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OVERVIEW 

 

 
Journalists from community radio at a national Gender, Elections and Media 

workshop in Cape Town. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
There will be ten national elections and one presidential election in the Southern Africa 
in 2009 and 2010. Gender Links will be conducting workshops in the ten SADC countries 
that will be having elections in 2009 and 2010, The workshops will target the media and 
women politicians. The media is central to putting gender on the agenda in public 
sphere. This is particularly important during elections.  Women’s voices are largely 
absent from the political discourse during elections both as voters and candidates. 
 
Generally, women politicians have a difficult relationship with the media and the often 
say that women politicians are less accessible than their male counterparts.  The 
Gender, media and elections workshops bring the media and women politicians together 
to engage honestly and constructively on ways to mainstream gender in political 
coverage and to create effective working relations between the two. The article below 
provides a contextual framework for the training. 
 
Media essential to fifty percent women in leadership by 2015 
By Susan Tolmay 
 
So far, increasing women in governance has moved at a snail’s pace. The recent signing of the 
SADC Protocol on Gender and Development raises state commitment from the 30% agreed in 
1997 to 50%, despite the fact that, 11 years on, only five countries in the region (Mozambique, 
Namibia, South Africa, Tanzania, and most recently, Angola) have attained the 30% target in 
parliament.  
  
The picture is similar at the local government level, with only three countries having reached and 
exceeded the 30% target (Namibia, South Africa and Tanzania) and Lesotho having exceeded the 
50% mark with 58% women in local government.  
  
Over the next five years, Gender Links, a regional organisation which promotes equality and 
justice for women, is working in 14 SADC countries, where there will be national and local 
elections, to build capacity and encourage interaction between women politicians and the media. 
Beginning with Malawi in the second week of November, and in Botswana and South Africa 
shortly after, this will provide a unique opportunity to campaign for the 50/50 target.  
  
The new initiative is a replication of a programme in 2004 and 2005, in which GL embarked on 
gender and democracy training in seven SADC countries holding or expected to hold elections in 
those years. The purpose of the training with media practitioners, as well as politicians, was 
twofold; to engage with media to assist them in understanding how gender equality is integral to 
citizenship, democracy and freedom of expression, as well as train women politicians to build 
relations with the media and to empower them with practical skills to engage with the media. 
  
The 2004/ 2005 training followed Gender Links’ first ever study on the impact of women in 
politics in the region: “Ringing up the Changes: Gender in Southern African Politics.”  One of the 
findings of the qualitative study was that understanding and being able to work with the media is 
key for women politicians to leverage themselves more effectively.  
  
While the long-term jury may still be out on the difference gender and democracy training for the 
media and women politicians makes, the 2004/ 2005 training created conversations between the 
two. According to Loga Virahsawmy, Chairperson of the Media Watch Organisation (MWO) in 
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Mauritius, the training done with journalists and politicians in her country during the 2005 
elections was one of the most important workshops on gender and democracy issues.  
 
“The key to the workshop’s success,” Virahsawmy says, “is the participation of high level 
politicians especially the leaders of political parties, since they are the gatekeepers for women’s 
entry into politics.” In the 2005 elections in Mauritius the representation of women increased by 
just over 11% from 5.6 to 17%.   
  
Women’s political participation is a problematic area of reporting and media under-represents 
and sometimes misrepresents the views of these women in the media. According to Paula Fray, 
the Africa Regional Director of the Inter Press Service (IPS) global news agency, women 
politicians occupy a low profile in the media and there is often a hostile relationship with the 
media that is considered unfriendly to women.   
 IPS global news agency is also involved in training its Africa network of journalists and women 
politicians on how to engage the media in their From Polls to Polls programmes which is about 
strengthening the voices and visibility of women in elections. They train journalists to cover 
elections from a gender perspective with a broader focus on political processes and not merely 
elections as events.   
  
According to Fray, an evaluation of this process takes place on a continuous basis as the agency’s 
reporters receive on-line training and guidance daily from the IPS Africa Editor. A formal 
evaluation of the first formal training of journalists and women politicians conducted in November 
2007 found participating women politicians showed a better understanding of the media and 
higher levels of confidence in dealing with them.   
  
