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Abstract
During election time, the media has a pivotal role to play in communicating information 
to voters and facilitating their making of informed decisions on Election Day. For this 
reason Media Monitoring Africa (MMA) has been monitoring coverage, gathering data 
and providing analysis since the first South African national and provincial elections in 
1994. This report assesses the results of monitoring coverage preceding and immediately 
after the fourth national democratic election, which took place on 22 April 2009, and 
reflects findings from 56 South African print and broadcast media. While considering 
the media’s mandate for fairness and balance in coverage, the report also considers 
the quality of the coverage that deals with the issues that materially influence South 
African citizens’ lives and futures as a fundamental function of the right to free speech 
and self-determination. Furthermore, this report takes the opportunity to explicitly 
engage with questions of gender in the context of election coverage. The findings are 
based on quantitative analysis and a rating system that allows for comparison and 
ranking of media performance. MMA proposes that while the South African media 
landscape demonstrated good levels of balance and fairness in its coverage, there 
is an opportunity to develop greater rigour in dealing with topics of importance to 
citizens, in order to better inform voters on key election issues. 

Information in this publication may be reproduced, used and 
shared with full acknowledgement of Media Monitoring Africa.
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1. Daily monitoring and analysis: Each day of the election period, the 
various media being monitored were analysed, and the information 
entered into a database. A daily report based on a  qualitative analysis 
was issued to stakeholders and the media.  These daily reports were 
written by Sandra Roberts together with William Bird. 

2. Weekly report: On a weekly basis, the data derived from the monitoring, 
as well as a critical analysis of media coverage, was compiled into 
a report, which covered aspects that included party coverage and 
gender.  These reports were written by Tanya Owen together with 
William Bird.  

3. Overall report: MMA developed a media rating system. The data 
monitored was fed into a system, which enabled the media coverage 
to be assessed according to four areas: balance of coverage, depth 
of coverage, gender, and an overall rating.  Media monitoring involves 
a great deal of oversight and double-checking.  Wellington Radu 
managed the monitors and data checking, with data checking also 
undertaken by Sandra Roberts, Prinola Govenden, William Bird and 
Emilar Vushe.  

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
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1. INTRODUCTION

At no time is the role of the 
media to inform and educate 
more important than over the 
period of elections. 

Not only is this the acid test for freedom and 
fairness of media coverage, but the media’s 
pivotal role in democracy is most visible 
during an election period. For this reason 
Media Monitoring Africa (MMA) monitored 
the South African national and provincial 
election coverage during 2009.1 Of particular 
interest was whether the media provided 
approached these elections with a focus on 
what could be termed a “citizens’ agenda”, 
or whether the coverage was dominated by 
the political parties’ voices and viewpoints. 
For this research, 56 media were examined in 
the run up to and just after the election from 
27 February 2009 up to and including 2 May 
2009.
During election time, the media is a very 
important vehicle in communicating 
information to voters and facilitating the 
making of informed decisions on the day 
citizens go to the polls. It is important that the 
media not only demonstrates fairness – in this 
area the South African media appears to 
have acquitted itself admirably – but that the 
media also speaks to the issues that materially 
influence South African citizens’ lives and 
futures. Furthermore, quality election reporting 
should explore and explain information for 
voter education. 

1.     As we have every democratic election since 1994.

This is not simply regarding the processes and 
procedures of elections, but also extends 
to the fundamental function of the vote as 
exercising the right to free speech and self-
determination.

One of the fundamental roles of the media 
during an election period is to make a 
valuable contribution towards citizens’ ability 
to cast an informed vote. For this reason, it is 
of prime importance that the media adopts 
an agenda that moves election coverage 
towards being “citizen driven” rather than 
“politician or political party driven”. Ross 
Howard points out that there are specific 
tools and information that come into play 
during election periods that are different from 
those employed during non-election periods, 
and that these need to be brought to bear, in 
the service of providing citizens with the best 
possible information before they go to the 
polls.2  

For these reasons the MMA’s objective was 
to evaluate the general performance of the 
South African media with regard to these ideas, 
as well as to identify examples of excellence 
while looking for areas where there is the 
opportunity for constructive improvement. 
We used a method based on evaluating the 
media’s attention to depth and quality of 
coverage, awareness of gender, and fairness 
and balance in reporting. 

2.     Howard, R. 2004. Media and Elections: An Elections Reporting 
Handbook. Institute for Media, Policy and Civil Society: Vancouver. (p. 2)
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The monitoring was conducted by first-
language speakers who underwent training 
for this particular research. The monitoring was 
sent to MMA on a daily basis, where it was 
checked and then captured into a specially 
designed election database. In total, 17 797 
items were monitored from 27 February 2009 
up to and including 2 May 2009 (for a list of the 
information gathered about each item, see 
Appendix I). 

For television, the news bulletins were 
monitored on SABC 1, 2, 3 and on e.tv, as well 
as at least one current affairs programme per 
day. All special elections programmes were 
monitored. For radio, three bulletins were 
monitored each day, one in the morning, 
one in the middle of the day and one in the 
late afternoon, as well as at least one current 
affairs programme per day. The monitoring 
times varied from station to station. For print, 
all election-related stories were monitored 
except advertisements, letters, film/book 
reviews, TV guides, “coming events”/activities 
sections, business section briefs and sports.

2. RESEARCH METHOD
MMA undertook a range of activities for the elections, in order to encourage and 
improve coverage. This report addresses part of the overall activities. The process 
of the research is explored in this section, before looking at the rating system and 
finally the limitations of the research.  
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Table 1: Media monitored

5FM Die Son Metro FM Sunday Independent

567 Cape Talk e.tv Motsweding FM Sunday Sun

702 Talk Radio Eastern Cape Today Munghana Lonene FM Sunday Times

Beeld EP Herald Phalaphala FM Sunday Tribune

Bush Radio Good Hope FM Radio 2000 Sunday World

Business Day Ikwekwezi FM Radio Algoa The Citizen

Cape Argus Ilanga Rapport The Star

Cape Times Isolezwe RSG The Times

City Press Kaya FM SAfm Thobela FM

Daily Disoatch Lesedi FM SABC 1 Tru FM

Daily News Ligwalagwala FM SABC 2 Ukhozi FM

Daily Sun Limpopo Mirror SABC 3 Umhlobo Wenene FM

Daily Voice Lotus FM Saturday Star Weekend Argus

Die Burger Mail & Guardian Sowetan Weekender

The following publications and broadcast stations were monitored:

Provincial diversity, although limited, was ensured through the selection of print and radio 
media in the Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal, Gauteng and the Western Cape.  Monitoring 
teams in the Western Cape, the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal monitored regional press 
and radio at the source. Overall, most of the monitoring was done in Gauteng to facilitate 
the prompt release of information.

8
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1. Overall election rating: Together with the information required for the balance 
of coverage, gender and depth of coverage rating, the overall rating also 
included an analysis of the overall total of election items, the prominence 
afforded to election items (i.e. where they appeared in a bulletin or current 
affairs programme), and if there was any focus on key human rights issues.

2. Balance rating: This rating provided an overall assessment of how balanced 
the election coverage was. The rating was determined by analysing the overall 
percentage of fair items monitored, the spread of political parties covered, as 
well as the analysis of favourable and unfavourable items monitored. 

3. Gender rating: This rating consisted of:
• An analysis of items that dealt specifically with gender equality and 

gender issues.
• Items that dealt with gender-based violence.
• A breakdown of male and female sources.
• Whether sources were identified in a familial relationship (e.g. wives, 

husbands, daughters etc).
• Items where a clear focus was given to gender or gender issues.

4. Depth of coverage: This rating provided a gauge of the depth of election 
coverage and comprised the following criteria: 

• The number of sources in each item.
• The type of item (news or analysis or opinion pieces, etc.).
• The type of information provided (factual, informative, and evaluative).
• Whether items were by journalists or agencies.
• The topics covered, in terms of both diversity and spread.
• If the media chose to focus on a particular issue (e.g. economics).

2.2 RATING SYSTEM

The data captured in the database was analysed and run through a series of automated 
queries, which produced four ratings for each medium monitored as follows:
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Efforts were made to include a diversity of 
community radio stations and newspapers 
but eventually these had to be excluded. 
This was due to irregular publication, irregular 
distribution, or difficulty accessing them – either 
directly or indirectly. As a result monitoring 
was predominantly national as opposed to 
grassroots media.

The study was primarily limited to monitoring 
and analysing news content in terms of 
coverage. The research did not attempt 
to look at the context in which the media 
produce news. The latter could potentially be 
the subject of an entire research study and 
report. 
 
It must be noted that it is the nature of a 
rating system to focus on a quantitative 
interpretation of data. Clearly the reduction 
of all media coverage to four ratings is no 
substitute for a qualitative and quantitative 
analysis. At no stage, then, should the ratings 
be interpreted as providing more than a 
means for comparison between media of their 
respective election coverage. The limitations 
of the rating system are addressed throughout 
the analysis of coverage that follows.

While every effort was made to ensure that 
monitoring was undertaken in a uniform 
fashion, 100% standardisation could not be 
guaranteed because monitoring by its nature 
is a subjective exercise. 

However, this was minimised through a 
standardised user guide, training, regular 
communication, rigorous checking and data 
cleaning.

While the potential limitations of the monitoring 
have been acknowledged, it must be stressed 
that the system was developed to the highest 
standards to ensure accuracy and fairness. Dr 
Mark Paiker, founder and General Manager of 
the DMSA (Data Management and Statistical 
Analysis), and Professor Paul Fatti of the Wits 
School of Statistics and Actuarial Science, as 
well as MMA’s data specialist, worked on the 
development of the system. In order to ensure 
that the system would be useful for the media, 
MMA also incorporated key comments and 
suggestions from Professor Anton Harber 
(Caxton Professor of Journalism and Media 
Studies, Wits University).

