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“Do women in Malawi (and the SADC region) expect to be battered and abused? Is it a
culturally acceptable practice? Should battery and abuse cause death before it is
newsworthy? Do we wait until a woman is bleeding and dying before we report on it?
At the end of the day, if politics is more important than the life of a person, then there
are problems.”

 ~ Robert Jamieson, media consultant, during the
consultative meeting in Blantyre, Malawi

MEDIA PRACTICE

Susan Tolmay, Gender Links Monitoring and Evaluation Manager displays the banner “Taking back the night” during the International Day of No Violence Against
Women and Children in November 2009. Photo:  Colleen Lowe Morna

PART OF THE PROBLEM OR
PART OF THE SOLUTION?

COVERAGE OF GENDER VIOLENCE
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The prevalence of Gender-Based Violence (GBV) in
Southern Africa is very high. Countries such as South
Africa have amongst the highest levels of sexual
violence in the world. The media has a critical role to
play in reducing the levels of GBV by covering stories
that promote prevention, thus ensuring that people
who experience violence receive effective care and
support. More often than not the media is part of the
problem rather than of the solution. Yet the media
potentially has a huge role to play in changing
attitudes, perceptions, and mindsets where gender
violence is concerned.

Over the last decade, GL has conducted training
workshops with the media in 12 SADC countries and
all nine provinces of South Africa. GL and GEMSA have
trained gender activists on strategic communications,
making use of the 16 Days of Activism campaign that
extends from International Day of the Elimination of
Violence Against Women on 25 November to Human
Rights Day on 10 December.

Coverage of gender
violence has been
monitored in regional
and global studies. GL
has also worked with
GEMSA chapters in
conducting periodic
monitoring of the 16
D ay s  o f  Ac t i v i s m
Campaign. Key findings
emerging from these
studies found:
• To the extent gender

issues are covered,
gender violence tends to get more coverage. In the
GMBS, gender-specific issues constituted 2% of all
coverage, with GBV constituting half of this or 1%
of the total.

• However, gender violence is often treated as minor
compared to other crimes.

• Certain types of gender violence get much higher
coverage, e.g. sexual assault.

• There is very little coverage about where those
affected can get help.

• There is very little coverage of those who protest
against gender violence.

• Most of the information is sourced from courtrooms,
which have a heavy male bias.

• The voices of those affected are not heard.
• Experiences of women are often trivialised.
• Coverage is often insensitive, for example in the

use of images and naming victims without their
permission - which leads to secondary victimisation.

• Women are often portrayed as victims rather than
survivors.

• Women are often portrayed as temptresses.
• Men are portrayed as being unable to control their

sexual urges.
• There is a tendency to exonerate the perpetrators.
• There is a tendency to sensationalise.
• Most gender violence stories are written by men or

court reporters.

This chapter examines media coverage of GBV
compared to other topics. It also looks at the GBV
sub-topics; who speaks on them; their function and
who reports on these topics.

Topic

Figure 5.1 shows that GBV stories and stories that
mention GBV constitute only 4% of all coverage in
SADC media, despite the high levels of GBV. The SADC
Protocol on Gender and Development calls on SADC
member states to halve the current levels of GBV by
2015.

During the consultative meetings across countries,
participants debated the low coverage of GBV. In
Malawi, Pilirani Tambala of Zodiak media noted that
GBV stories are not newsworthy because they do not

Figure 5.1 Proportion of GBV stories compared
to other stories - region
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someone has been “maimed by her husband. Editors
won't think it's a big story unless someone has been
seriously hurt. If it bleeds it leads.”

In Tanzania, Pili Mtambalike of the Media Council of
Tanzania was particularly frustrated because members
of the media had not acquainted themselves with
research showing the magnitude of gender-based
violence in the country: “This is a very serious problem
in our country, and research confirmed that. Our
Gender Code of Ethics calls on media houses to look
into these issues, but nothing seems to change. The
biggest problem is media people do not go out to
search for information around GBV.”
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sell compared to politics and business stories. “It's
only when they are scandalous that you'll find GBV
stories coming out and appearing on the front page,”
he said.

