBV in their programmes. Participants’ answers revealed three categories as the most important challenges.


Poor Cooperation from Local Leaders and Politicians

Participants reported that local community and political leaders appear to obstruct efforts to disclose the perpetrators of GBV on Radio Sengerema. They reported that these leaders sometimes cooperated with the perpetrators. Respondents alleged that leaders took bribes from the girl’s parent or the culprits of childhood rape in cases that Radio Sengerema was investigating and that this corruption also resulted in failure to prosecute such cases of GBV due to a ‘lack’ of evidence:

I once decided to cover a story on a girl-child who was raped and impregnated in the Mbayanda area. In the process of covering this story, the parents were not ready to collaborate with me. When I tried to investigate further, I discovered that the village leaders and parents had resorted to corruption to muddle the case. (Male FGD respondent, Sengerema, 2019)


This concern raised by radio producers echoes Medie’s (2013) argument that responses to GBV, whether through media or legal measures, are always also 202shaped by power structures and political will. Many African states have laws criminalising GBV, including rape, but enforcement is often weak, few cases reach the courts, and victims are pressured to seek reconciliation instead of prosecution. Journalists and reporters, as part of the system, are limited by these circumstances.



Cultural Challenges

Participants also cited cultural challenges rooted in the traditional patriarchal values of the Sengerema region as an obstacle to the radio’s efforts to address GBV. In Sengerema, men are perceived as authority figures, and women have less power in resource ownership and decision-making. During discussions, it was highlighted that radio journalists often needed to seek permission from men to interview women and children about GBV incidents, and these men were sometimes reluctant to grant such permission due to fear of implication in scandals. These patriarchal values prevented producers from addressing crucial issues related to GBV:

As you know, the Sengerema community lives under the traditional patriarchal system whereby the final say comes from men. This male chauvinism has affected our programs or stories because for important issues we cannot interview women without the consent of men, especially in rural areas. This problem has been a hindrance because most of the time men will not allow their wives to express themselves freely in our programs. (Female FGD respondent, Sengerema, 2019)


This cultural stereotyping of women increases their vulnerability to GBV because radio producers face difficulties in obtaining information on GBV, particularly when women and children are affected within their families:

Many women in this area endure gender-based violence like battery and rape but hesitate to report it due to cultural barriers, particularly the culture of silence. They fear societal labels and potential isolation from both women and men if they speak out against their husbands or perpetrators. (Male FGD respondent, Sengerema, 2019)


Cultural barriers contributing to the silence among GBV victims necessitate collective action from the community, government, and other entities at all levels. These barriers are further highlighted by Shivram and Mu-azu (2017), which explored the impact of FM radio broadcasts in local dialects on rural communities in the Tamale metropolis of northern Ghana using survey methods to collect data from select communities. Their findings revealed that cultural beliefs, religious convictions, and the political landscape of a given society significantly influence the development and progress of media. Addressing these cultural factors through community education is crucial to enhancing women’s participation 203in decision-making and overcoming sociocultural barriers that disadvantage them in development.



Financial Challenges

During FGDs, insufficient funding emerged as a critical issue affecting both the production and outreach of Radio Sengerema’s GBV-related programming. Participants highlighted, for example, the practical problems posed by limited transportation budgets to reach rural victims and perpetrators. They also noted how the absence of essential facilities like vehicles and modern production equipment constrained journalists’ ability to cover GBV stories effectively across diverse audiences:

The challenges occur when we want to visit news sources. We sometimes lack money for transport, as we have no car for news or programs and, sometimes, when we ask for the bus fare, we are neglected unless a special leader is visiting that particular place. (FGD, female respondent, Sengerema, 2019)


Financial challenges are a widely recognised major obstacle to the sustainability of community radio stations. Wesso (2007) highlighted the reluctance of local businesses to advertise on community radio stations. Furthermore, Mrutu (2008) and Katunzi (2014) found that fees imposed by signal providers create a significant, sometimes insurmountable burden, especially for smaller, community-oriented stations without substantial financial backing from the government or private sector. Indeed, Mrutu (2008) proposes that when a community radio station fails due to financial challenges, governments should intervene to save that radio station for the interest of the people.





Conclusion

Radio Sengerema demonstrates that community radio has the potential to address community-specific issues. This study explored this rural Tanzanian community radio station’s endeavours to tackle GBV as part of its development agenda. While the station predominantly focuses on development topics, expanding its coverage of GBV as a developmental issue is essential. The research also highlights the pivotal role of radio programmes in educating and informing the community and fostering positive shifts in attitudes towards GBV. These programmes have ignited debates on GBV, empowered women to share their experiences, advocated for marginalised voices, and fostered community involvement in exposing GBV misconduct. These milestones, while significant, demonstrate the ongoing need for such further efforts as increasing dedicated programmes on GVB. Indeed, the findings reveal a limited level of community engagement in the radio programmes and a marked gender disparity: women are less involved than men. This observation highlights the shortage of opportunities for community involvement in GBV programmes and the urgent need for increased creativity and innovation, especially in empowering women.

204Respondents identified three major categories of hindrances to the radio station’s efforts in addressing GBV in the Sengerema area during interviews and FGDs: political corruption, persistent patriarchal values, and funding. These obstacles are consistent with previous studies examining what significantly impacts a community radio’s effectiveness in addressing the development agenda (Katunzi, 2014; Mrutu, 2008; Wesso, 2007). To overcome these challenges, it is crucial to employ PCT strategies, like involving local leaders and politicians in radio plans, providing community education to address cultural barriers that hinder women’s participation in decision-making, and promoting the sustainability of community radio stations. Despite Radio Sengerema’s efforts to address GBV issues, there is still considerable room for improvement that can maximise its impact on the prevalence of GBV and foster positive community transformation.
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Abstract

Community radio’s ability to meet the information needs of rural and marginalised populations has piqued scholarly interest globally, and many studies have explored how women leverage these tools for survival. This chapter systematically reviews peer-reviewed journal articles on how community radio has empowered Kenyan women during the last decade. From an eligible corpus of 17 articles, results show a declining trajectory of studies, especially from 2016 on. Most studies targeted women from slums and rural, semi-arid areas. The women were characterised as illiterate, information-poor, culturally marginalised, and with underutilised potential and explored how they perceived community radio as empowering their health, political, and environmental decision-making and actions. The women identified radio’s empowering experiences related to raising awareness and knowledge on health, climate, politics, and business issues and to feedback channels that helped articulate a voice to participate in family decisions, fight backward cultural practices, aspire to elective politics, and fight for 208gender equality. Some women credited radio content (e.g. testimonies from successful businesswomen) with the growth of their businesses.
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Introduction

Debates over gender and development are about how best to empower women to acquire the agency to exploit opportunities to meet instrumental and intrinsic needs as envisaged in Goal 5 of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (UN Women, 2022). Despite the crucial role women play in society, such obstacles as information poverty continue to obstruct their development (Mulauzi & Sitali, 2010). Media, especially community radio, is considered central to addressing the information poverty of women because it affords them important spaces of self-expression and agency to address long-established mechanisms and processes of marginalisation, gender inequality, and inequity (Khader, 2018).