Further, the monitoring framework was case-
tested before being widely applied and any 
new themes identified by the monitors during 
the research were discussed and included. The 
findings ultimately presented in this report are 
thus the result of an exhaustive and thorough 
monitoring exercise and data analysis 
process in which graphical representations 
of database enquiries have been generated 
and analysed. This report presents the various 
possibilities that have been opened up for 
analysis through the monitoring.

3. LIMITATIONS
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4. FAIRNESS OF COVERAGE
One of the critical aspects of the media 
coverage of a democratic election is its claim 
to fairness and that it is not seen to clearly 
favour or oppose a politician or political 
party. Consistently fair coverage is arguably 
a requirement for the media’s reportage 
of elections as biased coverage has the 
potential to unduly influence voters and is in 
conflict with the democratic role of the media. 

4.1 A NOTE ON ASSESSING FAIRNESS

In assessing media fairness, MMA’s monitoring 
noted the bias exhibited for or against a 
political party or politician for each election 
item monitored. Such bias has been noted only 
where there is clear and obvious evidence for 
it; in the absence of this, items were deemed 
fair.

MMA monitored all election items for fairness 
on the following criteria:

• Language bias - occurs where 
the language used in a news item 
clearly and distinctly favours one 
party above another, or substantially 
disfavours or damages the image 
of a party or parties. Language bias 
consists of exaggeration, trivialisation 
and generalisation although the 
notion of bias in language could 
extend beyond these criteria.

Exaggeration:  the item 
exaggerates a particular incident/
event/issue/party by the use of 
dramatic language

Trivialisation:  the item trivialises a 
particular incident/event/issue/
party through the use of demeaning 
and dismissive language. 

Generalisation:  The item generalises 
a particular incident/event/issue/
party through vague language. 

• Presentation bias - was judged to 
occur when it is clear that one or more 
parties are undermined after taking 
into consideration the complete 
presentation of the item in relation 
the whole newspaper/bulletin in 
consideration. For example bias could 
be found if an item appears prominent 
possibly by strategies such as featuring 
an inordinate number of images.

• Omission - is a result of a party or 
person not being given the opportunity 
to respond to substantial allegations or 
to an issue of substantial importance.

• Allegation - bias occurs where an 
allegation is made in the item and 
the party/person against whom the 
allegation is made not given a chance 
to reply.

11
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• Response - denotes the provision of 
an opportunity for a party to respond 
to an allegation or counter allegation.

• Fair - indicates that the item is fair and 
this no clear bias is exhibited. 

4.2 FAIRNESS VERSUS BIAS IN   
      ELECTION COVERAGE  

In the monitoring, 84 percent of all items 
were declared fair, whereas 16 percent were 
deemed to demonstrate clear bias (see 
Graph 1 below). 

Examples of fair election items not exhibiting 
clear bias include Thobela FM’s current affairs 
item (01/04/2009) that reported that the 
President, while campaigning in Limpopo, 
called on South Africans to elect a candidate 
who was not corrupt. Another example of 
fair coverage is the Sunday Sun’s article 
(01/03/2009) reporting COPE’s release of its 
provincial premiership candidates. SABC 2’s 
report (09/04/2009) provided a fair view of 
parties and political analysts that took part 
in the elections debate at the University 
of KwaZulu-Natal while engaging with the 
position that political intolerance is the main 
threat to peaceful elections in KwaZulu-Natal. 

For the purpose of assessing the type of bias 
most prominent in the media, Table 2 below 
presents the bias types in the media, and the 
percentage of items that exhibited particular 
types of bias are noted.

* Please note that total language bias 
consists of the sum total of the percentages 
for language, exaggeration, trivialisation and 
generalisation (refer to the explanation of 
MMA monitoring methodology above). 

It is clear from the table that allegation bias was 
most prominent with 36 percent of the items 
monitored being noted as being biased in this 
way. Language bias is present in 27 percent 
of items while presentation and omission bias 
both occur in 14 percent of cases. 

These trends show that when the media did 
exhibit clear bias it was largely due to covering 
allegations without allowing for the party or 
person about whom the allegation was made 
to respond. 

Bias type

Percentage 
of total items 

exhibiting 
bias

Total language bias* 27%
 Language 7%

 Exaggeration 4%

 Trivialisation 9%

Generalisation 7%
Presentation 14%
Omission 14%
Allegation 36%
Response 9%

Fa
irn

e
ss

 o
f 

C
o

ve
ra

g
e

12

ELECTIONS INSIDE FINAL.indd   12 2009/10/13   05:27:31 PM



MEDIA MONITORING AFRICA  ELECTIONS 2009

An example of allegation bias includes a 
current affairs item on Munghana Lonene on 
15/04/2009 in which Azapo accused former 
Limpopo Premier Sello Moloto and the ANC 
of not “thinking about the people of the 
province”, and Moloto was not afforded an 
opportunity to respond to this allegation. 

These trends additionally confirm that 
language, presentation and omission were 
the types of bias most frequently exhibited 
by the media. An example of omission bias 
includes SABC 2’s 8:30 pm news bulletin that 
aired an item involving a statement made 
by the DA against the ANC and specifically 
Jacob Zuma to the effect that Zuma lacked 
ideology and that voters did not want the 
ANC. The ANC and Zuma were not given the 
opportunity to respond to this. 

Presentation bias was exhibited in the Sowetan 
(27/02/2009) article based on television 
campaign adverts in which the amount of 
space afforded to the ANC in comparison to 
the DA was small. 

The article speaks of the ANC’s launch of a 
multi-million-rand television campaign to 
target voters. This item reveals presentation 
bias insofar as the ANC was given considerably 
more page space than the DA. 

Language bias was evident in the Daily 
Voice’s article (07/04/2009) that was critical 
of Zuma and the fact that charges against 
him were dropped. The article suggests that 
Zuma’s relationship to Schabir Shaik, views on 
HIV/Aids and the ANC’s behaviour around the 
corruption case had alienated many people. 
The critical language used in the article is 
clearly negative towards Zuma and the ANC, 
hence exhibiting language bias. 

MMA’s monitoring of fairness also required 
that, when bias was clearly exhibited, it 
must be noted which party or politician was 
favoured or opposed as a result of the bias 
item. 

Table 3 below shows each bias type and the 
percentage of items within each field that 
clearly supported and favoured a political 
party or politician. 
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Graph 1: Fair and Biased Items
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Table 4 below presents the bias exhibited by the media with particular reference to political 
parties. This table only includes the top five parties that the media were biased towards and 
shows which political parties were the subject of this bias. 

Position 

Percentage of 
biased items that 
show support or 

favour

Percentage of 
biased items that 

challenge or 
oppose

Language 50% 50%
Exaggeration 56% 44%
Trivialisation 51% 49%
Generalisation 66% 34%
Presentation 71% 29%
Omission 65% 35%
Allegation 58% 42%
Response 61% 39%

Table 3: Percentage of items with supporting versus opposing bias
It is clear from the table 
that when generalisation, 
presentation, response 
and omission bias was 
exhibited, these items 
predominantly served to 
clearly favour a political 
party. On the other 
hand, when language, 
exaggeration, trivialisation 
and allegation bias was 
displayed, these items 
more or less equally served 
to favour and oppose a 
political party. 

Political party % of total 
bias items 

ANC 48%
COPE 21%
DA 15%
IFP 5%
UDM 2%

Table 4: Political party bias
These trends are indicative that 
the ANC, COPE and DA were 
the top three political parties 
that the media was most biased 
towards, which is not surprising 
as these parties received the 
most attention from the media.
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Table 5, below, draws from the results of Table 4, above, and shows the percentage of items 
that clearly favoured versus those that opposed each political party.

Table 5: Bias favouring versus opposing political parties

Political party
Clearly 

supports/
favours

Clearly 
challenges/

opposes
ANC 43% 57%
COPE 65% 35%
DA 81% 19%
IFP 71% 29%
UDM 90% 10%

The trends indicate that 
when the media showed 
bias towards the ANC, it 
generally served to oppose 
and challenge the ANC. 
Conversely, media bias 
towards COPE was mainly 
in support of and favouring 
the party.

It is interesting that the media’s bias towards 
the DA resulted in 81 percent of those items 
that showed bias being clearly in support of 
the party. Similarly, the media’s bias towards 
the IFP largely favoured the political party, 
with 71 percent of the biased items being 
supportive and favourable. The trends for the 
UDM are similar to those of COPE, the DA and 
the IFP, with the media’s bias towards the 
UDM serving to support the party. 

It should be noted that the ANC was the only 
party that the media largely challenged or 
opposed in coverage. The MMA finds that this 
is not necessarily an indication of the media’s 
unfair coverage of the ANC, but rather that 
during an election period it is common that 
the media dedicates an inordinate amount 
of coverage to allegations by political parties 
against the ruling party, without allowing for 
the opportunity for a response. This issue should 
be noted and addressed by the media for the 
next election period. 
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 ? 5. BALANCED ELECTION COVERAGE ?
This section examines the balance of the 
election coverage; the media monitored 
each scored a balance rating according to 
their performance. The closer the score is to 
1, the better the score. A low balance rating 
is indicative that there is a high prevalence of 
bias (clearly favours or opposes political parties 
or/and that there is not a diversity of parties 
being covered). However, balance scores 
are just one element of the range of qualities 
one hopes to find in election coverage. In a 
country such as South Africa, with the free 
media environment, balance is expected as 
part of the practice of this freedom. 

The tables that follow present the media with 
excellent (showing a high degree of fairness), 
good (still demonstrating fairness) and poor 
(indicative of inequitable coverage) balance 
ratings. An excellent balance rating is a score 
above 0.80, a score below 0.80 and above 
0.70 is considered to be good, and lastly a 
poor balance rating is a score below 0.70. 
For comparison purposes, these ratings are 
discussed according to television, print and 
then radio.
 
