
Page | 1  
 

THE STATE OF GENDER AND MEDIA IN ZIMBABWE 

Synthesis of the advocacy, capacity building and research experience of FAMWZ – 2014–2015  

 

The media is one of the most influential agents of socialization, being a powerful opinion maker that 

commands respect from a wide cross section of society.  It can be an effective instrument for 

undoing negative views or practices, including those related to between men and women.   The 

Federation of African Media Women Zimbabwe (FAMWZ) is primarily concerned with, and has been 

working in the field of, gender within the media sector.  This work has involved advocacy, capacity 

building and research – activities that together have placed the organization in a strategic position to 

accumulate knowledge on gender imbalances and inequalities in the media to inform evidence–

based programming.  This position paper is a synthesis of the experiences of Gender and FAMWZ in 

working with leaders, personnel, stakeholders and clients of media organizations1. 

 

Why discuss gender and media status in Zimbabwe? 

The waves of women’s empowerment, which started in the early 19th century, have always 

advocated against a broad spectrum of social and cultural phenomena that hampered women’s 

freedom vis-à-vis that of men, including among many, issues such as images of women in advertising 

and media, unequal salaries and career opportunities (UNESCO, 2012).  This observation recognizes 

the centrality of media as one of the socialising agents – hence its key role in gender socialization.  

The wave of women’s empowerment has evolved overtime, taking different routes and strategies 

that have translated into the crafting of a range of international, regional and national legislative and 

policy frameworks to facilitate achievement of gender equality.  One of the biggest questions that 

the global family needs to ask at this point is to what extent these waves and host of measures 

brought about change in the comparative position of women to that of men, particularly in the so 

called developing world.  Given the media’s dual role of being a public agenda setter and socialising 

agent; scrutinising the status of gender and media in any society should remain top on the social 

development agenda of any society, Zimbabwe included.  It is important that efforts to scrutinise the 

gendered face of media in Zimbabwe and elsewhere be made in the context of the global legislative 

and policy framework on gender.      

 

The legislative and policy framework 

As a member of the international community, Zimbabwe has in principle, committed itself to 

addressing gendered inequalities across socio-political and economic sectors of its society.  This 

commitment is demonstrated in a host of measures that the nation has taken since gaining political 

independence from Britain in 1980, chief among them being its decision to ratify various 

international and regional instruments that the Zimbabwe government is now signatory to.  These 

instruments include The Convention on the Elimination of All forms of Violence Against Women 

(CEDAW) (1991), the Convention on Civil and Political Rights (CCPR); the Global Platform for Action 

and the Beijing Declaration (1995) and the SADC Declaration on Gender and Development (1997).  In 

an effort to conform to guidelines set therein, the Zimbabwe government enacted a number of laws 

to facilitate women’s empowerment, advance women’s rights and achieve gender equality and 

equity across all socio-political and economic sectors of society.  These include The Legal Age of 

                                                           
1
 Media organizations here refer to media houses, media–focused non–governmental organizations, their 

boards and stakeholders (e.g., government departments, funding partners, etc.) 
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Majority Act (1982), the Matrimonial Causes Act (1985), the Sexual Discrimination Removal Act, the 

Sexual Offences Act and the Domestic Violence Act (2006). In an effort to operationalize these pieces 

of legislation, the Government of Zimbabwe (GoZ) drafted the Zimbabwe’s National Gender Policy 

(2013-2017) which provides guidelines and the institutional framework to engender all sectorial 

policies, programmes, projects and activities at all levels of the society and economy. To that end, 

gender focal points have been established in all government ministries and parastatals to spearhead 

gender mainstreaming in all government programmes and activities. In 1995 the government 

created the Ministry of Women Affairs, Gender and Community Development (MWAGCD) to 

oversee the coordination of all gender programmes and to facilitate gender mainstreaming in all 

sector ministries.  This is commendable because it appears the necessary foundation for a gender 

just society exists in Zimbabwe. 