The dis(empowering) nature of such media as radio is evident in the choice of content, the framing of content, and the voices that publish that content. Whereas portraying women in non-stereotypical and unbiased roles is associated with their empowerment and positive perceptions of their issues and how they are perceived (Kabeer, 2005; Sullivan, 2011), stereotypical and biased portrayal serves to entrench discrimination. The accessibility and power of the radio as a critical knowledge site for information have triggered significant consideration of the medium as the public sphere that brings communities together and unlocks the unheard voices of women. Community radio stations, by virtue of their not-for-profit status and community participation (ownership), provide alternatives to commercial radio stations and broadcast the voices of those who feel discriminated against and underrepresented by mainstream media (Mhagama, 2016). Such platforms are ‘intimate media’, a term that I use here to flag how women can freely access information on such intimate topics as rape and domestic violence and discuss them in appropriate social spaces (like markets and listening groups) with their womenfolk (Heywood & Tomlinson, 2019).

Media’s role in fostering gender equality has been championed at international forums like the 1995 UN World Conference of Women in Beijing which initiated the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action to advance gender equality in selected areas of concern. In recognition of media’s significant impact in shaping the society’s understanding of gender equality, UNESCO (2024) has been supporting campaigns for gender-sensitive reporting and balanced coverage of gender issues. Debates on how radio empowers women mainly focus on how women use such platforms to access information, amplify their voices on issues that concern them, and enable their rightful participation in political decision-making (Rimmer, 2021; Tijani-Adenle, 2022). Media empowerment of women has also 209gained global scholarly interest in an attempt to understand how experiences with radio content production and consumption affect the decisions that women make (Rimmer, 2021).

In Kenya, women account for about 51% of the population, according to statistics from the most recent population census (Kenya National Bureau of Statistics, 2019). Kenya enjoys a vibrant media landscape, spurred by a liberalised media sector and widening democratic space, such that an average of 84% of urban and rural populations are exposed to radio broadcasts (Githaiga & Wildermuth, 2022). At the time of writing, there are 58 community radio stations, most of which are located in low-income peri-urban areas and use different local dialects to reach targeted audiences. Despite the growth of community radio, studies show that women still suffer from ignorance and discrimination. Such communication scholars from the Global South as Kassilly and Onkware (2010) have called for studies that problematise the community radio phenomenon from an African context to explore its enduring value for emancipating the underprivileged from information poverty. More than two decades later, however, there is still no synthesised evidence on how the emergence of community radio stations has impacted the lives of women in African contexts. This study addresses this lacuna by systematically reviewing scholarly articles on the role of radio in empowering Kenyan women, and its results will provide a robust body of knowledge on how this research domain has progressed and the areas of radio empowerment that have emerged to prepare the ground for future research.



Literature Review

Although the concept of women’s empowerment has lacked a common definition, increasing scholarly convergence points to a common thread that underlies its meaning – supportive mechanisms that foster self-belief, self-esteem, and agency in women to make informed choices and enable them to participate equitably (with men) in matters that affect them (Cornwall, 2016; Kabeer, 2005; Rimmer, 2021). The philosophy behind community radio is about according voices to the underprivileged and underrepresented in society. Such radio broadcasts are considered mouthpieces for, by, and about the community, and they arose from the need for an alternative voice to critique a monopolistic mainstream media that neglected social injustices against the marginalised. Studies on community radio foreground participatory communication as key to sustainable development. By allowing communities to co-create content, development is brought to traditionally ignored audiences. In other words, community radio enables members to participate as producers and consumers of content that they ‘own’.

Anecdotal evidence abounds on how community radio stations have helped address obstacles to women’s development across the globe. For example, the Aymara women in Bolivia established Radio Wiñay Jatha to advocate for the plight of their indigenous communities by providing a forum for the voices of the Aymara women to safeguard their culture and promote their human rights (Buckley, 2011). India has also spearheaded community radio stations to boost 210women. For example, the portable station Namma Dhwani has empowered women by showcasing their talent through their participation in producing content and raising awareness about sanitation, nutrition, and education (Nirmala, 2015). Other community radio stations and broadcasts have been recognised as important voices and information sources in women’s agricultural practices, disaster preparedness, and the promotion of women’s rights (Ngugi, 2015). Prasad and Deepak (2019) explored indicators of community radio empowerment among women in India and uncovered positive correlations between women’s community radio exposure and their political aspirations and business performance. In her thesis, Rimmer (2021) explores how lack of voice affects the empowerment of selected female radio volunteers in Northern England and positions community radio as a crucial site of feminist pedagogy and consciousness-raising that helps to validate women’s knowledge and fight the hegemonic tendencies of the white-male-dominated media.

Programmes from community radio stations have been cited as enablers of behavioural change to abandon practices like female genital mutilation and gender-based violence in countries like Somalia and Sudan (Arestoff & Djemai, 2016). Rwanda is a role model in women’s empowerment, and its community radio has been instrumental in disseminating educative programmes on gender equality issues (Niyonzima & Bhuju, 2021). Burundi’s Radio Ijwiry’Umukenyezi (Voice of Women) has been crucial to reviving the hopes of poor women after the country’s 2015–2020 civil unrest (Githaiga & Wildermuth, 2022). Women are targeted with content on agricultural productivity, peace messages, and women-led debates on human rights, and Agaba and Isabirye (2024) investigate how community radio helps fight those traditions that hamper women’s progress. The radio broadcasts catalysed positive change in people’s mindsets and social transformation of their respondents. The role of radio in economic empowerment of women was explored in a study by Usoroh (2021), who interviewed Nigerian women in Bogije, an outpost of Lagos, about how media formats like drama, talks shows, and interviews with prominent businesspeople impacted the women’s business decisions. Soyinka et al. (2022) examined the contribution of community radio to knowledge of gender issues using focus groups of women from Badargry, Lagos, and they confirmed that radio programmes facilitated lively debates around gender issues like the education of girls, reproductive health, and prospects of women’s election to political positions. In a similar study, Oduaran and Okorie (2019) found that 50% of female radio listeners in South Africa appreciated how community radio stations highlight the problem of women’s rights in South Africa. Fombad and Jiyane’s (2019) study of two community radio stations in KwaZulu-Natal also found that radio broadcasts were critical to information access for the women’s decision-making.

With no systematic reviews to explicate community radio’s impact on women in specific contexts and regions, this study focuses on Kenya. It analyses the peer-reviewed scholarly work to identify the characteristics of the studies (growth for the last decade, areas of research), the characteristics of the targeted women, and the themes of radio empowerment derived from their results. For this study, radio 211empowerment involves enabling women to acquire agency from an informed perspective through five response categories about the radio content, namely ‘information gained’, ‘awareness created’, ‘attitudes shaped’, ‘resources mobilised’, and ‘participation enabled’.



Methodology

The four-step approach proposed by Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses was adopted to identify studies for review (see Moher et al., 2015). This involves identifying initial citations from relevant sources (e.g. databases), screening citations using inclusion and exclusion criteria, selecting the most eligible citations, and determining the final list of studies to review. Articles were searched using the Google Scholar, Scopus, Academia.edu, AJOL, and Web of Science databases. For inclusion, articles had to focus on radio (or media) and women, be based on Kenyan women (in any region), be written in English, and have been published between 2014 and 2024 in peer-reviewed journals with full-text access. Grey literature (reports, news stories, dissertations, position papers, etc.) was excluded to avoid potential bias.

Boolean operators (AND/OR) were used to conduct string searches of different combinations of terms like (‘community radio’) OR (‘radio’) OR (‘media’) AND (‘Kenyan women’) AND (‘women in Kenya’) to screen titles, abstracts, keywords, and the full text of relevant papers. A few articles were manually identified through bibliographic chaining. Eligible articles (n = 17) were then downloaded for analysis. The thematic characteristics of the reviewed studies (e.g. key areas of radio and women coverage and radio empowerment themes) were identified through an inductive process of content analysis by reading them several times to enable coding of emergent themes. Two trained research assistants conducted the analyses with an intercoder reliability of 94%.