This rating is calculated based on the 
combination of: the number of parties 
accessed; whether items overall were fair or 
favoured or opposed a party; and if there was a 
great discrepancy between items. According 
to MMA’s monitoring methodology, balanced 

coverage is achieved by having a high 
percentage of items evaluated as fair , 
together with offering a diversity of political 
parties’ views and voices, as well as ensuring 
that where an item does only present one 
perspective it is balanced in subsequent 
items. The goal score is 1. 

The balance rating is derived from three areas:

•	 The percentage of party coverage 
across each media service.

•	 The overall percentage of fair items 
for each media service.

•	 The level of discrepancy in treatment 
of all the political parties covered 
within each service.

The party coverage breakdown across each 
service provides a rating for the diversity 
of parties covered. The percentage of fair 
items is indicative of the number of fair items 
versus non-fair items. The discrepancy rating 
indicates inconsistency in bias towards 
a political party: for example an item by 
a particular media service may favour a 
party, whilst another item may then oppose 
that same party. A high discrepancy rating 
is desirable as it is indicative that there is 
inconsistency in bias and implies that the bias 
is not systematic because it is not consistent in 
favouring or opposing a party. The goal score 
for these three areas is also 1.

16
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The discussion around balance compares 
media with each other; firstly, the coverage 
in broadcast media, free-to-air television 
stations and then radio stations. Print media 
are discussed under their classification as daily, 
weekly or community papers. 

5.1 BROADCAST MEDIA

Broadcasters typically are more restricted 
than print media in the number of words and 
amount of space or time to explore issues. 
However, this is no reason to be less balanced 
and the results show that television coverage 
and the majority of radio stations have 
excellent balance ratings across stations. 

Medium Balance Parties Fairness Discrepancy

SABC 3 0.89 0.84 0.95 0.75

SABC 2 0.87 0.82 0.91 0.79

e.tv 0.87 0.74 1.00 0.67

SABC 1 0.83 0.79 0.84 0.89

5.1.1 Television stations

Table 6 presents SABC 1, 2, 3 and e.tv’s balance ratings. SABC 3 (0.89) scored the highest 
balance rating, followed by e.tv (0.87) and SABC 2. SABC 1 (0.83) trails close behind. All four 
stations scored an excellent balance rating. The table below reflects the breakdown of the 
balance score into parties, fairness, and discrepancy scores. 

Note: Goal score is 1

Table 6: TV balance ratings
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Interestingly, the commercially 
driven stations SABC 3 and 
e.tv were more balanced in 
coverage than the SABC’s 
public service channels, SABC 
1 and SABC 2. 

SABC’s public service channels are vested 
with a unique public service mandate, and 
consequently are obligated to provide 
more balanced coverage than SABC 3 and 
e.tv. It should also be noted that SABC 3’s 
discrepancy rating (0.75) is good, though 
there is room for improvement, whilst e.tv’s 
(0.67) is poor in comparison with the remaining 
stations. Thus, the results would suggest that 
e.tv did not consistently ensure that where an 
item only presented one perspective it was 
balanced out in subsequent items. 

Despite the good balance scores for television, 
all channels showed a worrying trend in the 
reporting of verbal “attacks” without giving 
an opportunity to the political party or person 
“attacked” to respond to the allegations. For 
example, an SABC 2 (16/04/2009, 7 pm) news 
bulletin aired FW de Klerk stating that, “South 
Africa has seen a sorry descent from the rule of 
law thanks to the ANC’s politicisation of state 
institutions”, and went on to give his views 
regarding the NPA dropping the charges 
against Zuma. This item did not include any 
response or comment from the NPA or the 
ANC, thus serving to discredit the ANC, even 
more so because these comments came 
from a former President of South Africa. 

This type of reporting is biased by omission 
and therefore undermines otherwise good 
balance scores. 

Another case in point was a SABC 2 
(08/04/2009, 7 pm) news bulletin that aired 
a controversial statement made by Fikile 
Mbalula, that Helen Zille would make Cape 
Town “the racist capital of the world”, with 
neither context nor a response by Zille. This 
item was an example of poor reporting, as 
the station seemingly provided space for 
Mbalula to air his views without balancing it 
with comment from Zille or an expert qualified 
to comment on the truthfulness of Mbalula’s 
statement. Clearly, the statement was 
covered because of its sensational nature, to 
the detriment of Zille and of the voters, who 
were not informed about the comment, the 
context and the issues through the item. 

Another matter of concern regarding the 
balance of election coverage is the high 
level of coverage received by the ANC (48 
percent). Although all four television stations 
scored well in their coverage of a diversity 
of political parties, the amount of coverage 
afforded to the ANC was very high. 

More diversity of political 
parties would have been 
preferable in the media’s 
coverage. 

For example, an SABC 2 news bulletin showed 
different ANC officials campaigning in different 
parts of the country, whilst the coverage of 

18
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the opposition consisted of a short summary 
of their campaigning activities. Thus, much 
coverage was given to the campaigning 
activities of the ANC in comparison to the 
remaining parties. However, some of the 
ANC’s high level of coverage was in some 
ways justified by opposition parties constantly 
campaigning on the “anti-Zuma/anti-ANC” 
ticket, and the ruling party responding to this. 

5.1.2 Radio stations

On the whole, the radio media 
provided balanced coverage 
of the 2009 elections. The 
majority of radio stations scored 
excellent balance ratings. 

This is notable, given the limitations of the 
medium – the limited airtime for news bulletins. 
It seems that a special effort was made to 
achieve balance in election coverage. 

Table 6 below shows the balance ratings 
of the monitored 22 radio stations. Fifteen 
stations achieved an excellent balance 
rating. Umhlobo Wenene FM (0.93) and 
Ukhozi FM (0.93) scored the highest balance 
ratings from the radio stations, followed by 
Phalaphala FM (0.92). 702 Talk Radio, Lesedi 
FM, and Motsweding FM share third place with 
(0.90) each. Almost without exception, radio 
stations’ balance rating suffered as a result of 
relatively (to their balance performance) low 
coverage of the diversity of political parties.

Certain radio stations were noteworthy in 
providing balanced coverage. For example, 
SAfm had very few examples where one party 
was clearly favoured, with news and outside 
broadcasts giving parties or individuals the 
opportunity to respond to any allegations 
made against them. Further, SAfm’s news 
and outside broadcasts clearly attempted to 
access a variety of sources.

19
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Station Balance Parties Fairness Discrepancy

Ukhozi FM 0.93 0.81 1.00 1.00

Umhlobo Wenene FM 0.93 0.79 1.00 1.00

Phalaphala FM 0.92 0.85 0.94 1.00

Radio 702 0.90 0.83 0.94 0.94

Lesedi FM 0.90 0.81 0.97 0.83

Motsweding FM 0.90 0.76 0.97 1.00

Thobela FM 0.89 0.80 0.97 0.75

Lotus FM 0.89 0.69 0.99 1.00

SAfm 0.87 0.85 0.88 0.88

Radio Algoa 0.87 0.61 1.00 1.00

5FM 0.86 0.59 1.00 1.00

Kaya FM 0.85 0.67 1.00 0.67

Tru FM 0.82 0.72 0.93 0.53

Radio 2000 0.82 0.47 0.99 1.00

Table 7: Radio broadcasters with excellent balance ratings

Note: Goal score is 1

Good Hope FM (0.78), Munghana Lonene FM (0.75), RSG (0.75) and Cape Talk (0.73), shown 
in table 8 below, scored good balance ratings. However, Good Hope FM (0.35) had a low 
score for its coverage of a diversity of political parties.
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Table 8: Radio broadcasters with good balance ratings

Station Balance Parties Fairness Discrepancy
Bush Radio 0.80 0.42 0.99 1.00
Good Hope FM 0.78 0.35 1.00 1.00
Tru FM 0.78 0.58 0.96 0.50
Munghana Lonene FM 0.75 0.81 0.66 0.99
RSG 0.75 0.66 0.96 0.00
567 Cape Talk 0.73 0.54 0.79 1.00

Bush Radio (0.42), Good Hope FM (0.35), and 
Cape Talk (0.54), shown in Table 8 above, 
have poor scores for diversity of political 
parties.  These stations all serve the Western 
Cape, indicating that listeners in the Western 
Cape would have been hard pressed to find 
English radio which presented the variety of 
options available on voting day. Munghana 
Lonene FM’s percentage of fair items (0.66) 
is low in comparison to the other radio 
stations with good balance ratings. Kaya FM 
(0.67) and Tru FM (0.50) have particularly low 
discrepancy scores, which indicate that they 
were inconsistent in ensuring that when an 
item was biased towards a political party or 
politician it was balanced out in subsequent 
items.

Note: Goal score is 1
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Ikwekwezi FM (0.54), Metro FM (0.63) and 
Ligwalagwala (0.67), in the table above, 
scored poor balance ratings, which is 
worrying since these are SABC stations that 
should serve the public interest. Ikwekwezi 
FM has the lowest balance rating among the 
radio stations. All three stations’ coverage of 
a diversity of political parties was the leading 
factor contributing towards their low balance 
ratings. Ligwalagwala FM (0.41) and Metro 
FM’s (0.24) scores were particularly low. Other 
stations did make a clear effort to cover 
the remaining political parties. Munghana 
Lonene’s election debates, for example, 
allowed each party equal time to voice what 
their party stood for and they would specify 
why certain parties were not taking part in 
debates. 

Although Ligwalagwala FM (0.67) and Metro 
FM’s (0.63) overall balance ratings are low, 
Ligwalagwala’s discrepancy rating (1.00) and 
Metro FM’s fairness rating (1.00) are excellent. 
This is indicative that they consistently ensured 
that where an item presented only one 
perspective it was balanced in subsequent 
items.