Journalists reported improved efforts to seek out the views of women and a better understanding 
of women politicians and the challenges that they face in the media.  While politicians did see an 
increase in media’s coverage, they believe that journalists still favour men and that the media 
needs to be transformed in a more holistic way.  
  
Research points to the need for such training for media. The Gender and Media Baseline Study 
(GMBS) conducted in 2003 in twelve Southern African countries by GL and the Media Institute of 
Southern Africa (MISA) showed that women in general constitute, on average, 17% of news 
sources. This increased by 2% to 19% for the Southern African region in the Global Media 
Monitoring (GMMP), coordinated by the World Association of Christian Communications (WACC), 
which took place in 2005.   
  
And even where women are present in occupations, such as politicians, their voices are not heard 
in the same proportion as their representation. For example, in the GMBS, of all the politician 
sources, only 8% were women, and this figure doubled to 16% in the GMMP.  However, neither 
of these figures reflects the strength of women in parliaments where the regional average has 
ranged from 19 to 21.9% between 2005 and 2008.     
 
With the region currently undergoing so many changes in governments, it is time that this 
change includes ensuring that women are at the decision-making table. As a cornerstone of 
democracy, media is a vital part of this.  
  
This article is part of the Gender Links Opinion and Commentary Service that provides fresh 
views on everyday news. 
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This report documents the workshops conducted by Gender Links in three Southern 
African countries that are holding elections in 2009 with the support of the Netherlands 
Institute of Southern Africa (NIZA). The countries, in order in which the workshops took 
place, are: Malawi, Botswana and South Africa. Detailed reports for each country are 
provided in country sections.  
 

BACKGROUND 
 
The elimination of all forms of discrimination against women is a key challenge for 
democratic processes and human rights movements in Africa. While African 
governments have taken take steps to address women’s lack of political, economic and 
social rights, the pace of movement towards achieving full equality is characterised by a 
series of ‘stops’ and ‘starts’, and there are often many mixed signals. For example, while 
the African Union and SADC region has committed itself to the target of 50% women in 
decision-making positions in all of its structures, the representation of women in 
government, parliament, local government and other political spaces in Africa is still low. 

 
For example, women comprise only 17.3% of the members of parliament in Sub-
Saharan Africa. The 15 countries that comprise the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC), on their own however, have an average of 21.9% women in 
parliaments, making SADC second in regional rankings across the globe, second only to 
the Nordic countries.   

 
The African country of Rwanda with 48% women in its parliament has come closest to 
showing that parity can be achieved. Nineteen African countries went to the polls in 
2007/2008, with many facing challenges to democratic processes. Elections are an 
opportunity to increase women’s representation, raise issues of gender inequality and 
women’s human rights violations and to press for building gender sensitivity into 
accountability systems.  
 
The Gender and Media Baseline Study conducted in 2003 in twelve Southern African 
countries by Gender Links (GL) and the Media Institute of Southern Africa (MISA) 
showed that women constitute, on average, 17 percent of news sources and that even 
where women are represented in occupations, their voices are not heard in equal 
proportion.  In Malawi male politicians dominate the news as sources across print and 
electronic media at 28 percent compared to only two percent of women in the same 
occupation.  
 
What this highlights is that women’s political participation is one of the most problematic 
areas of reporting and that the views of these women are underrepresented and 
sometimes misrepresented in the media. The tension between women politicians and 
the media is also due, to a certain extent, to the fact that women have not had the 
same level of exposure as men and are often reluctant or wary in their dealings with the 
media.  
 
In 2003, GL also undertook the first ever study on the impact of women in politics in the 
region: “Ringing up the Changes: Gender in Southern African Politics.” This study 
showed that women make a marked difference to policy and law making where they are 
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represented in sufficient numbers, work in an enabling environment and are empowered 
to operate effectively. The study highlighted understanding and being able to work with 
the media as a key tool for women politicians to leverage themselves more effectively. 
These findings were corroborated in a follow up study which focused specifically on 
women in local government “At the Coalface: Gender and Local Government in Southern 
Africa”  
 

OBJECTIVES 
 

These may be summarised in terms of the two main target groups of the workshops 
that spanned a five day period in each country:  

The media 
• To assist the media in understanding how gender equality is integral to 

citizenship, democracy and freedom of expression. 
• To increase media coverage of gender issues and contribute to the campaign to 

bring about gender equality in decision-making. 
• To promote gender aware election coverage. 
• To assist the media in thinking through gender dimensions of election coverage.  
• To facilitate interaction between women politicians and the media. 