Results and Discussion

Table 14.1. Summary of Studies Reviewed.


	Author (s)

	Focus of Study

	Location

	Method (and Sample)

	Key Results






	Mulwa and Mathooko, (2014)

	Media and contraceptive use

	Kibera slums, Nairobi city

	Survey (n = 37 women), media content analysis

	>80% aware of contraceptives from radio content




	Bosibori et al. (2018)

	Vernacular radio and family planning

	Rural Kisii, Nyanza region

	Survey (n = 322 women); Interview medical staff

	Radio is key in FP awareness; culture and illiteracy slow uptake




	Githaiga and Wildermuth (2022)

	Radio and women empowerment

	Mathare slums, Nairobi city

	Survey (n = 36 women); 13 interviews

	Ghetto radio gave women voice, talent, and entrepreneurship acumen




	Mogambi and Ochola (2015)

	Pastoralists empowerment through radio

	Arid North Eastern, Samburu

	Survey (n = 80 women); interviewed leaders and comm. radio staff

	Radio gave women voice to fight vices like FGM, GBV, and ensure equality




	Nyambane et al. (2015)

	Radio and fighting cervical cancer

	Kenyatta Nat Hospital, NBI

	Survey (n = 126 women); interview medical staff

	Radio content effective in promoting prevention/care




	Kirui et al. (2014)

	Climate change info. sources for ASAL farmers

	Marigat, Baringo (Rift valley region)

	Survey (n = 95 women)

	89% prefer (use) radio as sources of climate info that is reliable and with local angle




	Ngigi and Muange (2022)

	Gender in climate info. source preference

	Embu, Nakuru, Nyeri, and Siaya

	Survey (n = 156 couples)

	Radio and social groups provided better climate info




	Odini (2013)

	Media as health info. Sources

	Vihiga, western region

	Survey (n = 150 women)

	59% regularly listen to radio for health information




	Yaya et al. (2018)

	Media and malaria prevention

	Selected African countries

	Malaria Indicator Survey (MIS) (n = 5,291 women from Kenya)

	Radio was key in promoting about 58% women’s use of anti-malaria drugs and ITNs




	Mwinyihaji (2012)

	Muslim women rights on radio

	n/a

	Desk research

	Women journalists can vie for elections and fight abuses




	Okinda et al. (2020).

	Women’s political knowledge thru radio

	Rural Kakamega, West region

	Survey (n = 400 women)

	Radio encouraged them to vote, criticise poor leadership, want to vie for posts, etc.




	Ndzovu (2019)

	Radio preaching by Musl. women

	Mombasa, Coast region

	Interviews to female radio producers

	Muslim women given voice and are role models to others




	Sterling and Huyer (2010)

	Comm. radio as voice for women

	Makueni, Eastern region

	Survey (n = 170 women), FGDs with 33 women groups

	Women able to articulate issues and hear themselves on air




	Obilo and Vundi (2018)

	Preferred information channels for empowerment among women traders

	Siaya, Nyanza region

	Survey (n = 64 women fish traders)

	77% prefer radio Ramogi (trusted, is vernacular and gives regular updates)




	Obuya and Emojong (2024)

	Community radio in family planning among women

	Migori, Nyanza region

	Survey (n=400 women); interviews and content analysis of radio programs

	78% listen to Gima Dhano programme of radio Rameny – leads to positive attitudes and high uptake of contraceptives




	Mbatha et al. (2023)

	Community radio and women’s health awareness

	Kibera slums, Nairobi

	Survey (n=100 women under Linda Mama health program)

	Radio has created awareness and influenced women to sign up with the programme




	Wahome et al. (2020)

	Health information sources and abortion attitudes

	Nakuru, Rift Valley region

	Survey (n = 367 women seeking abortion); 10 interviews with health care providers

	Radio is significant in influencing abortion attitudes; social groups are also key (78%)







Temporal Growth of Articles

The average annual scholarly production was 1.7 articles. A time-series analysis since 2014 (Fig. 14.1) showed a peculiar research pattern: studies peaked only in the first two years (2014–2016), and there were no studies in 2017. From 2018, when three articles were published, there was a downward trend of research activity, culminating in only two articles between 2023 and 2024. Thus, the number of studies on radio and women empowerment in Kenya demonstrates a downward trajectory with research, gaining traction in the first four years (about 59% of the studies) but diminishing for the remainder of the decade. Decreased academic interest in radio could be attributed to the surge in new media technologies that has seen campaigns gradually move from traditional platforms to social media – where most audiences have also shifted, as suggested by such scholars as Cornwall (2016).212213
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Long Description for Figure 14.1
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Fig. 14.1. Growth of Articles (2014–2024).




214

Areas of Focus

Studies mainly focussed on five areas of empowerment by community radio: health, environment, freedom of expression, political participation, and economic advancement. Seven studies (41%) investigated radio’s role in addressing women’s health concerns about such topics as family planning (Bosibori et al., 2018; Mulwa & Mathooko, 2014; Obuya & Emojong, 2024), abortion (Wahome et al., 2020), cervical cancer (Nyambane et al., 2015), general health information sources (Odini, 2013), malaria (Yaya et al., 2018), and free intrapartum care through the government of Kenya’s Linda Mama programme (Mbatha et al., 2023). The next most researched issue was how radio contributes to women’s political participation (18%), with studies focussing on radio and women’s participation in electoral politics (Okinda et al., 2020), Muslim women’s use of radio for political legitimacy (Mwinyihaji, 2012), and radio’s influence on women’s decision to vote (Okinda et al., 2020).

Studies also focussed on the contribution of radio to Kenyan women’s freedom of expression and access to information for decision-making. For example, Muslim women’s experiences of Islamic preaching on radio broadcasts (Ndzovu, 2019) and Kamba women’s participation in Radio Mang’elete community debates (Sterling & Huyer, 2010). Two studies explored the role of information sources like radio in the dissemination of information about climate change (Kirui et al., 2014) and the gender differences in the preferred media for accessing climate information (Ngigi & Muange, 2022). The sample included only one article that directly focussed on empowering women economically, which assessed how Siaya women’s fish businesses were boosted by radio content (Obilo & Vundi, 2018). 215Two articles assessed the general contribution of radio to women’s day-to-day lives in the slums (Githaiga & Wildermuth, 2022) and in semi-arid environments (Mogambi & Ochola, 2015).

The results show that the work of the academic research community on radio and women’s empowerment in Kenya has been focussed on health, politics, and freedom of expression issues. The bulk of the studies explore women’s agency in exploiting the affordances of radio to disentangle themselves from health problems, marginalisation, and unequal access to opportunities. These studies align with emerging scholarly and policy debates geared at the full emancipation of women (see Conroy-Krutz, 2018; Fombad & Jiyane, 2019; Mhagama, 2016). Studies have also shown that health, environment, and politics take centre stage in global media coverage and research (Gatua et al., 2010; Nirmala, 2015). Like in other developing countries, these issues are the fulcrum of survival for women in Kenya such that they attract debate and academic interest, especially from those with a feminist approach.