Tambala also observed that gathering GBV news was
a challenge as they take more resources and sources
are often not willing to speak. However, in Malawi,
The Chronicle's Robert Jamieson argued that
journalists do not take GBV seriously: “As journalists
we think of diarised functions, we don't think of going
to the office with story ideas and that is a problem.
We find politics diarised, but GBV is not.” He said GBV
is only covered in extreme cases, such as when

Qualitative monitoring yielded several examples of stories that were trivialising GBV, showing that
the media does not consider it a serious issue.

For example, the story “Rising star a sore loser” in Zimbabwe's The
Sunday News (15-21 November 2009). The story is about a Quelaton
Football team player, Proud Zereni, who is accused of terrorising his
ex-girlfriend and her family following her decision to end their
relationship. Zereni went about destroying his ex-girlfriend's family's
property and that of neighbours without being arrested by the police.
The writer attempts to be creative in highlighting the violence by using
a soccer metaphor, which was a grave error in judgment. The article
deals with gender-based violence in a paradoxical manner - highlighting

the game and the abuse simultaneously. The soccer metaphor dilutes the brutality of gender-based violence.
The writer equates the girl's ending of the affair to issuing a red card to the player. This makes her decision look
questionable and unfair, as is the case with some red cards in a football match, which often attract nasty reactions
from the recipient. In a way the story justifies the reaction of the player since it's a “game.” The soccer metaphor
is derogatory. It not only condones the player's behaviour, but puts forward a perception that the act is between
two consenting individuals playing a game. GBV is not a sport. The headline “Rising star a sore loser” downplays
the gravity of the footballer's criminal conduct. Instead of focusing on the violence, it equates the abuse to a
game where the abuser is the “loser.” The headline plays on the fact that he is a sportsman and proposes that
he should take defeat gracefully - again, this diminishes the gravity of abuse.

Domestic

violence

Figure 5.2 GBV topic breakdowns - region
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Participants during the consultative meeting in
Mauritius observed that GBV is a very complex subject.
As such, they suggested that journalists be equipped
with more information on the different aspects of
GBV, for example verbal and psychological abuses
and other subtle forms of GBV. This means that
coverage of GBV should be less event-driven and dig
deeper.
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Figure 5.3 shows that men dominate as news sources
in GBV stories in the region. The regional percentage
of women sources is 27%. Seychelles (52%) has the
highest percentage followed by Lesotho, and
Swaziland (21%) has the lowest percentage of women
sources in GBV stories.

Figure 5.2 shows that domestic violence (13%) receives
the most coverage in the regional media followed by
legislation/political responses and non-physical
violence. The findings are in line with research on
GBV, which have found that most gender-based
violence takes place in the confines of the home.
Sexual harassment (2%) received the least coverage.
Support for affected people is also marginal at 3%.

Coverage of GBV should go beyond events and probe causes in order to curb this social problem.
An example of a story that investigates causes of GBV is the article “Reflection about rape of minors”
published by Mozambique's Zambeze newspaper (12 November 2009). The commentary attempts
to analyse why so many rapes are occurring in Mozambique, especially among young girls. It was

published after it came to light that a well-known singer had raped a young girl. The author presents various
possible causes of the increase in rape in simple language. The story differs from others in that it does not put
the blame on the victims or the clothes they choose to wear, but considers other causes. It mentions cases of
men breaking into the homes of single women, the lack of security, poverty, and lack of sensitisation initiatives
to curb rapes. The language used is gender-sensitive and balanced. The article calls on all men and women to
become aware of the problem and take action to denounce and protect those affected.

Who speaks on GBV?

Figure 5.3: Who speaks on GBV - region
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Who speaks on what?

Figure 5.4: Who speaks on what GBV topics - region
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“They have very important stories to tell. The media
ignores them and so no one, not even government,
knows about their hardships.”

Participants in Mauritius cited stigmatisation as a big
problem, and noted that the media often blame
women, hence their silence. However, monitoring
revealed several male-biased stories which help to
explain why there are few women as news sources
on GBV and across sub-topics.

Figure 5.4 shows that male sources dominate across
all sub-topics in the region. Women are better
represented as sources on maintenance and economic
stories (28%) followed by rape (25%). Women speak
much less on gender violence and HIV and AIDS
despite the high levels of women as victims and
survivors in this category.

