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“Gender-aware reporting is not rocket science. It is
about reporting the every day realities of women
and men in all their complexity, free of bias and
prejudice.”
~ Thenjiwe Mtintso, Gender Links Board member

GETTING IT RIGHT

GENDER AWARE REPORTING

New times for women? Beijing Plus Fifteen meeting in New York in March 2010. Photo: Colleen Lowe Morna
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What is gender-aware reporting? With so much
criticism of the way media sidelines women's views
and voices, and the way it portrays women and men,
it is important to take stock of how this can be done
differently in a way that enhances journalistic
principles and ethics. The monitoring yielded several
examples of gender-aware reporting. This includes
gender-specific coverage; stories in which sources are
balanced and stories that challenge gender
stereotypes; prompt debate and are critical of
women's performance.

Being a gender-aware journalist is also about much
more than interviewing women. Gender-aware
reporting means a journalist must ensure they are
not perpetuating stereotypes, and must give voice
and space to issues affecting women. The best gender-
aware coverage also addresses subjects which have
traditionally been sidelined, it portrays women as
having something to offer and as more than just sex
objects, and it also challenges male stereotypes.

Most importantly, gender-aware reporting is more
interesting and audiences across Southern Africa have
noted in the 2005 Gender and Media Audience Study
that they want to see more stories about both
women and men - and about social issues related to
gender.

“Once you understand how gender works you have
to take it and apply it to what you do,” says Brian
Ligomeka, editor of Malawi's Daily Times newspaper.
“In all my stories I make sure that I have women's

voices. I always tell my colleagues in the newsroom
that the voice of every woman counts, no matter her
position.”

As an editor of a major national newspaper, Ligomeka
also saw his newspaper's circulation go up once he
began championing gender-aware reporting. Because
of this, he increased the number of women he had
on staff and institutionalised a 50/50 policy in his own
newsroom. “I use gender sensitivity in practice in my
newsroom and in news stories,” he says.

This chapter will look at some of the positive, gender-
aware examples which were discovered during
regional media monitoring. It will highlight a selection
of the best articles around issues of gender and dissect
why they are notable and what makes them gender-
aware. It will provide examples of how ordinary news
stories can be written so as to incorporate gender-
sensitive reporting and point out some of the best
gender reporting in the region.

Gender-specific coverage

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, gender specific
coverage is relatively limited, accounting for about
2% of all coverage. Gender-specific coverage should
never be a substitute for mainstreaming gender in all
coverage.  But as one of the most cross-cutting and
pressing social issues of our time, gender as a topic
deserves to be covered in its own right. This section
gives some examples of how this is being
done by various media houses in the region.

The story “Tanzania drops in
gender equality rank” by the
Sunday Citizen (1 November
2009) focuses on the

country's performance on gender
issues. Tanzania has previously been
lauded for its steps towards gender
equality, but had dropped dramatically
in world gender rankings, from 38 in
2008 to 73 in 2009. The writer quotes
the Global Gender Gap Index, which shows that the country is not making meaningful advances in gender
equality and gender reform. This downward trend does not bode well for progress made in the political front,
where the country has been pushing to raise the bar from 30 to 50% women in decision-making as agreed to
by SADC member countries. Maternal health problems, an increase in early pregnancies, lack of education and
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unfairness in the labour market are cited as some of the contributory factors to women's disempowerment. It
is also pointed out that many good policies on women's empowerment are not being implemented as expected.

The article highlights the economic, social and political areas in which gender reform and parity is slipping;
discussed in light of the SADC Protocol on Gender and Development, which was signed in 2008 by Tanzania.
The writer of this article rightfully raises the question of whether Tanzania will meet the target. The writer also
goes a step further to try and explore the possible reasons for this backward slip. Reasons cited include gender-
based violence, early pregnancies and unfair market practices. Also highlighted is failure by the state to allocate
adequate resources to gender-based violence programmes and gender-specific issues.