Characteristics and Rationale of Women Targeted

Studies have well demonstrated the powerful impact of community radio’s life-changing content and opportunities of participation for marginalised and disempowered people (Akhter, 2010; Fombad & Jiyane, 2019; Nirmala, 2015). The reviewed studies justify targeting women for various reasons. Some, which focus on public health, describe rural women as ‘ignorant’, ‘illiterate’, and ‘with low decision-making power’ on matters of family planning despite their higher fertility rate (Bosibori et al., 2018; Mulwa & Mathooko, 2014; Wahome et al., 2020). Some studies cite the annual Kenya Demographic and Health Surveys that attribute women’s suffering to poverty, retrogressive cultures, and ignorance (Bosibori et al., 2018). Flagging the double tragedy of childbearing and poverty in hostile environments like semi-arid areas, one study foregrounded women as beasts of burden at the household level (Mogambi & Ochola, 2015). Others suggest that the women are ‘information-poor’ with little or no voice on their socioeconomic welfare to emphasise the urgency to leveraging such media as radio to empower them (Ngigi & Muange, 2022; Sterling & Huyer, 2010). Studies also categorise the women subjects as amenable to manipulation, misinformation, and underutilisation especially when their rights and equal opportunities are not well-articulated (Ndzovu, 2019; Nyambane et al., 2015; Odini, 2013).

The studies focussed on women in Kenya’s regions that were described as malaria-prone, drought-stricken, Muslim-dominated, urban slums, rural, and in proximity to Lake Victoria. The studies focussed on slums around Nairobi: Mathare (Githaiga & Wildermuth, 2022), Kibera (Mulwa & Mathooko, 2014), and Kibra (Mbatha et al., 2023). However, one study (Nyambane, et al, 2015) targeted all women seeking health care at Kenyatta National Hospital within Nairobi city. The studies also examined rural settings in the western region in Kakamega (Odini, 2013; Okinda et al, 2020) and Kisii (Bosibori et al., 2018) and the semi-arid regions of the northeast (Mogambi & Ochola, 2015), east (Sterling & Huyer, 2010), and the Rift Valley (Kirui et al., 2014; Wahome et al., 2020) 216as well as Kenya’s coastal region (Ndzovu, 2019) and Nyanza region (Obilo & Vundi, 2018; Obuya & Emojong, 2024). Two studies were based on desk review and did not focus on any particular region (Mwinyihaji, 2012; Yaya et al., 2018). One study (Ngigi & Muange, 2022) was a nationwide survey. It was evident that women from underprivileged regions formed the bulk of participants in the 17 reviewed studies.

Results demonstrate convergence with other studies that position women from impoverished backgrounds as the greatest beneficiaries and targets of community radio stations (e.g. Cornwall, 2016). Despite their role in family and community development, women largely remain invisible and voiceless due to lack of access to information, illiteracy, and subjection to retrogressive cultural practices that diminish their potential. Scholars argue that women’s roles must be considered when evaluating the communication for development programmes since women are often more negatively affected by structural inequalities than men (Gatua et al., 2010; Heywood, 2020). Kenya has the largest slum in Africa, Nairobi’s neighbourhood of Kibera, which potentially is attracting disproportionate research interest on how vulnerable women eke out a living and the role played by slum community radio stations in their socioeconomic empowerment.



Themes of Radio Empowerment in the Reviewed Studies

Grounded coding was used to identify common words and phrases that define the empowering nature of radio from the results of the studies. Such terminology as ‘confidence’, ‘awareness’, ‘knowledge’, ‘skills’, ‘promotion’, and ‘empower’ among others were associated with women’s experiences and perceptions of radio as tools of empowerment, irrespective of the nature of studies. These terminologies related to women gaining new knowledge (e.g. about health issues like cancer, contraceptives, and climate change); changing attitudes about health issues (like malaria prevention); gaining new literacies about family planning; giving feedback on talk shows on topics related to health, cultural inhibitions, access to information, rights, etc.; and boosting business from information heard on the radio. The aggregated studies uncovered three themes on how community radio has empowered Kenyan women.


Creating and Sustaining Awareness/Knowledge

This theme was a common thread woven through most reviewed studies. For example, women indicated that continued exposure to radio content raised their awareness, knowledge, and capacities to understand health issues like family planning options (Bosibori et al., 2018; Mulwa & Mathooko, 2014), their rights (Mogambi & Ochola, 2015; Mwinyihaji, 2012), and climate change (Ngigi & Muange, 2022) as well as access to business credit (Obilo & Vundi, 2018). Most studies reported more than 70% of their women respondents as attributing the acquisition of these skills to their regular consumption of radio programmes (e.g. talk shows), their trust in the radio for accurate details, and community radio stations’ use of the local language to circulate messages. One study credited radio 217with having contributed new literacies on health awareness and disease prevention based on how the testimonies from the invited guests had encouraged about 86% of the women listeners to adopt healthier alternatives for family planning (Mulwa & Mathooko, 2014). In another, more recent study, slum women foregrounded radio as responsible for their awareness of their benefits under the government’s Linda Mama programme that provides free pre-natal, natal, and post-natal services (Mbatha et al., 2023).

The power of radio to address information poverty among women was evident in studies that examined radio as a medium that provides easy access to reliable, detailed, and relevant information about climate (Kirui et al., 2014; Ngigi & Muange, 2022), malaria prevention (Yaya et al., 2018), and general health (Odini, 2013). In most of these studies, women credited radio messages for the informed decisions they took, the health risks they avoided, and the change in their attitudes towards health issues and weather. This positioned information circulated by the community as their power in decision-making. The ability of community radio to raise awareness and knowledge about issues affecting women in Kenya is consistent with studies that have examined how community programmes impart new agricultural practices in India (Nirmala, 2015) and sensitisation towards the legal rights of Niger women (Heywood, 2020) in addition to teaching voting rights to Turkish women (Akhter, 2010).



Voices for Civic Participation

Studies, especially those focussed on women in politics, religion, and slums and semiarid areas underscored radio’s role in helping women voice their concerns and opinions. For example, women credited listening to community radio for their confidence to engage in radio conversations on Ghetto Radio in the Mathare slums, on Ramogi FM in Siaya county, and on the Gima Dhano programme on Rameny radio in Migori. Through its regular updates, use of local language, and open channels of feedback, community radio afforded spaces for women to air their pressing issues. Some women in the northeastern region of Kenya confirmed the role of Serian Radio programmes in boosting their willingness to openly discuss joining elective politics and fighting practices like female genital mutilation, gender-based violence, and the denial of educations to girls among the pastoralist communities (Mogambi & Ochola, 2015).

The opportunity to participate in ‘speaking about their issues’ made some respondents believe they have become change agents. For example, studies on the Muslim women who serve as hosts and producers on Radio Salam and Radio Rahma positioned these women as role models in the fight against vices like drugs, female genital mutilation, and discrimination who used the radio platform to champion participation in electoral politics and exert their religious acumen by giving and broadcasting regular Islamic sermons (Mwinyihaji, 2012; Ndzovu, 2019). Most women (81%) in the study conducted by Okinda et al. (2020) also foregrounded the role of radio messages in their attitudes and intention to vote in the 2022 general elections. Through the Mang’elete community radio, Kamba mwethias (women groups) were able to use an interactive radio technology (AIR) 218to anonymously record and send their concerns to the radio station for discussions. The technology helped them to articulate their concerns, and hearing themselves on the radio increased their sense of agency in their overall empowerment (Sterling & Huyer, 2010). All the studies heralded the opportunity to contribute to content on radio through feedback as game-changing in women’s struggles for equal and equitable participation in decisions affecting them.

The drive for inclusive participation of women in public and social affairs has gained currency. As the reviewed studies show, there has been a concerted campaign to use community radio stations to give agency to women and a forum in which to use their voices to confront long-standing barriers to their development. These findings support other studies (e.g. Arestoff & Djemai, 2016; Conroy-Krutz, 2018; Khader, 2018) on how women have become change agents, role models, elected leaders, and influenced policy action, thanks to their participation in community radio shows.