 
Women in politics 

• To identify key gender issues in the elections, including sharing the findings of 
the GL study: “Ringing up the Changes: Gender in Southern African Politics.” 

• To identify issues of concern by women in politics in their dealings with the 
media and vice versa. 

• To build relationships between women in politics and media decision-makers and 
practitioners. 

• To empower women politicians with practical skills for dealing with the media. 
 

TARGET GROUPS 
The workshops targeted:  

• Mainstream media practitioners from the three SADC countries preparing for 
elections. 

• Student journalist from institutions of higher learning. 
• Women in, or aspiring to, political office. 
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STRUCTURE OF THE TRAINING 
 

The media and women politicians often find it difficult to spare the time for training that 
lasts more than a few days. They run tight schedules and their needs are practical and 
immediate. Most of the “learning”, when it comes to campaigning and media, is on-the- 
job. What they need most is to make contacts that can be useful in the course of their 
work. 

The Gender, Media and Elections training consisted of a combination of seminars and 
newsroom training. The seminars were normally for a day and the newsroom training 
varied from 2hour sessions to longer half day workshops. GL supported the training with 
a country specific fact sheet and training manual with relevant local examples.  

Activities 

In each country, GL worked with a local partner to set up the logistic arrangements and 
identify appropriate people and institutions that could contribute to the programme. The 
local partners were invaluable in setting up the newsrooms sessions as these often 
required personal visits to get buy in from editors and managers.  

The Malawi workshops took place in November 2008 ahead of the May 2009 election.  
The South Africa workshops took place in January and February ahead of the April 
elections. The Botswana workshop took place in February.  

The basic format for the one week workshops consisted of: 
• A one-day seminar targeted at the media covering the key issues and including a 

panel of women politicians speaking about their experiences with the media. 
• A one day seminar targeted at women politicians covering basic media skills at 

which a panel of editors spoke about what they look for in news coverage. 
• The option of newsroom training that would be tailored according to the 

requirements and time availability of media houses. These sessions had the great 
advantage that however short, they usually brought together a team of 
practitioners and decision-makers creating a common understanding of what the 
key gender issues are in elections. 

 
There were some variations to this format. For example: 

• In South Africa the workshops spanned two provinces (Kwazulu Natal and the 
Western Cape) and a national workshop for community radio that was held in 
Cape town.  The community radio workshop was two days; workshops with 
newsrooms and with student journalists were two hours. In South Africa women 
politicians were not trained as the election lists were only published on the 17 
March 2009. 

• In Malawi and Botswana the media seminar happened first followed by 
newsroom visits and the workshop with women politicians 

• In Botswana the workshops were accompanied by the launch of At the Coalface: 
Gender and Local Government in Botswana research as well as debate on 
Gender and leadership.  

• In Malawi women politicians joined a region cyber dialogue, an online chat, 
about financing for gender equality during their training. 
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 TRAINING CONTENT 

 
The content of each workshop was customised for the country. A fact sheet on women 
in politics was produced for Malawi; Botswana and South Africa. Manuals for both the 
media and women in politics were produced for each country. The manuals included 
examples of local media coverage. A description of the programmes for the seminars for 
the media and women politicians follows. 
 
Media 
The media workshops began with a presentation based on the GL 2003 Ringing up the 
changes research on women in politics in South Africa and a presentation on gender and 
the media. Experts from the respective co presented with GL to ensure that the country 
perspectives and issues were raised. 
 
The presentation was followed by a discussion on quotas and asked the following 
questions: 

• Are quotas necessary? 
• Do they make a difference? 
• Are there parties that have succeeded in increasing women’s representation 

without quotas? 
• Have the women in decision making positions made a difference for other 

women? Should women in decision making positions make a difference for other 
women? 