The same cannot be said for Ikwekwezi FM 
(0.62), which had a poor discrepancy rating. 
One of the glaring problems with Ikwekwezi 
FM’s balance in coverage was that it would 
name a source but failed to access the 
source, when doing so would have produced 
a more balanced report. It should be noted 
however that some of Ikwekwezi FM’s election 
items were balanced in terms of sources 
and accessibility, and thus produced fair or 
balanced analysis. 

An example of unbalanced coverage includes 
Munghana Lonene, which in a current affairs 
bulletin (15/04/2009, 06:05 am) reported that 
the DA claimed it had information that could 
expose Zuma and other senior ANC officials’ 
involvement in the arms deal. This item clearly 
portrayed the ANC in a negative light and 
yet the ANC was not accessed for comment, 
which resulted in unbalanced coverage. 

Station Balance Parties Fair Discrepancy

Ligwalagwala FM 0.67 0.41 0.77 1.00

Metro FM 0.63 0.24 1.00 0.00

Ikwekwezi FM 0.54 0.55 0.52 0.62

Table 9: Radio broadcasters with poor balance ratings

Note: Goal score is 1
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5.2 PRINT MEDIA
Because the content differs greatly over various types of newspapers, they are discussed 
separately: dailies, weeklies, and community newspapers. 

5.2.1 Daily newspapers
The following daily newspapers were monitored:

Beeld Daily Dispatch Die Burger Sowetan

Business Day Daily News Die Son The Citizen

Cape Argus Daily Sun Eastern Province 
Herald  The Star

Cape Times Daily Voice Isolezwe The Times 

Table 10: Daily newspapers monitored

The Star (0.89) was the most balanced daily newspaper, followed by the Daily Sun (0.84).31 
The Cape Times (0.83) is in third position, and Business Day (0.81) is in fourth. These daily 
newspapers attained an excellent balance rating in the coverage of the 2009 elections

3.       However it should be noted that the  coverage of elections by the Daily Sun was relatively low for a daily paper with only 
106 items in the period.

Medium Balance Parties Fairness Discrepancy

The Star 0.89 0.85 0.90 0.97

Daily Sun 0.84 0.70 0.97 0.67

Cape Times 0.83 0.89 0.78 0.90

Business Day 0.81 0.75 0.82 0.91

Table 11: Daily newspapers with excellent balance ratings

Note: Goal score is 1
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Die Son (0.79), Daily Dispatch (0.78), Die Burger (0.77), Beeld (0.76), The Voice (0.76), The Times 
(0.73) Cape Argus (0.72) and Sowetan (0.70) all provided good (fair) balance in their election 
coverage. However, all these newspapers, with the exception of The Times (0.71) and Sowetan 
(0.75), did not perform well in providing a diversity of political parties. Beeld (0.39), The Times 
(0.46) and the Daily Dispatch (0.50) had low scores for discrepancy.

Medium Balance Parties Fairness Discrepancy

Die Son 0.79 0.49 1.00 0.67

Daily Dispatch 0.78 0.66 0.91 0.50

Die Burger 0.77 0.43 1.00 0.67

Beeld 0.76 0.67 0.88 0.39

Daily Voice 0.76 0.47 0.89 1.00

The Times 0.73 0.71 0.79 0.46

Cape Argus 0.72 0.33 0.93 0.90

Sowetan 0.70 0.75 0.62 0.91

Table 12: Daily newspapers with good balance ratings

Note: Goal score is 1

An example of balanced coverage is a story in Cape Argus (19/03/2009, 
p. 14) titled “ANCYL slams city for poor service delivery”  reporting that the 
ANC Youth League and SASCO accused Helen Zille of poor service delivery 
and not caring about informal settlements. This article was a “verbal 
attack/allegation” against a politician, but was balanced in coverage as 
it accessed the politician against whom the allegations were made.
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Daily News (0.48) and The Citizen (0.42) 
scored particularly low balance ratings in 
comparison to the other dailies, with The 
Citizen providing the most unbalanced 
coverage from all the dailies. The Citizen had 
an extremely low percentage of fair items 
(0.10), which substantially lowered its overall 

balance rating. Similarly, Daily News had a 
low percentage of fair items (0.31) as well as 
diversity of political parties (0.58). The Eastern 
Province Herald (0.56) had a poor balance 
in its coverage and scored poorly in its rating 
of fair items (0.57), diversity of political parties 
(0.56) and discrepancy rating (0.50). 

5.2.2 Weekly newspapers 

The weekly newspapers monitored were 
City Press, Ilanga, Mail & Guardian, Rapport, 
Saturday Star, Sunday Independent, Sunday 
Sun, Sunday Times, Sunday World, Weekend 
Argus and Weekender. Interestingly, most of 
the weekly newspapers scored poor balance 
ratings. 
 

Weekend Argus (0.89) and Mail & Guard-
ian (0.85) scored excellent balance ratings, 
along with Weekender (0.78), Sunday Sun 
(0.71) and City Press (0.70). These are repre-
sented in the table below

Medium Balance Parties Fairness Discrepancy

Isolezwe 0.69 0.49 0.79 0.86

Eastern Province Herald 0.56 0.56 0.57 0.50

Daily News 0.48 0.58 0.31 1.00

The Citizen 0.42 0.75 0.10 0.96

Note: Goal score is 1

Table 13: Daily newspapers with poor balance ratings
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Note: Goal score is 1

Medium Balance Parties Fairness Discrepancy

Weekend Argus 0.89 0.77 0.96 0.86

Mail & Guardian 0.85 0.70 0.95 0.80

Weekender 0.78 0.61 0.95 0.50

Sunday Sun 0.71 0.58 0.94 0.00

City Press 0.70 0.42 0.82 1.00

Table 14: Weekly newspapers with excellent and good balance ratings

An example of balanced coverage by the Mail & Guardian was its Democracy 2009 Election 
Guide (17/04/2009, p. 21-25) that outlined and analysed the manifesto of various parties. 
This article adopted the point of view of the voter and attempted to provide voters with 
balanced and educative information regarding the ANC’s manifesto without adopting the 
point of view of a particular political party.

City Press (08/04/2009, p. 4) showed an example of unbalanced coverage in an article 
wherein COPE accused the ANC in Limpopo of using state resource for political gain and did 
not provide the ANC’s view on this allegation, resulting in unbalanced coverage. 

Medium Balance Parties Fairness Discrepancy

Sunday Independent 0.61 0.73 0.60 0.24

Ilanga 0.51 0.37 0.54 0.83

Sunday Times 0.51 0.82 0.26 0.75

Sunday World 0.49 0.46 0.42 0.91

Rapport 0.46 0.63 0.34 0.52

Sunday Tribune 0.24 0.48 -0.07 1.00

Saturday Star 0.05 0.28 -0.26 0.90

Table 15: Weekly newspapers with poor balance ratings

Note: Goal score is 1

Ba
la

nc
e

d
 E

le
c

tio
n 

C
o

e
ra

g
e

 ?
26

ELECTIONS INSIDE FINAL.indd   26 2009/10/13   05:27:33 PM



MEDIA MONITORING AFRICA  ELECTIONS 2009

The Sunday Times (0.51) had a low balance score, which is due to its low fairness rating (0.27). 
Sunday World’s diversity of political parties (0.46) and fairness score (0.42) is also low, but it 
has an excellent discrepancy rating (0.91) which is indicative that where an item did appear 
to favour or oppose a politician or political party it was consistent in balancing it out in 
subsequent items. The Sunday Independent has a low rating of fair items (0.60) considerably 
lowered by its discrepancy rating (0.24) in particular. Sunday Independent (0.61) scored 
poorly in its balance in coverage, due to its extremely poor rating for discrepancy (0.24). 

The percentage of fair items in the Sunday Times (0.26) and Rapport (0.34) were particularly 
low and therefore lowered their overall balance ratings. The Sunday Times has the highest 
score for covering a diversity of political parties. 

 5.2.3 Community newspapers

The community newspapers monitored were the Eastern Cape Today and Limpopo 
Mirror. Eastern Cape Today (0.84) provided the more balanced coverage. Limpopo Mirror 
achieved 0.62, a poor score for balance. Both newspapers scored an excellent fairness 
rating (1.00).

Eastern Cape Today’s diversity of political parties (0.56) and discrepancy rating (0.67, equal 
to the Limpopo Mirror) lowered its overall balance rating. Interestingly, the Limpopo Mirror’s 
diversity of political parties is at 0.00, because this paper had very few election stories. 

5.3 BALANCED CONCLUSIONS

Overall, the majority of the media provided balanced coverage of the 
2009 elections. It should be noted however that their coverage of a 
diversity of political parties was hindered by the high levels of attention 
afforded to the ANC (48 percent). Further, reporting political parties’ or 
politicians’ verbal “attacks” or allegations without accessing the relevant 
sources for comment was a dominant trend in the media, and resulted 
in many examples of unbalanced coverage. Another matter of concern 
regarding balanced coverage was the media’s tendency to access an 
inadequate number of sources: more sources would have presented a 
more critical and balanced report.
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6. DOMINANT ELECTION THEMES
There were several themes that emerged from 
the media’s coverage of the 2009 elections. 
These themes should not be confused with 
MMA’s methodology of monitoring the 
frequency with which key topics in election 
coverage occurred. 

The dominance of certain 
topics can be used to discern 
trends and patterns in the 
media’s way of framing this 
election period and what 
was considered to be 
important and relevant. 

On the other hand the themes of this election 
period can be likened to the main narratives 
or concerns that generated intense and 
sustained interest by the media. Some of these 
themes centred on various aspects of Jacob 
Zuma’s candidacy; the fairly overt cases of 
political parties in conflict with each other; 
the last-minute Constitutional Court ruling 
regarding expatriate voters; and emerging 
stories of voting irregularities, violence and 
intimidation. 