Economic Empowerment

Although most studies did not expressly mention women’s economic empowerment as an outcome of radio exposure, a few participants in these studies did credit their (or their children’s) survival on being employed by as radio show producers and hosts (like Serian Radio in Samburu), on the promotion of their talent (e.g. Ghetto Radio in Mathare slums), or business (e.g. the Mtaani Show on Ghetto radio), and training opportunities to become DJs and video vixens (e.g. Serian Radio). Some women credited radio testimonies from successful businesspeople with their business’s growth through credit, the purchase of equipment, and advertising (Githaiga & Wildermuth, 2022; Obilo & Vundi, 2018). These findings about the role of community radio in boosting the economic livelihoods of women supports the conclusions of Heywood (2020), Nirmala (2015), and Fombad and Jiyane (2019), who found that, as in the reviewed articles, women in Niger, India, and South Africa, respectively, benefitted from entrepreneurship programmes aired on the radio.





Conclusion

This systematic review is a pioneer effort at synthesising studies on community radio’s empowering influences on Kenyan women as documented in scholarly work published between 2014 and 2024. It has pointed to the academic interest that community radio as a tool of women empowerment has generated and helps chart new research directions. The trajectory of the growth of the studies is modest, with increased interest in radio as an intervention in health, political, and environmental issues among women. Although only 17 studies were identified for review, the results demonstrate broad scholarly agreement about the place and promise of community radio in improving the welfare of Kenyan women.

As a population of study, most women were rationalised as vulnerable, marginalised, without a voice, and highly amenable to paternalistic exploitation 219thanks to retrogressive cultures and information poverty. Community radio is a formidable grassroots tool that can help raise awareness of the diverse issues affecting women, fight information poverty, and support the agency of women in charting their own empowerment. Data from the reviewed studies indicate that most women listen to the radio and prefer it as the most reliable source of information for addressing their varied concerns. These results expand the body of scholarly knowledge by contextualising them in Kenya, a country with a vibrant and rapidly expanding community radio network.

Researching the implications of community radio on women’s empowerment is imperative, especially in the Kenyan context (and most of the developing world) because radio, with its integration with social media tools, gains currency as a tool to address gender discrimination. Continuous interrogation of questions around radio and the empowerment of Kenyan women in the age of digital communication and communities would give a more holistic understanding of how such 21st-century tools can be integrated to help boost community radio stations’ potential to interact with more women. More empirical data are required to establish if participation has led to tangible stakeholder policy action and behaviour changes, and this should be investigated alongside the provisions of local, regional, and international gender empowerment instruments. For a more comprehensive picture of the situation in Kenya, future studies would incorporate more search tools and databases and analyse the methodologies employed, and cover a broader study period with larger sample sizes. Grey literature from reputable publishers on radio and women in Kenya would also add value to the scholarly results. Finally, women’s empowerment as a fluid concept would benefit from studies that employ exploratory factor analysis to develop validated scales to measure it.
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Abstract

Women journalists constantly grapple with such challenges as sexism and sexual harassment from male colleagues, news sources, and, more recently, online audiences. Although studies have examined sexual harassment of women in media, little attention has been paid to female interns or trainee journalists. This study explores female interns’ experiences concerning sexism and sexual harassment within newsrooms in Nigeria using the propositions of radical feminist theory and the culture of silence to understand how gendered power dynamics mediate the experiences of female interns within Nigerian newsrooms and ascertain the prevalence of sexual harassment. An online questionnaire was distributed to female interns in media organisations across southwestern Nigeria. While few of the interns acknowledged experiencing a form of sexual harassment, the findings reveal the influence of a prevalent culture of silence around sexual harassment cases in Nigeria. The study also identified a lack of (awareness 224about) internal mechanisms for regulating or addressing workplace sexual harassment in Nigerian media organisations.


Keywords: Sexual harassment; gendered power dynamics; women in media; culture of silence; radical feminist theory; female interns; Nigerian media



Introduction

Feminist advocates and scholars have had to contend with the challenge of sexual harassment for over four decades now (Samuels, 2003). Sadly, women’s experiences of sexual harassment have not changed much despite changes in legislation against sexual harassment, especially in the workplace. Workplace sexual harassment (WSH) remains an endemic scourge that continues to undermine women’s authority and reinforce sexist stereotypes in the workplace through sexual objectification (McLaughlin et al., 2017). WSH affects women in various sectors of society globally. For instance, a 2016 study of 28 European Union countries reports that 55% of women have experienced some form of sexual harassment in their lifetime (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2014; Directorate-General for Communication, 2016). Similarly, Fitzgerald and Cortina (2018) estimated that half of the women working in the United Kingdom will experience at least one form of sexual harassment in the workplace during their lifetime. In the United States, 59% of women reported having experienced physical or verbal sexual harassment (Graf, 2018). Although sexual harassment is hard to define because its constituents are subjective and context-dependent, this chapter adopts the International Labour Organisation’s (ILO, 2020) definition for standardisation purposes. The ILO policy brief (p. 1) describes WSH as

any physical, verbal or non-verbal conduct of a sexual nature and other conduct based on sex, affecting the dignity of women and men, which is unwelcome, unreasonable, and offensive to the recipient; and a person’s rejection of, or submission to, such conduct is used explicitly or implicitly as a basis for a decision which affects that person’s job; or conduct that creates an intimidating, hostile or humiliating working environment for the recipient.


While men can also be victims of sexual harassment, studies show that men experiences of WSH are less documented (Carstensen, 2016; Farkas et al., 2020). Despite ongoing advocacy for the eradication of gender inequality and sexism in the workplace, sexism still exists in various professions, including journalism. Indeed, because of the gendered nature of the journalistic profession, women in media still grapple with various challenges related to sexism, including low wages, violence, subversion, and sexual harassment (Harris et al., 2016). Research from 20 countries across three continents, namely Africa, Asia, and Europe, shows that 22541% of women media professionals have experienced some form of sexual harassment in the workplace, and half of women media professionals from six African countries reported having experienced sexual harassment (Blumell & Mulupi, 2022b). In Nigeria, 38.1% of women media professionals have experienced sexual harassment (Blumell & Mulupi, 2021).

Sexual harassment most often occurs in a context of unequal power relations (International Labour Organisation, 2020). Moagi (2023, pp. 64–65) notes that WSH is ‘a prominent feature of unfair labour practises and a means for discrimination and gender inequality in many institutions globally. Sexual harassment in the media industry has severe implications for women’s careers, leading to career stagnation, reduced job satisfaction, and mental health issues, ultimately hindering their professional growth and advancement such that women leave the profession or feel isolated, marginalised, and excluded from opportunities (Akinbobola, 2020; Blumell et al., 2023). While there has been extensive research on sexual harassment (Karami et al., 2021), few studies have examined WSH in relation to the experiences of interns in media organisations. This chapter broadens the discussion on WSH to include a group that embodies an intersection of vulnerabilities because of their gender and status in the organisational and socioeconomic hierarchy. With a focus on female interns in media organisations in southwestern Nigeria,1 the study seeks to answer the following questions: What are the sexual harassment experiences of female interns in Nigerian newsrooms? How do victims of sexual harassment handle harassment and seek redress? What organisational policies and internal regulatory mechanisms are available for victims of sexual harassment to report perpetrators and seek redress? The rationale for investigating the current state of sexual harassment in Nigerian newsrooms stemmed from my experience of sexual harassment as an intern about two decades ago, but recent studies indicate that sexual harassment remains a prevalent and persistent challenge for women journalists in Nigeria, hindering their career aspirations (Akinbobola, 2020; Blumell et al., 2023). Using the propositions of radical feminist theory and the concept of the culture of silence, I argue that sexual harassment is mostly driven by the need for control or domination rather than sexual gratification (Thompson, 2001). I also argue that prevailing sociocultural gender norms and the culture of victim-blaming or stigmatisation may prevent victims of sexual harassment from speaking up or seeking redress (Fernando & Prasad, 2018; Hershcovis et al., 2021).