 
The session that followed grouped media practitioners in an exercise to generate story 
ideas for the election. They had to identify how gender will be mainstreamed in the 
story. In addition they had to look at gender specific stories for the election. Some of 
the story ideas generated included: 

• Giving women politicians platform by producing programmes and writing articles 
that will empower women politicians.  

• Featuring experienced women politicians who are role models.  
• Profiling women both in print and electronic media. 
• Giving news coverage to aspiring women MPs. 
• Telling the story from the voters’ perspectives apart from candidates. E.g. ask 

voters about their aspirations or their stance on voting for women candidates.  
• Take photos of the women and interview them in the electronic media and 

portray positive image of women 
• Interview both men and women in both camps. 
• Strike a balance between reporting achievements for women and men. 
• There should be a deliberate shift to recognize activities and achievement of 

women in other sectors and not only in politics. 
• Create new programmes and columns dedicated to women. 

 
The newsroom sessions followed an abridged model of the programme depending on 
the time available.  
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Women in politics 
 
In the case of the women politicians, the sessions included a panel of editors who gave 
tips on how to get media attention and coverage. They included a (popular) session on 
mock television interviews including a studio audience that got played back so that the 
women could critique their performance. The sessions ended with short profiles of each 
politician and contact information used to develop a directory of sources for the media.  
 
All workshop participants were added to the GL data base so that they could receive 
ongoing information and updates. They were also linked to local NGOs and Networks 
who could provide ongoing information and commentary. 
 
Outputs 
 
The outputs of the project met and in some cases exceeded those set out in the original 
proposal as follows: 
• Country specific fact sheets and manuals on gender, media and the elections. 

Training material on gender, democracy and the media that has been tested and is 
available on the GL website.  

• A total of 210 media practitioners from print and electronic media from three SADC 
countries preparing for elections who are well versed in gender and governance 
issues. In all, the training included three seminars with the media; two seminars with 
women politicians and 15 newsroom training sessions.  
 

 Botswana Malawi South Africa Total 
Women in politics 29 21  60 
Gender, media and elections 17 21 36 74 
Newsroom Training  28 63 45 136 
 
The table above illustrates the overall number of participants according to each type of 
training. It shows that a total of 260 people participated in the training. Of these 136, 
or 50 percent, participated in the newsroom training, an indicator of the multiplier effect 
of newsroom training. It is also significant that out of the 260 participants, 210 or 80 
percent were journalists. The training reached a large number of media practitioners. 
 
The graph below illustrates participants per country according to each type of training. 
Please note that in South Africa training with women politicians did not occur. In almost 
every case the newsroom training accounted for the majority of participants.  
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By building up a data base of contacts, linking gender activists, media and women 
politicians on the ground, the workshops laid the foundation for ongoing dialogue and 
story development.  
 

Breakdown of participants by sex per workshop
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The graph above illustrates the breakdown of participants by sex. The graph shows 
overall approximately 53.8 percent of the participants were women and 46.2 percent 
were men. one third male participants. GL considers this an important achievement, 
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consistent with our policy that at least one third of all participants in our workshops 
should be men.     
 
Outcomes 
 
• At the conclusion of the workshops media practitioners are empowered to 

mainstream gender in election coverage and through the process of generating story 
ideas are more confident about mainstreaming gender in elections coverage. 

• Participants are better able to understand and advocate for the increased women 
representation in parliament. 

• Women politicians have an understanding of how to effectively engage with the 
media and to produce content for the media. 

 
Impact on the organisation 
The Gender, Elections and Media project will form the centre piece of GL training in 
2009 and 2010. Important organisational spin offs include: 

• The opportunity to expand our data base of contacts and to extend our network. 
• To upload up to date information to the Gender, media and elections section of 

the GL website.  
• Increasing membership of the Gender and Media Southern Africa (GEMSA) 

Network.   
 
Way forward 
 
Media monitoring will happen in South Africa, Malawi and Botswana. The media houses 
that participated in the training will be part of the election monitoring sample. After the 
monitoring the GEMSA chapters in each country will share the findings with the media 
houses.  
 
The Gender, Elections and the Media workshops will be extended to Mozambique and 
Namibia in 2009 and to five more countries in 2010.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 