6.1 WHAT WAS COVERED? 

This section presents the key topics in the 
media’s election coverage and the levels 
of attention afforded to various subjects like 
party politics, party manifestos, and logistics. 

These results are useful in assessing the general 
trends of election coverage. An explanation 
of how the topic codes are applied is 
appended in Appendix I.

The media have a greater 
obligation during an election 
period to go beyond 
rudimentary coverage of 
political campaigning and 
party promises in order to 
provide voters with sufficient 
information to make informed 
choices. 

It is vital that coverage include a diversity of 
topics that allow for critical engagement, 
analysis and assessment of political party 
promises and manifestos and that discuss the 
implications of supporting a particular political 
position or point of view.
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Topic % of total 
coverage

IEC/election logistics 15
Political party campaigning 10
Party politics 9
Arts/culture/entertainment/religion 7
Justice system 6
Political violence & intimidation 6
Crime 5
Two-thirds majority 4
South Africa: national, including SA Government and Parliament 4
General 3
Party manifesto outline or analysis 2
Coalitions and party co-operation 2
Labour, strikes, unemployment 2
Corruption 2
Gender-based violence 2
Personalities and profiles 2
Opinion polls 2
Provincial and local government 1
Human rights 1
Rates & services 1
Corruption government & party 1
Economics 1
Diplomacy 1

Table 16: Breakdown of topics of media coverage comprising more 
than 1 percent of the total coverage
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A full topic list, including those not included 
above as they did not make a percent, 
appears in Appendix II.

The most frequently covered topics in the 
2009 election period were the logistics (15 
percent) for the election day and the intense 
preparation for the country to go to the 
polls. There was also a large share of media 
attention given to the parties’ campaigns (10 
percent) and the politics that were playing 
out within and between parties in the run up 
to the elections (9 percent). 

One of the highest-scoring topics was for 
items that fell into the category of arts, 
culture, entertainment and religion, with 7 
percent of the coverage. These stories were 
mostly about prominent members of political 
parties praying for elections, or attending 
church services. Also widely covered was 
the controversy surrounding Rhema and 
comments from churches regarding the 
question of church services as a platform for 
politicians. Of the subjects covered in this 
section, the Rhema church controversy is by 
far the most often addressed issue. 

These trends are to be expected and reflect 
the trend towards event-based coverage 
of the activities, press conferences and 
campaign-trail comments that are relatively 
easy ways to gather news and obtain quality 
footage and sound bites for broadcast. This is 
in contrast to the much more infrequent focus 
on the parties’ manifestos (2 percent) and the 
implications and consequences for voters as 

well as informed speculation and analysis of 
the differences between parties contesting 
the elections. 

An example of this trend can be seen in the 
article headlined, “COPE latest party to go 
for training” (City Press, 05/04/2009, p. 4). This 
illustrates the practice of simplistic reporting 
of the COPE leader Mvume Dandala 
campaigning on trains. The article included 
details on which train he took, his handing out 
of pamphlets and what some commuters said 
to Dandala. It could be argued that stories of 
this type fail to inform voters of issues beyond 
the latest campaign whereabouts of high-
profile personalities. Similarly, e.tv reported 
(04/04/2009) that “Helen Zille campaigns in 
Kimberley”. The story merely informed voters 
on the latest campaigning activities of Zille 
and failed to offer any substantial analysis like 
the promises she made whilst campaigning. 

This style of event-based 
reporting often amounts to 
“free political advertising”; 
by concentrating on political 
personalities but not on the 
issues that would inform a 
voter’s choice the election 
coverage can be reduced 
to a battle of personalities. 
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This can be seen through the high coverage 
of personalities and profiles, a category 
which gained 2 percent of the coverage, 
a figure that the MMA would recommend is 
tempered with more in-depth investigations in 
areas corresponding to some of the biggest 
challenges facing the citizens who are being 
appealed to. These type of topics which 
can broadly be referred to as a “citizen’s 
agenda” include questions of health care, 
unemployment, education, crime and 
gender violence. 

It must be noted that this tendency towards 
event-based reporting is a recurring challenge 
to the South African media and is a finding 
that is consistent with previous MMP findings, 
which noted that: 

“many media, instead of 
setting the agenda, merely 
reported on the events as they 
occurred in reactive vein, 
without engaging with the 
issues raised to requisite levels 
of analysis and discussion”.14

4        Media Monitoring Project (2004) Making Their Mark: Coverage of 
the 2004 Elections. Johannesburg: Media Monitoring Project. 
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One of the findings evident from an analysis of 
the topic coverage in the 2009 elections was 
the paucity of items that critically analysed 
and probed key election issues. The high 
level of attention afforded to party politics 
and event-based coverage of political party 
campaigning as compared to other pertinent 
topics is indicative that those stories that lent 
themselves to dramatic news items that tend 
to be descriptive and rudimentary in their 
exploration of causes and consequences 
were more common than those dealing with 
themes such as valuable voter education. 
There was a substantial lack of critical analysis 
and probing of key issues and information. For 
instance, party manifestos ranked as the fifth 
most frequently discussed topic in election 
coverage, but a mere 2 percent of the items 
dealt with this content. This is problematic in 
the light of the public’s reliance on the media 
to access the manifestos of parties they are 
considering voting for. 

In the 2004 national elections there was 
also a lack of educative and informative 
coverage. MMP’s research revealed that 
“items monitored were neither explanatory 
nor educative and informative in nature. 
Only 7 percent of the items monitored were 
deemed to be explanatory, and 6 percent 
were educative and informative.”5 

5.       Media Monitoring Project (2004) Making Their Mark: Coverage of 
the 2004 Elections. Johannesburg: Media Monitoring Project. 

Given the MMA’s objective of monitoring the 
media’s adherence to and furtherance of 
the principles of human rights, the findings are 
somewhat disappointing. It was hoped that 
the 2009 election coverage would see an 
increasing movement by the media towards 
more attention to the parties’ manifestos and 
the core issues facing South Africa like poverty, 
unemployment, crime, health and education, 
in other words, the topics categorised as 
central to a citizen’s agenda. Instead, the 
top five topics suggest that event-based 
coverage of political campaigning, political 
party conflicts that sometimes devolved 
into name-calling and public “smearing” of 
opponents, and Jacob Zuma’s legal matters, 
were given priority. 

The results of this analysis show that in its 
coverage of the elections the media missed 
an opportunity to engage with specific topics.
 

Engaging with party positions 
on topics such as children 
and child abuse would have 
resulted in a far better rate 
of coverage than the rather 
poor performance of less than 
1 percent and would have put 
public pressure on the state 
to address the prevalence of 
child abuse in South Africa. 

32

6.2 LACK OF ITEMS PROVIDING DEEPER CRITICAL ANALYSIS
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Likewise the election provided a platform for 
furtherance of the national debate around 
the unacceptably high levels of crime in South 
Africa and yet crime as a topic of coverage 
was only explored as a minor aspect of the 
election coverage. 

Similarly marginalised was the topic of 
unemployment. Given that approximately 
one quarter of South Africans are unemployed, 
this topic should have been far more rigorously 
debated as a key concern for the people 
who were expected to go to the polls with 
confidence that their votes were going to the 
party that had their interests at heart. 

However, there were certainly elements of 
coverage that critically analysed and probed 
pertinent election issues. For example, the 
SABC provided informative and educative 
debates. SAfm had regional live debates 
that were highly informative, engaging in 
depth with concrete local issues, and some 
of their causes and potential solutions. Issues 
such as environmental damage, disparity 
of wealth in mining communities, tourism, 
health and education were addressed. 
This included political parties commenting 
on how their policies would tackle the 
respective issues. All the SAfm current affairs 
hosts acquitted themselves in a professional 
manner, particularly when chairing often 
heated political debates. When questioning 
politicians they did not give them an “easy 
ride”, and more often than not asked difficult 
and probing questions. In addition, SAfm’s 
election items accessed a wide variety of 
sources (e.g. from civil society, political parties, 
unions, NGOs, and academia), which was 
valuable in providing voters with a diversity of 
perspectives and analysis.
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Jacob Zuma occupied a significant space in 
the media’s coverage of the 2009 elections, 
thereby becoming one of the themes that 
were touched on through various topics. This 
is not surprising for several reasons: Zuma was 
the presidential candidate for the ruling party 
widely acknowledged as being the likely 
winner of the 2009 election; Zuma’s rise to the 
ANC’s leadership position had been fraught 
with internal party political tensions going 
back over many months; the contestation for 
ANC leadership and the removal of Thabo 
Mbeki from the role was one of the primary 
causes of the schism that led to the formation 
of the new opposition party COPE; and finally, 
Zuma was facing corruption charges at the 
time and, in the course of events, was not 
called upon to directly contest the charges 
in court. These factors provided much grist to 
the media mill.

a) Corruption charges 

The head of the ruling and most popular party, 
Jacob Zuma, had been fighting corruption 
charges relating to allegations of bribery in 
a major arms deal. These came to a head 
prior to the elections with alleged evidence 
of a political conspiracy being presented to 
the National Prosecutions Authority (NPA). 
The NPA was to announce what action was 
to be taken on the new evidence, but this 
announcement was then delayed, leading 
to a great deal of speculation. Eventually the 
announcement came and the decision was 

to drop corruption charges against Zuma on 
procedural grounds. The circumstances of this 
decision and the decision itself on the eve of 
the elections generated much coverage. 

Charges of corruption against the head of 
the ruling party understandably garnered 
considerable attention, receiving the fifth 
highest level of attention with 6 percent. More 
often than not, coverage failed to make the 
link between Zuma’s corruption charges and 
bread-and-butter issues of interest to voters. 
Clearly, both corruption and allegations of 
interference with the NPA have the power 
to undermine the entire democratic system 
including the legitimacy of the elections. 
Some items made this link, for example 
702 Talk Radio (09/04/2009, current affairs) 
discussed the NPA case and the implications 
for elections. 