Literature Review

Sexual harassment has been a subject of increasing academic attention since the early 1970s (see MacKinnon, 1979). The problematisation of sexual harassment gave women not only an avenue to identify a set of unacceptable behaviours 226against them in the workplace, but also an opportunity to lodge complaints and mobilise to seek redress and tackle the scourge (Bacchi & Jose, 1994). Despite concerted efforts to stem the tide of sexual harassment, it continues to constitute a menace to women all over the world, leading to increased advocacy and academic interest to understand and tackle it. In a systematic review of studies of sexual harassment across various contexts from 1977 to 2020, Karami et al. (2021) found that sexual harassment has been studied using such different variables as age, race or ethnicity, sexual orientation, geographical location, and whether it took place in social or professional spaces. They contend that WSH was the most researched theme in sexual harassment studies, and their review identified studies of sexual harassment in such various other social spaces as schools, homes, online spaces, hospitals, and the military and a focus on feminism, media, politics, and sexual harassment that constitutes a new trend in the 21st century. The findings of Karami et al. (2021) are not only indicative of the prevalence of sexual harassment in the workplace, but also confirm that sexual harassment is tied to sexism and the unequal gendered power dynamic of the workplace (see McLaughlin et al., 2012; Moagi, 2023). In other words, gender and sexism still play a pivotal role in mediating the experiences of women in media across the world.

Women journalists grapple with discrimination and sexual harassment not only from male colleagues but also in the field from news sources, often in positions of authority, who request sexual favours in exchange for interviews (Lachover, 2005). For instance, Kabah (2019) notes the male dominance in newsrooms in his investigation of the gendered experiences of female journalists in Tamale, the capital of the Northern Region of Ghana. The experiences of Ghanaian women journalists exemplify quid-pro-quo relationships; in other words, sexual favours are requested in exchange for material benefits (Anderson, 2006). Harris et al.’s (2016) study of the impact of gender on the risks female journalists face in conflict reportage notes that women are more susceptible to risks like targeted killings and sexual harassment than their male counterparts due to their gender. In a study of the lived experiences of women journalists in Sub-Saharan Africa, Akinbobola (2020) identified sexual harassment as a challenge that denigrates women in media and hinders women’s entrance into and progression in the journalistic profession. Indeed, Akinbobola (2020) reports that sexual harassment is the second-most-shared challenge confronting women journalists in countries across Sub-Saharan Africa, and some of the participants in the study narrated experiences of sexual harassment as a condition for work in their respective media organisations. A cross-continental study of the impact of sexual harassment on job satisfaction in the news industry across 16 countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, southeast Asia, and North Africa and the middle east flagged the prevalence of both verbal and physical forms of sexual harassment in newsrooms and regional differences in the frequency of sexual harassment (Blumell et al., 2023): Sub-Saharan Africa reported the highest frequency of sexual harassment and the lowest level of job satisfaction. More importantly, Blumell et al. (2023) note that while sexual harassment has significant negative consequences on women journalists, few women report their harassers.

Blumell et al.’s (2023) findings echo arguments about the culture of silence and secrecy that permeates discussions about experiences of and the prevalence of 227sexual harassment in the workplace across the globe (Spiliopoulou & Witcomb, 2023). North (2016), for example, reports findings from a survey of the sexual harassment experiences of female journalists in Australia shows that not only that sexual harassment is an ongoing and systemic problem in the Australian media industry, but also that there is a lack of awareness of what behaviours constitute sexual harassment and how to lodge complaints. This research highlights the importance of arguments for the institution of legal rights and established processes to empower women and victims of sexual harassment to lodge complaints and seek redress (North, 2016).



Theoretical Framework


Radical Feminist Theory

Feminist scholarship views sexual harassment as a fallout of women’s disadvantaged position in society, which has not only marginalised them, but also made them subjected to domination and control (Uggen & Blackstone, 2004). In other words, feminist scholars view the phenomenon as a means through which men exercise power over women. Wilson and Thompson (2001, p. 61) describe WSH as ‘an inappropriate use of power that isolates, undermines, and degrades women’. Bacchi (1999) similarly conceptualised WSH as an intrusive male behaviour intended to denigrate and humiliate women. Thus, sexual harassment is considered an act rooted in power and control over an individual because of their gender.

Radical feminist scholars argue that sexual harassment is embedded in societal structures of oppression. They argue that gender and sex are social constructs by which men assert authority and dominate women. They also propose that patriarchy, also referred to as male supremacy or male dominance, is a central organising system of society such that women constitute an oppressed ‘sex class’ (Grosser & Tyler, 2021; Thompson, 2001). Thus, they perceive sexual harassment as an offshoot of patriarchy used to intimidate and silence women in various contexts, including the workplace, and view male domination and control as a social system that perpetuates gendered power imbalances (Thompson, 2001). Radical feminist scholars also argue that sexual harassment impedes women’s experiences of equal opportunity in employment and other sectors of society. Although radical feminists do not consider male dominance and women’s subjugation universal and unalterable, they take pride in identifying and naming domains or systems of male domination with a view to challenging the status quo and dismantling the existing order of domination.

Radical feminists further contend that sexuality is central to women’s suppression (Thompson, 2001). They argue that WSH is a form of gender discrimination experienced mostly by women (Holland & Cortina, 2016). Contrary to the general belief that sexual harassment is a result of attraction, studies have identified it as a behaviour motivated by a desire for control and domination rather than a desire for sex (Bargh et al., 1995; Wilson & Thompson, 2001). Hence both younger women, who are more likely to be in subordinate positions, and their older counterparts in positions of authority are prone to experiencing sexual 228harassment (McLaughlin et al., 2012; North, 2016). This argument is useful to this study because it encapsulates female journalist interns’ experiences of sexual harassment within feminist scholarship.



Culture of Silence and Sexual Harassment

Paulo Freire (1970) first used the concept of a ‘culture of silence’ in his Pedagogy of the Oppressed to explain the dynamics of power and domination within oppressive cultures. In explaining the culture of silence, Freire posits that unequal social relations create a culture of silence whereby the subordinate or oppressed are unable to express their experiences and struggles openly. Freire argues further that a prevalent culture of silence may cause oppressed individuals to internalise their oppression, suppress their self-image, and develop feelings of powerlessness such that for the oppressed to break free from the culture of silence, they must develop critical consciousness by recognising the oppressive structures and actively seek liberation and social transformation. Although the culture of silence was originally conceptualised to describe impoverished and illiterate underclasses across the world, feminist scholars have employed it to generate insights into why sexual harassment still lingers in various contexts despite years of awareness, advocacy, and litigation (Fernando & Prasad, 2018; Ford et al., 2021).

Cultures of 229silence around WSH not only result from individual actions alone, but also exist within organisational structures and social networks. Fernando and Prasad (2018) identified line managers, HR personnel, and ordinary colleagues as examples of people complicit in perpetuating silence or secrecy on sexual harassment cases in the workplace. Morrison and Rothman (2009), in their examination of the interplay between power and silence in organisational contexts, note that employee silence results from a combination of psychological and behavioural effects relative to an individual’s position on the spectrum of power. In other words, employees’ judgement calls about when to keep silent and when to speak up are shaped and intensified by power differentials between managers and subordinates, and employees in positions of relatively low power are more likely to choose silence over speaking up, especially if the latter portends danger or amounts to futility. Similarly, in theorising silence in relation to WSH, Ford et al. (2021, p. 516) explicate that organisations that trivialise discourses around sexual harassment or consider it a ‘private matter’ or an ‘issue to be resolved through [complicated] bureaucratic processes’ encourage the perpetuation of sexual harassment and victims’ silence.