John Moerane, from South Africa's Lethabong Legal
Advice Centre, said the media should try harder to
speak to women on the ground and in rural areas:

An example of such a story appeared
in Zimbabwe's The Sunday Mail (1-7
November 2009) titled “End of 'error'
for Dino Mudondo”. The story is

about a male musician opening up about being
abused by his girlfriend. It is a one-sided story
based on the experiences of the singer, who
recounts how he was physically, emotionally and
psychologically abused by his girlfriend on numerous
occasions. The accused woman, who is a victim of domestic
violence from previous relationships with two other
musicians, is not given an opportunity to speak. While the
story challenges the stereotype that only women are victims of domestic violence,
it is gender blind and biased towards men as it is told from the male singer's
point of view. This weakens the story's message that domestic violence knows
no sex or status - all people are affected. The confessions of the singer, a public
figure, should have encouraged men to actively participate in the fight against
this, but the credibility of the story is in doubt given that the woman's side of
the story is missing. This helps to explain why there are few women speaking
on GBV.



who speak on the issue. Most importantly, the findings
note that victims and survivors (19%) now speak more
than alleged perpetrators (11%). This means that the
work of GL and other partners on advocacy and
training around GBV is beginning to bear fruit.

Participants in Madagascar noted that survivors are
still afraid of being stigmatised when they speak out,
yet the higher numbers in the victim/survivor category
brings hope that they are beginning to appreciate
that it is the only weapon they have at their disposal.
Participants in DRC urged the media to approach
survivors of GBV and encourage them to talk.
Qualitative monitoring revealed that most stories
were either event-based or from court papers with
little or no effort to elaborate on the information
received, which might help to explain why victims
and survivors are not speaking out. Participants called
for in-depth rather than event-based coverage of
GBV.
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Figure 5.5 shows that regionally, the voices of the
police, judiciary and other experts dominate in the
coverage of GBV, each accounting for 23% of those

Function of GBV sources

Figure 5.5 Function of GBV sources - region
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An example of a court-sourced story is an article entitled
“Alleged double murderer Dausab in court today”
published by Nambia's New Era (5 November 2009). The
article discussed an upcoming court appearance by alleged

murderer Julius Dausab, charged for killing his former girlfriend and
her mother. This story is about Dausab's first appearance at the high court after he went on a rampage and killed
the two women. Like most GBV stories, this emanates from a court case and is told from the perspective of a
perpetrator. Court records are used to map the story and a public prosecutor, Felicita Sikerete, is quoted.

The article highlights the violence against the two women, but does not quote anyone directly affected by the
story; for example their relatives. Although the reader is left in no doubt about the brutality of the act, there is
a degree of sympathy for the perpetrator in the way the story is told (he was jilted, is taking revenge, etc). The
human rights dimensions of this act are not explored. No representatives from women's rights groups are
interviewed. The story does not provide any context, for example, an explanation of femicide, how frequently
this occurs in Namibia, and what kind of sentence might be expected. The regional target of halving gender
violence by 2015 is not mentioned. This, like many GBV stories, is a cold, factual court case of another two women
murdered that does little to lead us to redress, recourse or the societal outrage so important to ending such
senseless human rights abuses.

Another example of a court-based GBV story is the article “5 years IHL for defiling boss's daughter” by Malawi's
The Nation (22 October 2009). It is a court report about a worker who is sentenced to five years with hard labour
for defiling his boss's four-year-old daughter in the parent's absence. The story highlights a key element common
in sexual assault cases which serves as a red-flag to others. In the majority of rape and or sexual assault cases
the attack is committed by someone within the inner circle of the victim; be it family, friend or worker. In this
instance, the alleged attacker is a member of the household staff. However, by relying on court documents, the
reporter misses an opportunity to interrogate this social ill through talking to family members, friends and
workers. By relying on the court sources, the media does not fully play its part in curbing GBV. Court records
should serve as the foundation of the story and the reporter should use them to source other comments from
those directly affected by the story.
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Figure 5.6: Who reports on GBV - region
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Tanzania Broadcasting Corporation-TV's Bestina
Magutu said she thinks that GMPS findings showing
that the majority of those who speak to women on
GBV are male reporters are disturbing: “We might be
losing certain opportunities, especially in cases where
a sexually violated woman is comfortable speaking
to a female reporter. In cases where the media is
dominated by male reporters, these will be lost
opportunities.”