It was often the case that 
the latest developments in 
Zuma’s corruption charges 
and other associated items 
were presented as the main 
election news. 

One would argue this, that while critical 
information in the election season, is not 
enough to form the main body and that during 
an election period, the media has the greater 
obligation to provide more than updates on 
Zuma’s political and legal status. 
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b) Zuma the personality

In common with much 
election coverage, coverage 
of the ANC president was 
largely “personality-driven” as 
opposed to “issue-driven”. 

The media dedicated a great deal of coverage 
to the personality of Zuma even when it merely 
amounted to superficial and minimal voter 
education. 

For example, the type of coverage Ikwekwezi 
FM dedicated to Zuma often included his 
campaigning activities and reporting his 
promises, without an assessment of them. In 
addition, many of Ikwekwezi FM’s bulletins 
provided this type of coverage whilst failing to 
give coverage to other parties. 

Another example includes “I’m keeping my 
phone, laugh and sing – JZ” (Weekend Argus, 
11/04/2009, p. 4) which reported Zuma’s view 
that a President should know and understand 
people by engaging with them in public 
surroundings, hence his plans to fly SAA and 
not hand over his phone to bodyguards when 
he was President. This story was given a large 
amount of space and was accompanied by 
a large picture of an ANC election banner 
bearing Zuma’s face. This story was not high 
in voter education value, especially in view 
of the amount of space dedicated to it and 
therefore could be regarded as “free political 
advertising” for the ANC president. 

Although it is important to notify the public on 
the campaigning activities and statements 
of the ANC president, coverage needs to 
include a diversity of parties and is expected 
to ultimately adopt the view of the voter 
and not the politician and political party. 
Superficial personality-driven coverage hinders 
the provision of citizen-centred coverage, 
through the reporting of vague promises and 
campaigning activities of politicians.
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Political party conflict through the hurling 
of insults or “smearing” formed a significant 
portion of election coverage. This content 
generally fell into the category of party 
politics, which emerged as the third most 
prominent topic with 9 percent. Although 
conflict between parties makes news when 
it becomes hostile, the media ought to be 
cautious about being used by political parties 
to defame other parties. 

An  inordinate amount of 
this type of coverage was 
given to the “spats” between 
Julius Malema  and Helen 
Zille.  The most prominent 
“spat” centred on statements   
made by Malema about  
Zille, calling her a “racist, 
colonialist and imperialist” 
and Khume Ramulifho, the 
DA Youth leader, a “garden 
boy”. Zille responded by 
calling Malema an “inkwenkwe” 
or “uncircumcised boy”. 
Although  these statements  
are made to  raise issues 
for South Africans, they also 
distract from real election 
issues. 

The disputes concerning the ANC versus COPE, 
the ANC versus the IFP and the ANC versus 
the DA captured a high proportion of the 
political party conflict coverage. The amount 
of coverage the media afforded to political 
party conflict was often to the detriment of 
critical voter education and coverage of 
other parties. This quickly became one of 
the themes of the 2009 election period, to 
the detriment of other issues and topics that 
may be less sensational. There are numerous 
examples of this across the media. A case 
in point was the SABC 2 Afrikaans news 
(11/04/2009, 6 pm) reporting that election 
campaigning for that day was characterised 
by accusations between parties, and went 
on to report the specifics but had no items 
with voter education value, or information 
that would assist voters in making an informed 
choice. 

Charges of corruption against Zuma doubtless 
affected public sentiment about his fitness for 
the presidency. Such sentiment was exploited 
by opposition parties in order to garner votes. 
The official opposition, the DA, even launched 
a controversial “STOP ZUMA” election poster 
reportedly in an attempt to stop an ANC two-
thirds majority (e.tv, 13/04/2009, 7 pm). The 
media reflected much of this criticism of Zuma, 
thus a large degree of coverage of political 
parties comprised this criticism of Zuma and 
consequently the ANC. This coverage is 
possibly of greater educational value, and 
was also accompanied by much analysis of 
the corruption charges. 
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6.4 POLITICAL PARTY CONFLICT AND “SMEARING” 
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In an election period, it is 
important for media to act as 
a “watchdog” for citizens by 
holding parties accountable 
and interrogating them so 
that the public is fully informed 
before voting. If the media does 
not  act as a watchdog and  
rather  focuses  on simplistic 
reportage of what parties 
say, there is  a  danger that  
it  will  be used as a  political 
“lapdog” by political parties 
and as a tool for “smearing” 
and denigrating other parties. 

The media frequently reported political parties’ 
criticisms and smearing of the ANC, without 
providing or soliciting any alternatives. This 
stance was even voiced by Zuma’s statement 
in the media (Ukhozi FM, 15/04/2009, 1 pm) 
that opposition parties have no policies but 
criticising ANC policies. While this may be the 
case, the media has a responsibility to not only 
cover the political parties criticising the ruling 
party, but also to solicit from them how they 
would tackle issues differently and better. 

Characteristic of election coverage all over 
the world, the proportion of coverage of 
political party conflict was very high and often 
lacked accompanying analysis of the issues 
at hand or further investigation into charges 
and space for a party to respond. However, 
for certain issues, such as the corruption case 
against Zuma being dropped, coverage 
included high levels of analysis of the events. 
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As pointed out in the section onv MMA’s 
methodology for monitoring the coverage 
generated during the 2009 elections, the 
method of calculating the rating for each 
medium was based on three critical areas: 

•	 depth; 
•	 awareness of gender; 
•	 fairness. 

Good performance in each of these 
critically important fields means a larger 
score to contribute to the overall ranking. 

These three criteria for excellence of 
coverage are interlinked and complex. 
As is apparent in the discussions to follow, 
depth and quality cannot be regarded 
as separate from questions of equitable 
representation of gender issues, and 
likewise cannot be divorced from questions 
of fairness and balance. 

At several points the discussion of depth 
will necessarily intersect with questions 
of gender, and findings for fairness and 
balance should be placed in conjunction 
with those from the other areas of interest. 

While one of the noted limitations of 
this report is that is does not consider 
the material circumstances of media 
production in the methodology, some 
thought must be given to the fact that the 
2009 election period coincided with the 
impact of the global recession becoming 
increasingly obvious. 

So, while questions of the recession and its 
consequences for newsrooms and news 
production were not explicitly dealt with 
in the course of data gathering, one must 
be aware of the relationship between 
reduced newsroom resources and depth 
of reporting.
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The depth rating, taken in isolation, provides 
a figure for each medium out of a potential 
ideal score of 1. The more a medium has 
taken into account the factors that impact on 
depth, the closer its score will be to the ideal 
of 1. 

A low depth rating suggests that the 
medium could do much to improve 
the quality of the material being 
produced, particularly in the context of the 
specific requirements of election coverage. 

A high depth rating points towards 
a medium’s ability to articulate 
and engage with the complexities 
around election issues, having questions 
of human rights and citizens’ concerns at the 
forefront of editorial policy, and maintaining 
a high level of professional practice in the 
gathering of news. In this section, quality is 
used to denote the depth rating. 

In generating a continuum for evaluating 
depth, it is worth looking at the performance 
of the media in the other two main areas 
of interest in order to generate a yardstick 
for comparison. Particularly relevant for 
comparison are the scores for balance. 

Earlier in this report the analysis of balance 
and fairness points to a grading system where 
a medium that demonstrates a result for 
balance above 0.80 is considered excellent, 
one that scores above 0.70 is considered good 
and one with a balance rating below 0.70 is 
seen to be poor. Given the twin imperatives 
of balance and depth in media coverage, 
one would ideally like to use the same scores 
to demarcate the excellent from the poor 
in quality. By this logic our best-performing 
media would have excellent depth ratings 
of above the 0.80 mark while the poorer 
performers would hover below the 0.60 to 
0.70 range. However, the disparity in media 
performance between fairness and depth 
or quality is immediately evident in the fact 
that even the best-scoring medium in terms 
of quality, the Sunday Independent, is only 
able to muster 0.34 while at the other end of 
the scale Good Hope FM and Sunday World 
register 0.17. 

Moreover, unlike the 51-point gap in balance 
ratings between 0.93 (Ukhozi FM) and 0.42 
(The Citizen), the difference between the top-
scoring medium (0.34) and the bottom (0.17) is 
only 17 points. This indicates that none of these 
media services are close to best practice. 

39

7.1 MEDIA SCORECARD FOR DEPTH
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Instead these results show that quality is 
problematic across the board and the media 
monitored are all operated within a very narrow 
range of depth and quality. Consequently, 
while it would not be appropriate to label 
these categories as excellent, good and poor 

respectively, it is possible to rank them relative 
to each other as higher, medium and lower 
performing. The ranking has been divided 
further to separate out the radio broadcasters 
from television and the daily from the weekly 
print publications. 

In general, it seems that public broadcast stations did better 
than commercial ones. This is not surprising given the resources 
at the disposal of the public broadcaster, human and financial. 
In terms of print there were similar patterns for daily and weekly 
media.