A study on the prevalence and reporting of sexual harassment in public spaces in the UK showed that 80% of victims of sexual harassment in the country do not lodge a formal complaint (UN Women UK, 2021). Some studies on sexual harassment explicate that sexual harassment thrives because victims seldom report violations and abuse due to the fear of stigmatisation or discouragement resulting from delayed or denied justice (McLaughlin et al., 2017; Spiliopoulou & Witcomb, 2023). Indeed, some studies have also shown that women who do report their abusers sometimes do not get redress as they were either avoided or asked to provide considerable evidence to substantiate the accusation (Fernando & Prasad, 2018, pp. 1574–1584). While a lot of people are complicit in perpetuating the culture of silence around WSH, Fernando and Prasad (2018) note that creating channels for victims to report harassment that ensure victims’ complaints are taken seriously and their concerns validated is crucial to ending the damages of sexual harassment. It is also important that perpetrators are held accountable to prevent reoccurrence.




Methodology

This study focuses on the sexual harassment experiences of female interns from media organisations in southwestern Nigeria between 2018 and 2023. Data were collected using a self-administered online questionnaire, a method particularly suitable for data from widely distributed samples and research on sensitive matters because it offers respondents a measure of anonymity (Babbie, 2021). The sample consisted of 96 respondents, of whom 22 were excluded because they fell outside the gender (female), age (18–28), and temporal criteria of the study, leaving a total of 74 respondents, whose responses were analysed descriptively to get an overview of the interns’ experiences of sexual harassment. The average age of respondents was 22.

The results presented contain preliminary data collected through consolidated criteria for reporting qualitative research: a 32-item checklist, a three-part online questionnaire comprising demographic questions, an adaptation of the Likert scale, and open-ended questions to elicit rich responses on the respondents’ experiences of sexual harassment. One of the open-ended questions was targeted at recruiting participants for in-depth interviews. None of the 74 respondents were keen on being interviewed. The questionnaire was developed using relevant literature to adequately define and identify the key indicators of sexual harassment (Benya et al., 2018; World Health Organization, 2007). Respondents were recruited through Facebook, LinkedIn, and WhatsApp using the snowball or referral technique, which is particularly useful for researching vulnerable or hard-to-reach groups (Babbie, 2021). The questionnaire was also distributed through the researcher’s personal and professional networks of friends, journalists, journalism educators, and students. Data analysis and presentation are descriptive because of the small sample size. The researcher does not attempt to generalise the findings of this exploratory study.



Ethics and Consent

Sexual harassment is sensitive research because of its research focus and the target population. Researchers must be sensitive to how their investigations may pose psychological risks to respondents by triggering such distressing emotions as guilt, shame, and embarrassment (Liamputtong, 2007). Rhodes University’s Human Research Ethics Committee approved this study and its protocols for informed consent, data usage, and potential emotional impact. The consent form advised respondents who experienced adverse emotional reactions to discontinue and seek professional help. The researcher was also careful about question phrasing in the questionnaire, anonymisation, and prioritisation of respondents’ well-being over research outcomes in accordance with feminist research ethics.
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Presentation and Discussion of Findings

This section provides an overview of the descriptive data collected from a 32-item e-questionnaire on female interns’ sexual harassment experiences in media organisations in Nigeria. The purpose of this research is not to examine the prevalence of sexual harassment in the Nigerian media industry but rather to draw attention to female interns’ experiences of sexual harassment and how such incidents are handled when they occur. The data are presented in tables and figures to highlight instances of behaviours that constitute sexual harassment as identified by previous research.


Sexual Harassment Experiences of Female Interns in Nigerian Newsrooms

The foremost objective of the study was to describe the sexual harassment experiences of female interns in newsrooms. Nineteen statements containing different indicators of sexual harassment were designed on a Likert-type scale to elicit responses to answer the first research question (Table 15.1). Cumulatively, the survey responses showed that 64% of the respondents did not experience sexual harassment, whereas 36% had experienced it in various forms (Fig. 15.1). A little more than a third indicated that they had experienced a form of harassment at least once or twice during the period of their internship. A few of the respondents experienced some of the indicators three or more times, and even fewer noted that they had experienced sexual harassment more than five times. This finding is consistent with Akinbobola (2020) and Blumell and Mulupi (2021), who reported sexual harassment as one of the lingering challenges for women in Nigerian newsrooms. It is also indicative of gender and patriarchal norms as an organising system for power and dominance in Nigerian media.

Table 15.1. Interns’ Experiences of Sexual Harassment.


	Sexual Harassment Indicators

	Number of Times Experienced




	Zero

	One–Two

	Three–Five

	> Five

	NR

	Total






	Sexually suggestive stories or offensive jokes

	39 (53%)

	21 (28%)

	6 (8%)

	3 (4%)

	5 (7%)

	74 (100%)




	Discussions of a personal or sexual nature

	37 (50%)

	24 (32%)

	7 (9%)

	2 (3%)

	4 (5%)

	74 (100%)




	Crude and offensive sexual remarks

	43 (58%)

	22 (30%)

	2 (3%)

	2 (3%)

	5 (7%)

	74 (100%)




	Mistreatment because of their gender

	44 (59%)

	15 (20%)

	8 (11%)

	3 (4%)

	4 (5%)

	74 (100%)




	Unwanted sexual attention

	44 (59%)

	15 (20%)

	3 (4%)

	5 (7%)

	7 (9%)

	74 (100%)




	Sexually suggestive materials

	56 (76%)

	7 (9%)

	4 (5%)

	1 (1%)

	6 (8%)

	74 (100%)




	Sexist remarks

	47 (64%)

	15 (20%)

	3 (4%)

	3 (4%)

	6 (8%)

	74 (100%)




	Romantic sexual relationship

	42 (57%)

	15 (20%)

	7 (7%)

	4 (5%)

	6 (8%)

	74 (100%)




	Unwanted invitation for dates

	44 (59%)

	13 (18%)

	9 (12%)

	2 (3%)

	6 (8%)

	74 (100%)




	Subtle offer of reward or special treatment to engage in sexual behaviour

	47 (64%)

	15 (20%)

	4 (5%)

	1 (1%)

	7 (9%)

	74 (100%)




	Subtle threats for not being sexually cooperative

	50 (68%)

	11 (15%)

	7 (9%)

	0 (0%)

	6 (8%)

	74 (100%)




	Discomfort from being touched on their bare hand, arm, shoulders, or waist

	42 (57%)

	16 (22%)

	6 (8%)

	4 (5%)

	6 (8%)

	74 (100%)




	Stroking or fondling on the legs or neck, breast, or buttocks

	49 (66%)

	11 (15%)

	5 (7%)

	4 (5%)

	5 (7%)

	74 (100%)




	Unwanted sexual advances resulting in them pleading or physically resisting

	53 (72%)

	8 (11%)

	5 (7%)

	2 (3%)

	6 (8%)

	74 (100%)




	Implied better treatment or promised a permanent position if sexually cooperative

	54 (73%)

	11 (15%)

	3 (4%)

	0 (0%)

	6 (8%)

	74 (100%)




	Pressured to respond positively to sexual or social invitations to be well-treated

	55 (74%)

	9 (12%)

	3 (4%)

	1 (1%)

	6 (8%)

	74 (100%)




	Fear of being treated poorly if they did not cooperate sexually

	54 (73%)

	12 (16%)

	1 (1%)

	1 (1%)

	6 (8%)

	74 (100%)




	Treated badly for refusing to have sex

	51 (69%)

	10 (14%)

	5 (7%)

	2 (3%)

	6 (8%)

	74 (100%)




	Coercive/forced sexual intercourse

	56 (76%)

	9 (12%)

	2 (3%)

	1 (1%)

	6 (8%)

	74 (100%)






[image: A pie chart presents a cumulative summary of respondents' experiences of sexual harassment. Two segments are shown. One segment labeled Did not experience any form of sexual harassment represents 64 percent of respondents. The other segment labeled Experienced one form of sexual harassment or another represents 36 percent.]
Long Description for Figure 15.1
A pie chart presents a cumulative summary of respondents' experiences of sexual harassment. Two segments are shown. One segment labeled Did not experience any form of sexual harassment represents 64 percent of respondents. The other segment labeled Experienced one form of sexual harassment or another represents 36 percent.