An example of gender-specific coverage is the
article “The drama of not being able to bear
children” published by Mozambique's Savana
newspaper (6 November 2009) on the challenges
faced by childless couples in African societies. The
article highlights that despite the fact technology
has explained the reasons behind infertility, many
women are still ostracised and rejected by society
and their family when they cannot bear children.
The story demystifies the notion that only women
are responsible if a couple is unable to have
children, and provides an example of gender-
sensitive language. In simple language, the article
brings the legal and medical perspective of this
problem which affects 20% of the world's
population.

The article uses multiple sources, including people who faced discrimination from their own families for not
having children. It also brings in the opinions of experts. A gynaecologist presents the medical perspective of
infertility and gives advice to those facing difficulties having children, while a traditional healer explains infertility
as a problem caused by evil spirits or demands from the couple's ancestors. A medical expert clarifies that men
can also be the cause for a couple not having children and that sometimes both husband and wife can be fertile
but incompatible to one another, therefore not being able to have children together.  It is worth noting that
both male and female sources were accessed. The article is balanced and informative.

Another example of gender-specific coverage is the article
“Zimbabwe Local government association working on gender
equality in decision-making” broadcast by ZTV on 15 November
2009. The story is about the association's gender desk calling
for a comprehensive policy framework to address gender issues
in rural and urban councils. While population figures show there
are more women than men, women's participation in local
government remains low - at 8.5%. The gender desk calls for
50/50 representation in all decision-making in local government
by 2010 and expresses excitement about the SADC Protocol on
Gender and Development, which it thinks provides the impetus
to move forward. Gender Links Executive Director Colleen Lowe
Morna explains that the focus is on council because her
organisation believes it is the starting point to empower women.

Savana journalists at work. Photo: Mercedes Sayague

Councillors Dhinda and Munjoma at the  GL local government
workshop. Photo: Colleen Lowe Morna
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The article shows that women's numerical advantage has not led to an automatic increase in representation in
local government. Men still dominate decision-making processes in councils, thereby compromising gender
issues and rights.

The thrust of this well-researched feature is that under representation of women in decision-making processes
contributes to their marginalisation. It highlights the fact that while local governance has a bearing on women's
livelihoods, women stand to lose because they occupy a tiny fraction of positions of power. Sources used are
relevant, diverse and gender-aware. The story has close-up images of both men and women attending the
workshop. It also displays a file picture of a woman drawing water from a well to support some of the issues
raised in the story.

Balanced sources

An important quality of gender-aware reporting is balancing sources. A simple rule of thumb is to look for the
views and voices of both women and men in all topics covered.

An example of this is the story
“Pupils generally positive about
accounting paper” published by
South Africa's The Argus (12

November 2009). The news story is a snap
survey which solicits the views of Western Cape
students on their accounting paper. The
journalist interviewed two male and two
female students. This is refreshing as
accounting is traditionally a male-dominated
profession.

In its mainstream news of 19 October 2010,
Seychelles Broadcasting Corporation (SBC)
gave gender-balanced coverage of a road accident involving a public transport service vehicle. Contrary to the
media excuse that women refuse to talk, in this coverage a number of women in their hospital beds, hands,
head and feet in bandages, agreed to talk to the journalist and gave details of their traumatic experiences. This
story shows that when journalists go the extra mile they can come out with gender-balanced stories that provide
a more accurate picture of society.

The story “Four-year-old boy dies: accidentally locked in car” by
Malawi's The Nation newspaper (20 October 2009) is another good
example of balanced sourcing. This news-feature covers a traumatic
accident which cost the life of a four-year-old boy. The child dies
when he is accidentally locked inside a vehicle. His five-year-old
cousin survived suffocation. The article relates the events leading
to the accident from the point of the grandmother, who was the
care-taker of the child. The child's grandfather is also interviewed.

On 25 October 2009 Mauritius newspaper Le Dimanche put out
a nice gender bender with the article: “It's heating up in the
Valayden couple.” While football is generally viewed as a man's
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game, the journalist chose to interview Attorney General Rama Valayden and his wife Taslima Valayden about
the respective teams that they supported in the English Premier League football match with Manchester United
playing against Liverpool. This story is not only gender-balanced in its sourcing but it challenges stereotypes
by having a well-known couple talk publicly about sports. It is not common that women are asked to give their
views on sports in Mauritius. The picture is of the Valayden's supporting their teams, wearing the team T-shirts
and holding a football.