The data suggests that the public broadcaster’s radio stations 
seem to be managing to maintain the highest quality in their 
coverage of the elections in their category while the commercial 
broadcasters rank amongst the poorest performers with regard 
to depth and quality, although this is not always the case. The 
mid-range is a mix of broadcasters

7.2 SUMMARY OF MEDIA PERFORMANCE 
      IN TERMS OF DEPTH RATINGD
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Radio Broadcasters Score out of 1

Munghana Lonene 0.36

Higher Performing

Phalaphala FM 0.31

Ikwekwezi FM 0.30

Lesedi FM 0.29

Thobela FM 0.29

Lotus FM 0.28

Medium Performing

SAfm 0.28

Radio 200 0.27

Motsweding FM 0.27

Tru FM 0.26

Ukhozi FM 0.26

Umhlobo Wenene FM 0.26

567 Cape Talk 0.24

Ligwalagwala FM 0.24

702 Talk Radio 0.24

Kaya FM 0.23

Lower Performing

Metro FM 0.23

RSG 0.22

5FM 0.21

Radio Algoa 0.20

Bush Radio 0.18

Good Hope FM 0.17

 Table 17: Depth ratings for radio

Note: Goal score is 1
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The weekly papers, with their longer deadlines and lower orientation towards breaking news, 
performed reasonably well in the quality scoring - certainly better than many of their daily 
counterparts. Also worth noting is that the better-performing publications come from a range 
of different media groups.

 Table 18: Depth rating for weekly newspapers

Note: Goal score is 1
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Weekly Print Publications Score out of 1 Performance
Mail & Guardian 0.39

Higher performing
Sunday Independent 0.37

Sunday Times 0.36

Sunday Tribune 0.34

Weekend Argus 0.33

Medium performing

Eastern Cape Today 0.32

Sunday Sun 0.32

Weekender 0.32

Rapport 0.30

City Press 0.27

Lower performing

Limpopo Mirror 0.27

Ilanga 0.25

Saturday Star 0.22

Sunday World 0.18
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The results below suggest that the daily papers are not very different from weekly newspapers 
in terms of the spread of quality.  This points to similar norms for acceptable practice within 
newsrooms. It should be noted that although Die Son was a top performer, the overall number 
of election items was comparatively low.

 Table 19: Depth rating for daily newspapers

Note: Goal score is 1
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Daily Print Publication Score out of 1 Performance
Business Day 0.40

Higher performing
Cape Times 0.35

Die Son 0.34

Cape Argus 0.33

Daily News 0.31

Medium performing

The Star 0.31

Sowetan 0.29

Beeld 0.29

Die Burger 0.27

Daily Sun 0.27

Daily Dispatch 0.26

The Citizen 0.25

Lower performing

Daily Voice 0.24

The Times 0.24

Isolezwe 0.22

EP Herald 0.22
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Finally, in much the same way as seen, above, for radio, the public broadcast stations (SABC 
1 and SABC 2) did better than the commercial broadcasting stations (e.tv and SABC 3) in 
terms of quality This is in line with the fact that SABC 1 and 2 have a different mandate as 
public broadcaster channels in comparison with e.tv and SABC 3’s more commercially driven 
agenda.

Table 20: Depth rating for television

Note: Goal score is 1

The notion of depth is complex and made up of several interdependent issues. In order to 
capture the complexity of these relationships the monitoring methods took into account a 
range of constituent elements. These include: 
 

•	 The range and number of sources consulted per item of coverage;
•	 The representation of regional interests and voices;
•	 The range and mix of types of coverage;
•	 The balance of cited and acknowledged journalists writing for a medium versus 

items of coverage drawn from other sources;
•	 The quality of the information contained in coverage being generated;
•	 The ways that sources were accessed and cited; 
•	 The spread of topics, in particular those pertaining to a citizen’s agenda.

This section will examine these criteria. 

Television Broadcasters Score out of 1

SABC 1 0.29 Higher  performing
SABC 2 0.25

Medium performing
e.TV 0.25

SABC 3 0.22 Lower performing

7.3 WHAT GIVES AN ITEM “DEPTH” ?

D
e

p
th

 o
f 

C
o

ve
ra

g
e

44

ELECTIONS INSIDE FINAL.indd   44 2009/10/13   05:27:35 PM



MEDIA MONITORING AFRICA  ELECTIONS 2009

Depth as a characteristic of quality coverage can been seen as a result of choices made at 
both the production stage, as well as, in terms of the content of the coverage. In other words, 
depth should not simply be regarded as being a question of including or excluding information, 
or the use of language. It can be seen as a result of a production process that is geared towards 
an item of quality coverage. It must be noted that in the same way as with gender, depth and 
balance, these constituent elements of depth are fundamentally interrelated and cannot be 
seen in isolation, but rather as informing the process of news gathering and production in 
cooperative ways.

7.4 SOURCES

The question of sources has implications for “who gets to speak” about, and in 
response to, the issues that arise in an election period. The diversity and range of 
the sources is a major contributing factor to the way that any medium constructs 
and presents its messages.

Because of the democratic role that the media plays, this information becomes 
significant. It is not simply a question of a story with multiple sources being better 
than an item with a single source, it is also important to be mindful of which position 
is being privileged by means of who is accessed for comment and what type of 
access this is. Accordingly, we ranked the media in terms of the percentage of 
the items of coverage that used a minimum of four sources per story.  Of course, 
allowances need to be made for the format and frequency. For example, radio is 
less likely to use as many sources as print coverage, and a daily paper has less time 
before deadline to collect responses from sources and track down comment. For 
this reason, we have compared media within the categories of broadcast (radio 
and television) and print (daily and weekly). 

From the graphs below it is possible to see how the various media scored in relation 
to the average in their category (horizontal line) on the basis of the percentage of 
items that mentioned four or more sources in the story. In looking at these results, 
it is important to note that merely mentioning a person is not, in itself, an indicator 
of depth. It is possible to mention a number of people without accessing them for 
their opinions, and this was sometimes the case with television coverage, which 
showed images of politicians campaigning in various provinces, without details 
about their standpoints or any quote. 
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Note: This data is based on the total number of items included in the study

Graph 2: Percentage of items with more than four sources mentioned - 
Daily print publications
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Note: This data is based on the total number items included in the study

Graph 3: Percentage of items with more than four sources mentioned - 
Weekly print publications
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Graph 4: Percentage of items with more than four sources mentioned – 
Radio

Note: This data is based on the total number items included in the study
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Graph 5: Percentage of items with more than four sources mentioned – 
Television

Not surprisingly, weekly papers have a higher 
average of sources mentioned, which is 
predictable given the longer production 
cycles for items. More telling in this instance 
is the general trend towards higher source 
citation in the public radio in comparison 
to the commercial radio stations. This is as it 
should be, given the differing mandates for 
the different types of media, but perhaps 
it is disappointing that the commercial 
broadcasters such as 5FM and Metro FM 
are falling behind in the delivery of quality 
in-depth election news to their audiences. 

This is particularly clear in comparison to the 
community services which demonstrated high 
levels of quality in this area of production.

A deeper analysis of sources was conducted, 
looking at who speaks on different topics and 
how much access is given to particular groups 
or individuals. The monitoring took note of a 
source’s role or function in relation to a given 
item of coverage, their race and gender, 
and how they were accessed. The table 
below shows the most frequently mentioned 
individual sources. 

Note: This data is based on the total number items included in the study
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 Table 22: Most frequently mentioned members of civil society

Table 21 above shows that the single biggest 
factor determining who was mentioned or 
accessed for comment was party leadership, 
with the IEC’s representative only just missing 
making it into the top five individual sources. 
Patsy Tlakula follows Dandala with a fraction 
less of a percent. The breakdown follows 
closely the popularity of the parties and 
places Jacob Zuma well ahead in terms of 
the media attention. This is not surprising, given 
the political context for the 2009 elections and 
in view of the method of monitoring, where 
a source was counted not only if one spoke 
directly, but also if one was “spoken of”. The 
data reiterates the point made earlier that 

while the elections are naturally party-focused, 
they are even more clearly personality-driven. 
A total of nearly 14 percent of the all sources, 
either directly or indirectly mentioned in all the 
coverage, can be attributed to this group of 
five people. 

On the other hand, civil society, the other 
critical partner in the election process, 
constitutes just under 10 percent of the 
sources in the election coverage, with the 
top five member groups listed below in the 
table. The implications of the lack of sourcing 
of citizens are drawn out further in the section 
on the citizen’s agenda.

Most frequently mentioned individual sources % of total items monitored
1 Jacob Zuma (African National Congress) 7.2
2 Helen Zille (Democratic Alliance) 2.9
3 Thabo Mbeki (African National Congress) 1.3
4 Mosiuoa Lekota (COPE) 1.0
5 Bishop Mvume Dandala (COPE) 1.0

percentage of total sources 13.6

 Table 21: Most frequently mentioned individual sources

Most frequently mentioned members of civil society % of total items monitored
1 Citizen 3.1
2 Neighbour/Resident 2.7
3 Other  – where occupation cannot be categorised 1.6
4 Prominent people/ celebrities 1.2
5 Religion - priest, traditionalist, all faiths 1.1

percentage of total sources 9.7
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As mentioned before, there is some value 
in considering what is meant by a source. 
MMA’s monitoring considered different ways 
in which a person might be included in an 
item of coverage: speaking for oneself; being 
named in the item but not asked for comment; 
or even being the author of the item with the 
opportunity to frame and phrase one’s point 
of view.

In 48 percent of cases an individual was 
named only, while 36 percent of sources 
were given the opportunity to present their 
own views after being referred to in an item of 
coverage. The large number of sources who 

are only named and not accessed can be 
regarded as the nature of elections, where 
individuals come to be subjects of debate 
and their names are frequently mentioned in 
relation to party politics and election events 
without necessarily relying on direct quotes or 
citation. 

One would hope that the number of people 
who are not noted by name (6.1%) or are 
photographed without being named (0.45%) 
reflects the occasional reluctance of sources 
to be named as well as the use of vox populi 
rather than lack of proper citation of sources. 