 

Progress towards gender equality in Zimbabwe 

Despite Zimbabwe’s progress in the area of policy and legislative reform, the legal, socio - economic 

and political status of women remains comparatively low if compared to that of men. In the 1998 

Human Development Report (HDR), Zimbabwe was described as a "highly unequal society", 

reflecting the general low status of women in terms of access, control and ownership of economic 

resources and positions in decision making processes.  For instance, though women constitute the 

majority of Zimbabweans [slightly more than half a million more women than men], their numbers 

in the nation’s new *2013+ cabinet hardly reflect this, with three out of a total 26 ministers (about 

12%) being female. Statistics show that women hold only 14% of parliamentary seats in the country, 

down from 16% in the previous parliament (MMPZ 2013).  The 14% representation of women in 

parliament owing to the affirmative quota system adopted by political parties has not translated into 

increase in the voices of women parliamentarians in the media as it usually remains the voices of the 

same few powerful women who continue to dominate coverage of women legislators.  Thus, women 

do not fully benefit from the media and the voices of women remain subdued in the public spaces 

like the media. 

 

Given the key role that media plays in influencing and shaping socio-economic and political views, 

achieving gender equality and equity will be difficult without effectively engendering the media 

sector.  Thus, one of the critical areas of concern (CAC) as set out in the 1995 Beijing Declaration and 

Platform for Action (BPfA) is women and the media.  Within the scope of the women and the media 

CAC, state parties were expected, among other things, to work on (i) reversal of continued 

projection of negative and degrading images of women in the media, (ii) improve women’s access to 

media, (iii) use media to project positive images of women and counter stereotypes and 

discrimination.  Consistent with this thrust, one of the objectives of the Zimbabwe National Gender 

Policy (2013-2017) is “to promote equal access to, control and ownership of, media and ICTs by men 

and women to enhance development across all sectors”. 

 

The gendered face of the media terrain in Zimbabwe 

Gendered inequalities and inequities still exist within the media sector in Zimbabwe.  Women’s 

participation in the media; both as producers and consumers of news is still very low owing to a 

number of gendered bottlenecks that include male-dominance of ownership and leadership of 

media institutions, strong patriarchal tendencies in both news reportage and  lack of gender-

sensitive policy frameworks to facilitate increased participation of women.  The International 
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Women’s Media Foundation’s Global Report on the Status of Women in the News Media, (2011) 

says Zimbabwe is one of the countries in Sub-Saharan Africa where women’s under-representation 

in the news media is especially pronounced; at 27% overall. There are no women owning media 

houses (0%), very few women occupying editorial positions; [13% in top management, only 17% in 

editorial departments - well below regional average of 42%], very few women participate as news 

sources and very low proportion of women to men are employed in the sector overall. Of a total of 1 

189 political reports these media carried, only 33 (public media [18] and private media [15]) were 

wholly devoted to political issues directly related to females and featured them as the primary 

sources of information [MMPZ 2013].  Of the total 1 654 voices both the government and private 

media used in their stories on politics in the period under review, only 239 (14%) of these belonged 

to women. The remaining 86% (1 654 voices) were those of males (MMPZ 2013).  Division of labour 

in the media remains gendered [male journalists dominate coverage of human rights (100%), 

sustainable development and environment (100%) and sport (92%) while women predominate in 

gender equality (100%), gender based violence (100%) and religion (100%)].  Women are still 

projected negatively by the media.  These statistics portray a media sector that still discriminates 

and subordinates women. Transforming the gender status of the media sector requires more than 

just the critical mass, particularly to influence alignment of national legislation to operational policy 

and practices.  The bureaucracy cannot be left out of this agenda.  