Non-traditional roles

The media has a huge role to play in challenging gender stereotypes through the examples it portrays of women
and men in non-traditional roles. The monitoring yielded several gender-aware stories that celebrated women
breaking into roles previously regarded as the territory of men.

An example of women breaking
into non-traditional roles is the
story that appeared in South
Afr ica's  B u s i n e s s  D a y  (13

November 2009) entitled “The Chief is not
a man, not even a legal grown-up yet”. The
construction industry is regarded as a
p hys i c a l  a n d  d e m a n d i n g  s e c to r
predominated by men. But after being
turned away by three universities a young
female entrepreneur, Mosa Moeketsi,
decides to open a construction company.
The headline plays on the colloquial use of
chief to signify that she's the boss. This
article celebrates Moeketsi's success and few can imagine that a 20-year-old woman, turned down by three
universities, would successfully run a construction company. Through the eyes of the young woman, her story
of challenges, opportunities and innovation is told, including the impact on women and youth. The article
focuses on her management and leadership skills, including a mention of how she has been celebrated as a
business leader. The angle of the story aims to change traditional perceptions about the roles women assume.

“A Woman in a man's world” which ran in The Swazi Observer (24 October 2009) is about a woman who has
ventured into dairy and pig-farming, a field in which men historically predominate. This story details Regina
Thandi Sibandze's success in the industry. The reporter is fair and writes an accurate and balanced story using
words such as: “has defied”, “determination”, “zeal” and “successfully”, which showcase Sibandze as a talented
entrepreneur. Images of Sibandze with her dairy cows and pigs complement the story and challenge stereotypes.
The writer also focused only on the Sibandze and her business without including irrelevant issues about her
personal life or marriage.

The story “Believing is the first step to success” by Mozambique's Domingo newspaper (15 November 2009)
highlights the achievements of a female entrepreneur who made her way from almost nothing to become a
successful businesswoman. This story relates the many difficulties faced by women in the world of business, and
encourages perseverance as the key to success. The story challenges the stereotype that in business, particularly
in the area of furniture, only male entrepreneurs can succeed. The images show the female entrepreneur in the
workshop where the furniture is manufactured, and in the showroom where the furniture is sold.
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Women claiming their space in politics

Politics is the most public of public spaces and one
in which women have traditionally been excluded.
The results of the monitoring in chapter three showed
that even though women are better represented in
politics in Southern Africa, their views and voices are
not reflected in the same measure in the political
category of the media. Volumes of research worldwide
show that the relationship between women politicians
and the media is a particularly difficult one. Women
politicians have been caricatured as iron women and
honorary men.

Over the period 2009 to 2010 there have, or will be,
ten elections in Southern Africa. Gender Links and
partner organisations have been running gender,
elections and media workshops in countries preparing
for elections with a view to increasing and improving
the coverage of women's political participation. The
monitoring period coincided with pre-election
coverage in Namibia. This and other examples
illustrate the key role that the media has to play in
prompting awareness and debate on women's
political participation.

The article “Women MP's likely to decline” published by Namibia's New Era (5 November 2009) is an
analysis of women's representation in politics coming under threat in the 2009 Namibian elections.
The article forecasts the decline of women in parliament and notes that if this happens Namibia
will not reach the 2015 target set in the SADC Protocol on Gender and Development. The article

maps historical discriminatory practices in the country: some social, political and economic. It also contextualises
Namibia's ratification of the SADC Protocol and declining status in achieving agreed to targets. The article
compares Namibia with Botswana, which had just experienced a decline in women's political representation
at the very time when representation should be increasing. This article is gender-aware and explores gender
in mainstream politics.

The story “Women deserve better,
political parties agree” by Namibia's
Windhoek Observer (24-30 October
2009) focuses on empowering women
politicians to claim positions in
political parties. The article is a feature
on the role of women in politics,
discussing the space open to women
in Namibia. It provides brief inputs
from political parties about their
policy positions on gender equality.
It challenges political parties to come
up with policies to empower women
to claim space in politics as required
in the SADC Protocol on Gender and
D e v e l o p m e n t .  T h e  s t o r y  i s
accompanied by images of women
looking into the sky as if they are
hoping the sky will soon be the limit
for women politicians.