Figure 5.6 shows that men report on GBV in the SADC
region 65% of the time. Lesotho, Seychelles and
Zambia have the highest proportions of men
reporting on GBV, with each accounting for 67%. Only
South Africa has equal proportions of women and
men reporting on GBV. Zimbabwe and Mozambique
have the lowest proportions of women reporters on
GBV at 10% and 13% respectively. These figures are
consistent with a low overall proportion of women
reporters in these countries.

Figure 5.7: Who reports on different aspects of GBV - region
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Figure 5.7 illustrates which aspects of GBV are most
reported on by women and men. It shows that
generally men dominate reporting on all aspects
except sexual harassment, where women constitute
56%. The danger of men dominating coverage is that
there may be biased reportage and more frequent
portrayal of women as victims.
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Speaking out

An example of a story of women speaking out is the article “Police open docket against Chief Simamba”
in The Times of Zambia (19 October 2009). The story is about a woman who was allegedly tied to a
tree and caned several times on her buttocks by a traditional leader for buying charcoal in the village.

She was left tied on a tree while carrying her baby for four hours. This story is a first-hand account of the assault.
The narrative allows the reader insight into the daily life of the woman. It is a story common to many women
who labour under difficult conditions and are subject, or vulnerable, to abuse but do not have the opportunity
to tell their story, or are silenced by the media. This story presents the woman as courageous and helps to
encourage other abused women to speak out.

Multiple sources

Using multiple sources in a story is a basic requirement of
journalism and there were a few stories with relevant multiple
sources. For example, the story “Girl (17) in forced Kutekwa
(marriage)” published by the Weekend Observer (14 November
2009) in Swaziland is about the forced marriage of a 17-year-
old girl, Phephisile Dlamini. The teenager allegedly did not
consent to being married. The article highlights gender rights
and multiple sources are used to address the specific rights
which have been violated. The story gives voice to various
sources, ranging from the victim, her father, the person who
married her, an expert from an organisation that deals with
abuse (Swaziland Action Group Against Abuse). It also quotes
the constitution as a secondary source. Two female and two
male sources air their views and both primary and secondary
sources are used.

Courts sending out strong messages

The legal system plays a major role in curbing GBV, but the
media rarely highlight this role. But an example of a story that
questions the role of the legal system in curbing GBV is the
article “MRA staff convicted of domestic violence” in Malawi's
The Nation newspaper (22 October 2009). This story relates
to the conviction of a high-ranking official found guilty of

case on the grounds that the case should be heard
in Lusaka and not the Copperbelt because the mother
and child lived there.  Throughout the story the
mother is never quoted and it portrays her and the
child as helpless victims. The language used by the
reporter portrays a helpless woman, desperate with
no solution to the problem. The helpless victim
portrayal is reinforced by the accompanying image
of the woman sobbing as her son is taken away. The
photographer missed the real drama of the father
taking the crying child and chose to focus on the
woman, thereby stereotyping her as a powerless
mother.

For example, the story
“Angela Nyirenda
sobs as she watches
son being 'abducted'”
by T h e  Ti m e s  of
Zambia (27 October
2009). The story is
about a celebrity
fe m a l e  m u s i c i a n
whose chi ld was
taken by his father in the midst of a custody battle.
The father of the child sued the mother, Nyirenda, for
custody of the boy, but the local court dismissed the
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abusing his ex-wife. The court gave the abuser a year's jail term, which was then downgraded to a two year
suspension out of prison. The magistrate issued a protection order barring the attacker from getting close to
his former partner and ordered him to pay K100 000 (USD$660) financial compensation. The article describes
the period and nature of abuse as well as the magistrate's condemnation of the brutality. The article leaves the
reader in no doubt of the brutality of the acts of ongoing violence. It maps a pattern which leaves the reader
clear about the trauma. The suspended sentence is lenient considering the suffering the woman underwent.
The writer informs readers of the terms of a suspended sentence, and juxtaposes the acts of violence against
this background. It implies that the writer is gender-aware and the story is penned in a way in which one
questions whether the legal system is too lenient (even though a protection order and financial compensation
were issued). This article is gender-aware and a good example of a journalist making sense of court records to
highlight gender-based violence.