    

News sourcing trends and access to media 

Most journalists in their day to day work have few women sources of news and as a result tend to 

call the same men to speak on all issues including women’s issues.  According to FAMWZ (2014), 

there is significant male dominance of news in general and particularly, dominance of hard beats 

[politics, economic and business news] while female sources were only visible in the softer beats 

[gender, social issues].  Women still say they needed permission from their husbands or they feared 

negative portrayal in the media which they felt would be detrimental to their persona and 

marriages.  While efforts to provide women with platforms to speak on the issues that affect them 

and promote gender sensitivity in the newsroom and in news reporting are available, the women 

have to be willing to make use of these if efforts towards gender equality are to succeed 

 

Allocation of beats between male and female journalists 

During a Multi-Stakeholder Conference on Gender and Media, hosted by FAMWZ in 2014, 

stakeholders noted with concern that:  

(i) The few women editors occupy middle level editorial and administrative positions which means 

they are not opinion leaders in media houses, they do not influence media content; hence 

women’s voices in the media remain subdued.   

(ii) Owing to the gendered perception that women cannot handle hard news, the few women in 

the media dominate the so called soft bits while men dominate the so called hard bits, thereby 

limiting women’s voice and influence on critical socio-economic and political issues that affect 

them as equal citizens.   

(iii) The issue of Gender Based Violence (GBV) is still trivialized by and in the media if compared to 

politics and economics.  While cases of GBV had increased lately [with 68% of women 

confirming that they have experienced some form of GBV], coverage of GBV cases in the news is 

generally very low.  The few stories on GBV are often sensationalized and there are generally 
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very few well researched stories on GBV as much as is seen with stories on politics and 

economics. 

 

During the same conference, stakeholders observed that: 

(i) The media’s often negative portrayal of women scares some women leaders away from speaking 

to the media for fear of being misquoted or misrepresented.  On the other hand, the women’s 

movement has not succeeded in empowering female leaders to speak to the media and share 

their own original ideas.  Thus, male leaders across all sectors continue to occupy media space 

on behalf of and for female leaders.   

(ii) There is a general misconception that, having more female journalists in the newsroom will 

translate into more content about women or amplification of the voice of women in the media.  

Gender insensitivity in the media is still evident with both male and female journalists’ conduct, 

both of whom continue to consult male sources for news.    The issue of amplifying the voice of 

women in the media must therefore be viewed as a policy issue.  In addition to enforcing gender 

parity, such policies will ensure that media content is gender sensitive and encourage or compel 

journalists, where possible, to identify women news makers in business, politics, social and 

economic spheres and quote them.   

(iii) Within the context of the prevailing political power struggles, gendered power relations were 

observed to be rife, with women often used to discredit fellow women.  This was observed to be 

retrogressive in the context of national efforts to achieve gender justice.  Participants cited the 

example of Former Vice President of Zimbabwe’s recent ouster, where some media houses took 

a back seat while others led unabated onslaughts on her.  Both the women’s movement and the 

media could do better to handle her ouster.    

(iv) A close scrutiny shows that women’s voices tend to be represented more during the 16 days of 

activism against Gender Based Violence (GBV) and other national processes such as the recent 

constitution making process.  Apart from these few occasions, women’s voices as sources of 

news are subdued in media content.   

(v) Both the print and electronic media do not provide a balanced picture of women’s diverse lives 

and contributions to society in a changing world.  Women are often projected through violent 

and degrading media products which negatively affect women’s participation in society. 

 

Trends in media production and consumption 

There are generally fewer women consumers of news as compared to men.  For instance, in its 

recent survey, Alpha Media Holdings (AMH) found that 75% of people who read their online 

products were men and the larger proportion of consumers of data in Zimbabwe [58%] were 

women.  Media illiteracy is one of the key factors limiting women’s access to and consumption of 

media products.   Journalists sensationalize news involving women, giving little or no consideration 

to the rights of consumers; children, families, women and, to some extent, men.  Worse, little or no 

questioning happens both from within and outside the media sector on the morality and legality of 

gender stereotyped news stories, thereby reinforcing the objectification of women as men’s sexual 

attractions, homemaking wives, witches, big and reckless spenders who live on men's incomes.  Men 

have been portrayed as violent and irresponsible, but not with the same level of negative 

connotations as those attached to “deviant” women.  Journalists who promote gendered 

stereotypes through and in the media may not actually be aware of that, pointing to a lack of gender 

awareness among both male and female journalists. 
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This has allowed a lot of violence against women to happen on social media, making the media 

space threatening to most women.  This has made it difficult for women to own their opinions and 

hence it becomes safer for women to tread in issues like looks, family, work, fashion, religion, leisure 

and so forth.  The result: news production not only remains biased towards the tastes and interests 

of men, but it projects the opinions of men at the expense of women’s.  This forms part of the 

intricate socialization system that has reinforced patriarchy in Zimbabwe. 