The article “Women in politics” in Tanzania's The Express (12-18 November 2009) takes a holistic look at the causes
of women's under representation in politics and other decision-making positions in Tanzania. Patriarchy, according
to the article, remains unchallenged and is rooted in Tanzania, as in most countries in the SADC region,
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perpetuating gender inequality in all spheres of life. It looks at patriarchy
as a contributory factor to the lack of women's empowerment in Tanzania
and the region.

The article probes patriarchy, arguing that it perpetuates social and
economic inequalities between women and men and girls and boys.
Obstacles that hinder women's advancement in both the public and
private sector are explored in detail. It notes that influential positions
in government and the private sector are held by men who are guided
by patriarchy and gender stereotypes in deciding who to appoint,
promote, or grant benefits to. The article makes use of valuable data
to further elaborate on the lack of progress in gender parity on the
political front. For example, the number of women Members of Parliament
in Tanzania has grown at a snail's pace from six in 1961 to 61 in 2000,
compared to their male counterparts whose proportion increased from
74 to 219 in the same period.

The message from the story is that political power continues to be elusive
to women as long as traditional practice remains alive. While numbers

do not guarantee gender equality, changing the gender disconnect in politics is a first step, the article argues.
The story managed to both diagnose and analyse the problem of low representation of women in politics and
was well-researched, providing powerful insight into the problems faced by women in politics in Tanzania.

Another example of a positive story about women's empowerment and their struggle to claim new spaces is
the story “Intraparty wrangles in MMD worry AVAP” in Zambia's Saturday Post (31 October 2009). The article is
about intraparty fighting in Zambia's Movement for Multiparty Democracy (MMD) which resulted in the expulsion
of Kasama District Chairwoman Brillian Sefuke. The story highlighted the participation of women leaders in
political processes and noted how power relations play in intraparty conflicts. The story is gender-aware in that
it gives agency to Sefuke, who had been expelled from the MMD. She openly challenges the national executive
committee and also the MMD, calling on them to be democratic and treat all politicians (both women and men)
fairly. This is a good example of women who have been empowered to occupy positions in politics, a sphere
dominated by men.

An article which appeared in Madagascar
newspaper Express de Madagascar (23 October
2009) entitled “Entraide, délaissées par leur mari,
elles s'enrichessent” concerned a group of
marginalised women in the Analanjorofo region.
Although the women were abandoned by their
husbands, they had all become empowered in
positive ways. The article addressed challenges
faced by the women, who lived in a rural area.
Florentine Marcelle, one of the women profiled,
breaks all stereotypes by discussing how she
created and runs an organisation for single
women. Her organisation has 30 members and
helps women become self-sufficient and make
money. The various activities assist to empower the local women who would normally be shunned by society
because they are unmarried.



104
G E N D E R  A N D  M E D I A  P R O G R E S S  S T U D Y  •  S O U T H E R N  A F R I C A

Promoting debate, holding truth to power

Gender-aware reporting, like any good reporting,
should promote and provoke discussion and debate.
It is only through engagement that attitudes and

mindsets are likely to change. Gender-aware reporting
is not about saying that women are wonderful and
men are bad. It is equally critical of women and men,
especially when they are in public office.

An article from
South Africa's City
Press, “Bum T-Shirts
drive some a little

kuku” (29 November 2009)
provokes debate on fashion
trends, more specifically, t-shirts
that had hit the streets of
Johannesburg. The story
discusses a series of t-shirts
depicting a woman's large
behind and a man urinating in
public, which had become
controversial after they became
a fashion hit. The t-shirts had
evoked mixed responses with
some stating that they were degrading to women and others arguing that controversy over the t-shirts resulted
in a restriction on freedom of speech. A tempest in a tea-cup, one may ask, or blatantly negative portrayal of
women?  This is the underlying question.