Fig. 15.1. Distribution of Respondents Who Experienced Sexual Harassment Compared to Those Who Did Not.





Perpetrators and Respondents’ Handling Experiences of Sexual Harassment


How Sexual Harassment Experiences Are Handled by Interns

The second objective of the study was to identify how interns handled their experiences of sexual harassment. Three questions were used to collect data to meet this objective, and they focussed on identifying the perpetrators, the action taken by the harassed intern, and the outcome, especially for those who experienced harassment and lodged a complaint. The perpetrators identified included administrators, male superiors/supervisors, male news sources, and male co-interns (see Table 15.2). Specifically, 17.5% of the respondents reported being sexually harassed by individuals above them in the organisational hierarchy, and this finding corroborates Brown and Flatow’s (1997) finding that WSH results from power differentials between men and women within an organisation such that talented younger women are susceptible to sexual harassment as a means of control by men. Seven of the 74 respondents reported being propositioned by male news 231232233sources, a finding that adds nuance to studies by Lachover (2005) and Kabah (2019) that also documented experiences of sexual harassment between female journalists and male news sources. In short, the pervasiveness of sexual harassment in the news industry has serious negative implications for the uptake of women journalists because it can constitute an entry barrier for young and aspiring female journalists or impede their career progression.

Table 15.2. Distribution of Identified Perpetrators of Sexual Harassment in This Study.


	Perpetrators

	Frequency

	Percentage






	Male superiors or supervisors

	13

	48




	Male news sources

	7

	26




	Male co-interns

	6

	22




	Male administrator

	1

	4




	Total

	27

	100








Actions Taken by the Respondents Who Experienced Sexual Harassment

To further understand how the respondents handled their experiences of sexual harassment, those who reported the sexual harassment were asked to indicate the steps they took to seek help or redress. This question was followed by two open-ended questions asking the respondents their reasons for reporting or not. Only six of the 27 respondents who reported having experienced a form of sexual 234harassment took steps to report it, while 20 did not. Although the sample for this study is not large enough to make generalisations, the proportion of interns who failed to report their harassers supports the narrative about a prevailing culture of silence around WSH globally (see Alaggia & Wang, 2020; Blumell & Mulupi, 2021, 2022; North, 2016; Sadia Jamil, 2020).

Respondents who did not report their harassers were asked to state the reason(s) for their (in)action; three stated that they did not report because they were ashamed or afraid of putting the perpetrator in trouble. This finding is crucial to highlighting the culture of blaming and shaming victims of sexual harassment instead of holding their perpetrators accountable and corroborates Alaggia and Wang (2020), who also found that victims of sexual harassment do not report their experiences because they fear retribution, being disbelieved, shame, and self-blame. Blumell and Mulupi’s (2022) study of sexist behaviours in newsrooms in South Africa and Nigeria also established the prevalence of sociocultural and religious ideologies that encourage victim-blaming and slut-shaming victims of sexual harassment because of prevailing beliefs that place the responsibility for avoiding sexual harassment on women. A surprising finding was the respondents’ fears of retribution against the perpetrator – two of the respondents preferred to endure sexual harassment rather than report the perpetrator because they did not want him to run into trouble or lose his job. While one can surmise that such a reaction might result from sociocultural and religious conditioning, further exploration of the factors involved in this reaction is needed.



Awareness of Organisational Policies for Mitigating Sexual Harassment in Newsrooms

Responses to the question used to assess respondents’ awareness of policies or internal structures available for victims of sexual harassment in their organisations indicates a gross lack of awareness of any such entity: only 20 respondents answered in the affirmative (see Fig. 15.2). While many media organisations in Nigeria have a designated human resources department, the extent to which these personnel highlight sexual harassment in their organisational policy or resolve cases of sexual harassment is not clear. Respondents’ lack of awareness of policies for dealing with sexual harassment cases might be indicative of a lack of such 235policy or a lack of awareness about existing policies. These data corroborate the finding that there is also a significant lack of awareness about newsroom policies to combat sexual harassment among women in the Australian media industry (North, 2016). What is more, respondents’ lack of awareness of available policies for dealing with sexual harassment in their respective organisations clarifies why those who did report their harassers mostly chose to report to external entities like parents, friends, or the police.

[image: A funnel chart displays the distribution of responses to organizational policy awareness on sexual harassment. The vertical axis is labeled responses. The widest section at the top shows 55 percent, the middle section shows 27 percent, and the narrowest section at the bottom shows 18 percent. The chart is titled frequency of respondents' awareness of organizational policies.]
Long Description for Figure 15.2
A funnel chart displays the distribution of responses to organizational policy awareness on sexual harassment. The vertical axis is labeled responses. The widest section at the top shows 55 percent, the middle section shows 27 percent, and the narrowest section at the bottom shows 18 percent. The chart is titled frequency of respondents' awareness of organizational policies.


Fig. 15.2. Distribution of Respondents’ Awareness of Organisational Policies or Internal Regulatory Mechanisms for Addressing Sexual Harassment.





Conclusion

This chapter explored the experiences of sexual harassment among female interns, vulnerable due to their gender and hierarchical positions, in Nigerian newsrooms. The study established the silence about sexual harassment against women in Nigerian newsrooms as evidence of patriarchy and gendered power imbalances in Nigerian newsrooms. Interns’ experiences of sexual harassment ranged from subtle forms, like sexually suggestive jokes and sexist remarks, to outright solicitation and coercion to have sex. Many of the respondents chose not to report their harassers, and the extant literature on WSH indicates that this might be because of prevailing sociocultural gender norms, the fear of victim-blaming stigmatisation, shame, or a lack of organisational policies (or awareness of them) for addressing sexual harassment.

Some methodological challenges arose due to the sensitive nature of the research. First, the use of solely online surveys and a small sample limits the study’s generalisability. Second, the high attrition rate and respondents’ reluctance to participate in follow-up interviews hindered the collection of more nuanced data. Nevertheless, the research provides a valuable reference point for discussions on sexual harassment in Nigerian media organisations. I recommend reviewing and developing methods for researching sexual harassment in conservative contexts like Nigeria to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon that is so crucial for effective policy formulation. While the scope of the current study was female interns in Nigerian newsrooms, studies show that males can also be victims of WSH (Berdahl et al., 1996; Farkas et al., 2020; Gerrity, 2000; Lee, 2000). Future studies on sexual harassment should expand their scope to include young men as part of the vulnerable group. This would help to create a further understanding of male experiences of sexual harassment, especially within conversational contexts and as interactions with toxic masculinity.
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