 

Plight of junior media workers 

As much as junior entrants into any industry are viewed as the hope for a productive tomorrow, for 

Zimbabwe’s media industry today the case is different.  Graduates of media studies are widely 

perceived as being of very little use in the newsroom, according to consultations and studies that 

FAMWZ has completed so far.  This has been attributed to the little or no orientation to which these 

have been exposed regarding what they should expect in the industry and what is expected of them 

in the newsrooms.   

 

Media studies training institutions acknowledge that there is a problem in training journalists.  One 

of the problems is that while universities are trying to produce journalists who can fit in a broad 

range of media environments, their graduates fail to handle newsroom demands, which require 

specialized skills.  They concur that the curriculum at universities is more academic than that of 

polytechnics, which is more oriented to newsroom practice.  This raises the need to integrate the 

curricula of universities and polytechnics in the training of journalists.  However, this hinges on the 

political will of university authorities and availability of resources to finance the necessary 

curriculum reviews that are key to achieving this.  In its work with media training institutions, 

FAMWZ has however established that this political will and financial capacities are lacking, with the 

numbers of students enrolled for media studies annually being considered too big to afford space for 

practical newsroom orientation of university students before they graduate.  Media houses 

therefore find themselves having to retrain media graduates who join their newsrooms. 

  

Sexual harassment in the media 

Sexual harassment is a serious problem within media houses and it has been repelling great minds 

that could be top performers in the media industry.  Media managers acknowledge that sexual 

harassment is rife within media houses and it needs to be dealt with decisively.  Students on 

industrial attachment have been found to be the major victims because of their desperate search for 

space in the industry amid their questionable competence levels resulting from their lack of 

orientation alluded to above.  Owing to their experiences of sexual harassment during their 

internships, most of them have no appetite to return to the newsrooms when they complete their 

training.  Young men are also being sexually harassed by senior female superiors and not speaking 

out for fear of victimization. 

 

Gender, disability and the media 

One of the key groups that does not access media is that of women with disabilities.  The gender and 

media debate rarely mentions women with disabilities as sources or consumers of news.  As a result, 

people with disabilities are left out of critical debates such as those on gender and media.  The 

media only brings them on board on landmark seasons like the International Day of the Disabled 
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(IDD) or when the media wants to cover stories on disability.  In addition, no deliberate efforts are 

being made to understand how the media interacts with gender issues related to disability.  This is 

an area needing further exploratory research.   

 

Why is gender sensitivity not fully embraced in the media industry? 

The studies that FAMWZ conducted show that the media industry falls short in investing in, and 

upholding, gender equity.  This is because media work being a business, means that journalists 

pursue the low hanging fruit by, say, preferring news sources that are easily accessible and 

stereotypically viewed as authentic, namely men, and concentrating on things that visibly generate 

money in the short term.  Gender policies therefore become relegated to the lower end of their 

priorities.  Further, media work is so highly pressurizing that producing and delivering news in the 

shortest possible time is prioritized ahead of processes such a gender mainstreaming.  One of the 

major advocacy challenges in dealing with media houses has been to prove the business sense of 

developing key guiding instruments like gender policies.  As a result, there has been no or little 

investment into formulating and implementing gender policies, which otherwise could regulate 

news sourcing principles and promote gender justice within the media sector.  Where commitment 

to formulate gender policies exist, technical capacity limitations have stood in the way, thus 

provision of external technical support may stimulate this process. 