The author correctly navigates various arguments in highlighting an item which could be dubbed either fashion
or fiasco. Multiple sources, diverse and informative, air their views. A fashion designer talks about the history
of t-shirts used for protest movements and asks whether the use of t-shirts to denounce women in the name
of free speech is callous or courageous. The item is thought-provoking and hits at the very core of our values.
More importantly, it contextualises gender rights which are being violated and scrutinises the negative imagery
and portrayal of women.

The monitoring also revealed stories
which were gender-aware and at the
same time critical of women's
performance in politics or decision-
making. For example, the article
“Women's ministry drowning” in
South Africa's Mail and Guardian (13-
19 November 2009) shines a light on

the women's Ministry and dissects its performance and mandate under a new minister. The
author probes the Ministry's output and asks difficult questions by using background research
material relevant to the issue. The author looks critically at the minister and sources appropriate
voices
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versus statutory law. While the monitoring did not
reveal many such examples, it is heartening that it
included stories on sexual orientation and identity.
South Africa is the only country in the region whose
constitution recognises sexual orientation. Against
this background, it is notable that one of the
examples is from another country: Namibia.

No matter where governments stand on the complex
and controversial gender issues, it is critical that the
media tackle these with honesty and from a human
rights perspective.  There are many examples of
difficult issues that require much more attention in
the media: for example, sex work; choice of
termination of pregnancy as well as customary law

Tacking the tough issues: Sexual orientation and identity

The article “Gays want politicians to
end stigmatisation” in the Namibian
Sun (29 October 2009) is about gays
and lesbians demanding that

Namibian political parties address issues
affecting them. In the article, representatives
of the Rainbow Association, an organisation
devoted to gay issues in Namibia, challenge
political parties to address gender-based
problems in Namibia. They express their
displeasure at being treated as second-class
citizens at a workshop organised by the
Women's Leadership Centre in Windhoek. The
concerns of lesbian, gay, bi-sexual and trans-
gender (LGBT) people are placed on the agenda.
This is a good (and rare) example of a gender-
aware story that explores sexual orientation and
identity.

Another example of gender-aware reporting
focusing on sexual orientation and identity was
a report on South African radio SAfm about
Lindiwe Rungani, a woman who underwent the
transition from male to female and briefs
parliament and a sports recreation committee
on inter-sex conditions (8 November 2009). She
addresses parliamentarians on different inter-sex conditions and calls on government to address such issues
at all levels, including at schools. The report, though short, touches on various themes, including sex and sexuality,
gender equality, sports and identity. It challenges stereotypes as Rungani is an example of someone who
successfully underwent a sex change. The story also challenges perceptions on sex changes, traditionally a taboo
topic. The story also helped contextualise the Caster Semenya debate which was raging at the time, pointing
to the complexities around sex and identity and arguing that sports administrators alone cannot address these
issues, which require synergy between government departments and public institutions, players and sporting
bodies.



them in a way that challenges stereotypes, encourages
debate and increases media audiences.

These stories used data and statistics to raise
awareness and underscore key points.  They used
local examples to draw readers in, and high-level
gender champions to emphasise the importance of
the topic. They turned stereotypes on their heads and
used fashion and women's appearance in order to
spark discussion rather than objectify. They tackled
taboo subjects such as sex, HIV and AIDS and issues
related to gays and lesbians - important stories that
have historically been living in the very darkest
corners.  And finally, they treated women equally,
relating success stories when relevant and challenging
women leaders when they were wrong.

There is no recipe for the perfect gender-aware story,
but the above ingredients are certainly a good place
to start.

Conclusions

These examples illustrate that there are still
practitioners working in the media who live up to the
title of journalist. For what is a journalist if not a conduit
through which information is disseminated about the
way we live and all aspects of our world. What
journalists often forget is their responsibility to tackle
tough issues and shine a light into dark corners.

“Sometimes as the media it is very hard to raise issues
that challenge culture and religion,” says Thandeka
Msanie, manager of Inanda FM, a community radio
station in South Africa. “Take the Shembe church,
women are supposed to listen to men. But it is the
media's job to challenge that thinking without
disrespecting the religion.”

And for the media in this region it is obvious from the
finding of the GMPS that women's issues, gender and
HIV and AIDS have often been relegated to those dark
corners. Yet the stories in this chapter demonstrated
that it's possible to flesh out these stories and tell
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