Government leading from the front

Governments have to lead from the front in fighting GBV and in line with the SADC Protocol on Gender and
Development target of halving gender-based violence by 2015. An example of a story that shows government
leading from the front is “Government committed to eradicating gender-based violence” by Zimbabwe Television
(15 November 2009). The story is about Deputy Minister of Women's Affairs and Community Development Evelyn
Masaiti, who says the government is committed to eradicating gender-based violence. She was interviewed at
a resource mobilisation meeting for programming against gender violence training workshop. The Minister said
the newly-established Anti-Domestic Violence Council which will operate countrywide with structures situated
at grassroots level, showed the government's commitment to the issue. The story focused on Zimbabwe's efforts
to curb gender-based violence. The report highlighted ways to control gender-based violence. It presented
gender-based violence as a serious matter that warrants government intervention. It also exposed donors' pre-
disposition for funding humanitarian projects which, at times, are a cost to those programmes which address
gender-based violence.

GBV campaigns

The monitoring yielded examples of gender-aware reporting of GBV with a focus on campaigns. For example
one story: “Awareness campaign on child abuse” in Lesotho Today (12-18 November 2009). The article focuses
on an awareness campaign about child abuse in Matsatseng, Lesotho. The community of Matsatseng has
organised a campaign intended to encourage different groups of the community to come together to prevent
and report cases of child abuse. This article highlighted the importance of educating society about child abuse
prevention and the role society can play in it. The story
is gender-aware and uses two sources, one female
and one male to support the need to strengthen
campaigning around child abuse. The article, which
was published a week before the kick-off of the 16
Days of Activism, gives statistics of cases of child abuse
in Lesotho.

 Analysis debate

There is a need for more in-depth coverage of GBV.
This could be done through analytical articles similar
to “Zanzibar needs to boost fight on child abuse”
published by Sunday Citizen (1 November 2009). This
article shines a light on rampant child abuse in
Zanzibar, which is said to have eroded the morals of
Islam. It notes that the society is still too closed to



Conclusion

During the consultative workshops, participants across
countries noted that incidences of GBV are on the
increase despite the low proportion of coverage this
issue receives from regional media. For example, in
Zimbabwe, Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of
Gender and Woman's Affairs Silvia Utete-Masango
told participants that gender-based violence cases in
the country were increasing yet the media chooses
to ignore such stories. She noted that in most cases
coverage was sensationalised in order to boost
newspaper sales. She welcomed the formation of the
Zimbabwe Media Commission and urged the
regulatory authority to put in place codes of ethics
for the media in order to improve the quality of
coverage.

In Namibia, participants linked inadequate coverage
of GBV with the need to improve community
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journalism. The suggestion came after the realisation
that most news stories were national, international
and region. There were few local, community stories.
The innovative “I” Stories project, that has women tell
their own stories for publication in the mainstream
media, is one concrete way of ensuring that more
stories are told from the perspective of survivors.
Participants expressed doubt about the SADC
member states' ability to meet the target of halving
GBV by 2015 and called on the government to take
the lead in fighting this social ill.

While there is evidence of more progressive coverage
emerging, participants agreed that there is need for
the media to stop being part of the problem and
become a greater part of the solution. They also
agreed that continuous and ongoing training of the
media on issues around covering GBV is required.

admit the magnitude of the problem, as well as tackle the consequences. Children as young as three, as well
as those with special needs, have all been victims. This article is an example of gender-aware reporting as it
captures the magnitude of the problem of GBV noting how it affects children. Through analysis, the writer is
able to discuss issues such as sexual abuse, which are rarely or never discussed in some societies, thereby making
it hard for the authorities to address them. The article has
multiple sources who express different opinions on why the
problem is so widespread in the community. This is different
from some GBV stories which are mostly told from the point
of view of official sources. This story sources comment from
social workers, gender activists, the police, medical personnel,
the judiciary, as government officials. There is also a balance
between male and female sources.

Violence against men

The media tend to portray men as the only perpetrators of GBV,
yet women may also abuse men. An example of violence against
men is the article “Knife Games: Women stabs lover on buttocks”
published by Botswana's The Voice (30 October 2009). It is a
news piece about a man who was stabbed by his girlfriend.
He is reported as living in fear of his attacker after the police
released her from custody. Traditionally, GBV reports discuss
women who are attacked, but in this case the role is reversed.
In this article the woman admits that she attacked her partner.
She describes the nature of their relationship, in which her
partner allegedly attacked her in earlier incidents. This story
is different in that most reporting highlights women as victims.