 

Availability and implementation of gender policies in media organizations 

All concerns about gender within and outside media organizations has always been traceable to the 

absence of gender policies.  FAMWZ has been working with media organizations to develop these 

policies, along with frameworks for implementing them.  Progress in gender policy development 

currently ranges from non–existent to work in progress, following a baseline study in 2014 which 

showed that one out of 12 sampled mainstream media houses had developed a draft gender policy, 

which at that time was pending approval by the relevant board.  Encouragingly, all media houses and 

media–focused civil society organizations (CSO) that FAMWZ has engaged are willing to develop and 

implement gender policies, although they lack the technical capacity to do this in–house.  This raises 

the need to combine gender policy development technical support with capacity building of in–

house gender champions who can then take the responsibility of gender mainstreaming in their 

organizations.   

 

Towards a gender–just media industry in Zimbabwe 

In order to bring about gender justice in Zimbabwe’s media sector the following steps deserve 

serious consideration: 

(i) One of the key strategies of advancing gender sensitivity in newsrooms is to review and address 

the gender–sensitivity of policies in newsrooms, including for small players such as community 

media institutions and media support CSOs that also interact with and play a key role to 

influence the media landscape.  The drafting and implementation of gender policies for media 

houses can only be achieved over time owing to deep–seated patriarchal systems amid a lack of 

critical gender consciousness among those responsible for enforcing gender policies (e.g., media 

managers) and those expected to comply with them (media staff).  

(ii) A critical mass of media stakeholders with potential to rally around gender mainstreaming 

initiatives in the media sector is required, and it must include all media stakeholders, especially 



Page | 7  
 

mainstream media houses, freelance journalists, community media houses, bloggers and media–

focused civil society organizations. 

(iii) Research is a key driver of the efforts to engender the media since it generates data that informs 

policy formulation.  Therefore research, documentation and information dissemination need to 

be intensified and kept at the center of gender–focused programs in the media. 

(iv) In view of the reality of sexual harassment in media houses, it is necessary to invest into making 

media environments safe for everyone.  This may take the form of instituting mechanisms to 

facilitate safe reporting of sexual harassment cases and swift delivery of justice. 

(v) A directory of women with potential to be sources of news needs to be produced and regularly 

updated.  FAMWZ has produced one copy of this kind of publication so far, and it will need to be 

publicized, widely disseminated and regularly updated. 

(vi) Coupled with the directory above, media literacy needs to be raised among women through 

training and exposure tours to newsrooms and related environments. 

(vii) Media houses and media–focused CSOs need to invest in the training of in–house gender 

champions who are capable of spearheading gender mainstreaming work in their organizations. 

(viii) Male and female editors must mentor female journalists to enable them to acquire 

necessary skills and competences required for senior roles and responsibilities in the newsrooms 

(ix) There is need to harmonize the perspectives of researchers, academics, media houses, CSOs and 

other media stakeholders concerning gender, media research and the dissemination of requisite 

findings.  These research processes must have the buy–in of media owners and managers, who 

should participate in research information dissemination.  There is a wealth of research 

information in the form of dissertations that is already assembled in the libraries of universities 

and polytechnics.  Each stream of media students produces at least 2 or 3 good quality research 

reports on gender and the media which can be useful if packaged, shared and utilized.  Media 

stakeholders that FAMWZ consulted have identified the following themes for further research: 

 

a. The interface between gender, disability and access to media and information 

b. The nature and magnitude of violence against women on social media and online 

media products  

c. The extent to which women are using information technologies to access information 

d. Zimbabwe’s news sourcing patterns 

e. Gender literacy skills within the media and among media personnel 

f. Case studies of gender mainstreaming in the media studies curriculum 

g. Best practices relating to gender mainstreaming in the media; e.g. to what extent is 

mentorship of female journalists empowering them and what change has it brought? 

h. Why more females enroll for media training and yet there are few women journalists in 

media sector  

i. How women as media consumers view and relate to news products, especially on social 

media 

j. Why men constitute the larger proportion [75%] of consumers of news compared to women 

k. Why the biggest consumers of data [58%] are women and yet they are the least consumers 

of online news products 

l. How gender, literacy and access to media services interact 

 