Table 23: Modes of accessing sources

Modes of access % of total items monitored

Named Only 48

Accessed & Named 36

Accessed, Named & Photographed 7.6

Accessed Only 6.1

Named and Photographed 1.6

Photographed 0.5

None selected 0.4

Author (thus automatically named & accessed) 0.1

Author & Photographed 0.1
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Graph 6 below illustrates the media’s emphasis 
on the political parties as sources and shows 
clearly how these voices were privileged 
far more than the voices of any other single 
group, and in fact, even more than all 
other stakeholders in the electoral process 
combined. This suggests that the media’s 
attitudes and attribution of value regarding 
relevance and newsworthiness is skewed 

dramatically towards the presentation of the 
elections as a “political race” with winners 
and losers. This mode of coverage comes at 
the expense of the emphasis on democratic 
processes, with missed opportunities for 
engaging in debate around issues and 
limited platforms for voter education as to 
the complexities and nuances of the election 
process.

Graph 6: Proportion of sources by group
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Source’s function % of total items 
monitored

Subject 58.4
Representative 23.7
Unknown 6.4
Expert 5.1
Popular Opinion 2.1
Secondary Sources 1.8
Personal Experience 1.6
Eye Witness 0.6
None Selected 0.3
Other 0.1

Table 24: Function performed by sources mentioned in items

Despite stories that mentioned 
many sources, their use seems 
to represent a number of 
missed opportunities in terms 
of quality, in-depth coverage, 
showing that coverage lacked 
depth with the election being 
represented, overall, as a race 
between personalities

The election campaigns for all political parties 
have the primary objective of maximum 
exposure for their candidates and messages; 
however, it is the media’s responsibility to 
balance this agenda with content that goes 
beyond the politicians’ campaign trail. These 
findings are borne out by the analysis of the 
sources’ functions; i.e. the reason that they 
were mentioned or cited. From table 24 
below it is apparent that in most cases sources 

were mentioned as the subject of an item of 
coverage, or as a spokesperson representing 
a particular group. The less formal channels of 
access to the media in the form of personal 
experience (1.59 percent) or eye witnesses 
(0.6 percent) are far less likely to be used. 
Again this suggests that the individual voice is, 
to a large extent, overwhelmed by that of a 
handful of political parties.
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7.5 ORIGIN OF STORIES

In addition to the use of sources as a factor for consideration, quality is determined by the 
diversity of areas from which news tends to be gathered and generated. Items of election 
coverage were monitored on the basis of their region of origin and relevance. What can be 
noted regarding news originating from inside South Africa (i.e. excluding those generated 
internationally and from Africa) is how views and stories from the major urban areas are 
privileged over those from the outlying areas. This lends an unfair bias towards events that 
are of interest to, or occur in, the centralised nodes of media production. The graph below 
illustrates the proportion of items that originate in or are specifically relevant to a particular 
region. 

Graph 7: Percentage of total coverage by origin
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It is not surprising that just under half of the 
items relate to the issue of elections on a 
national basis: elections are, after all, a 
national issue. In terms of the representation 
of provinces in the coverage, there has been 
little change since the 2004 elections in the 
proportions. Gauteng (down 1 percent from 
2004), KwaZulu-Natal (down 6 percent), and 
the Western Cape (up 1 percent) still share 
the bulk of the provincial coverage. What has 
shifted in these results is that KwaZulu-Natal’s 
drop from 2004 has meant that the largest 
provincial region is now Gauteng. 

This is somewhat surprising since KwaZulu-Natal 
was a highly contested region with a media 
focus on the strained relationships between 
the IFP and the ANC.

Limpopo’s coverage has increased 
significantly from 2 percent to 6 percent and 
the Eastern Cape managed to pass the 5 
percent mark, but the rest of the provinces 
remain marginal, each garnering below 
3 percent of the coverage. Despite party 
emphasis on the different regional voting 
trends and regionally determined voting 
blocs, the monitoring indicates that little direct 
reporting came from these contested areas.
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Table 25: Origin of stories by media (daily print media)
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Note: Highlighted blocks indicate province of origin for largest percentage of coverage - Daily print media
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Table 26: Origin of stories by media (weekly print media)
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The mainstream commercial print media have tended to echo the overall average proportions 
for coverage, with the largest number of items being drawn from the three main provinces. The 
exception to this tends to be regionally specific media that concentrate on stories originating 
from their area – therefore Eastern Cape Today registers it’s highest percentage for itmes 
originating in the Eastern Cape (83 percent) while the Limpopo Mirror (100 percent) covered 
local news from the province to the exclusion of any others.6 1

The commercial radio broadcasters outlined in the Table 27 tend to mirror this trend, perhaps 
with an even more emphatic focus on their broadcast region’s news. This tendency is less 
pronounced in the case of 702 Talk Radio and Lotus FM; both of these show a better range of 
regional news. 
6          However, it should be noted that this publication only generated a total of seven items across the entire period that 
related to the elections. 

Note: Highlighted blocks indicate province of origin for largest percentage of coverage - Weekly print media
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Table 27: Origin of stories by media (radio broadcasters)
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In marked contrast to the commercial broadcasters, the public radio broadcasters, stations 
such as Lesedi FM, Umhlobo Wenene FM and Ukhozi FM, are to be commended for their 
range of items representing perspectives from multiple regions. In providing information to the 
electorate about the full range of issues and happenings in the country insofar as they relate to 
the elections, the public broadcast radio stations demonstrate a greater range than the rather 
limited scope of the commercial media.

Note: Highlighted blocks indicate province of origin for largest percentage of coverage - Radio broadcasters
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Western Cape 29 10 8 7 49 11 2 7 10 6 8 8 8 5 7 4 12 11 3 3 8 10
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Likewise, the public broadcaster’s SABC 1, 2, and 3 channels all demonstrate equity in the 
coverage of items without the marked disparities that are evident across other media.

Table 28: Origin of stories by media (television broadcasters)

7.5.1 Topic coverage on a regional basis 

An interesting aspect of the regional analysis emerges when the origin of an item of coverage 
is related to the topic. It is apparent that, for the most part, the items roughly follow the same 
proportional breakdown as the general averages for regions discussed above, irrespective 
of the topic. There are some notable exceptions however. These are tracked below in the 
table comparing the overall averages for coverage to the trends for those topics that diverge 
from the norm. The highlighted blocks show the topics that diverge most significantly from the 
general trends, thereby indicating a particular regional concern emphasised in the election 
coverage. 

These topics include the high proportion of items dealing with violence and intimidation 
emerging from KwaZulu-Natal and the emphasis on service delivery as a topic of concern in 
the North West. 
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Eastern Cape 4 4 5 3
Free State 3 1 3 1
Gauteng 5 10 10 13
KwaZuluNatal 9 12 7 10
Limpopo Province 1 3 4 4
Mpumalanga 2 1 2 2
North West 0 3 4 3
Northern Cape 1 1 2 2
Western Cape 12 7 8 9
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Note: Highlighted blocks indicate province of origin for largest percentage of coverage - Television broadcasters
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7.6 PRODUCTION OF ITEMS BY JOURNALISTS AND STAFF WRITERS VERSUS 
      AGENCY REPORTS
One of the major factors in the quality of a publication or broadcaster’s output is who gathers 
and develops the material. In normal circumstances, news agency reports from outside the 
newsroom are frequently circulated and provide access to a range of stories that would 
otherwise be left unreported if staff writers were the only way of generating coverage. 

Monitoring of this election period’s coverage shows that over 90 percent of the items are 
generated by journalists on the staff of a publication or broadcaster. This provides an opportunity 
to ensure that content is in line with a given organisation’s particular agenda and is guided by 
their specific editorial policy. This should result in a coherent approach to stories and build up 
a complex and nuanced range of reports. 

Whilst the data shows that, by virtue of the number of individual journalists’ reports, the South 
African media is well positioned to take this approach, the evaluation of the coverage based 
on the other criteria of depth of content suggests that this opportunity is being missed. 
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National 49 39 38 22 25 32 33 9 32 29 26
Eastern Cape 5 5 11 9 0 0 0 5 0 7 6
Free State 2 0 3 5 0 0 0 1 2 5 2
Gauteng 12 49 8 14 21 3 22 38 7 12 5
KwaZuluNatal 9 5 16 4 11 0 22 3 6 10 37
Limpopo Province 6 15 4 9 4 24 11 12 2 14 9
Mpumalanga 2 0 1 6 11 11 0 4 2 7 3
North West 3 5 6 14 0 0 0 2 2 4 3
Northern Cape 2 0 0 4 0 13 0 1 1 2 1
Western Cape 9 10 13 13 21 18 11 17 44 10 7

Table 29: Challenges to the trends of regional representation in specific topic areas

Note: Blocks that are highlighted show significantly higher than average areas of regional emphasis for given topics.
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7.7 TYPE OF ITEMS OF COVERAGE

In past election monitoring (19997 and 20048 ) by the MMP the findings showed that the 
coverage lacked agenda-setting and reverted to mostly descriptive treatment in a reactive 
vein. In this light it is necessary to examine the types of coverage that are generated as these 
are significant when considering depth and quality of coverage. News stories, factual and 
event-orientated, are critical to giving audiences important information about political parties, 
conflict and happenings relating to the election. There is nothing intrinsic to a news item that 
suggests that it is not a platform for depth of coverage, but these types of stories tend to be 
limited, descriptive, and largely unanalytical. They also make up the single biggest category 
of coverage – about 66 percent of the total items monitored in this election session. Editorial 
(24 percent) and opinion (4 percent) stand in contrast to this dominant mode of election 
coverage, as is evident in the graph below.

7.       Media Monitoring Project (1999) So What’s News in the Elections? Events Not Issues: An Analysis of Media Coverage of the 1999 Elections. 
Johannesburg: Media Monitoring Project
8.      Media Monitoring Project (2004) Making Their Mark: Coverage of the 2004 Elections. Johannesburg: Media Monitoring Project
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Production decisions determine where a particular story will be placed in a given edition; who 
will be accessed to provide the information in the form of sources; who is responsible for the 
information-gathering and their role within the production process; and what the mode will 
be for the communication of this information. In these regards the South African media can 
generally be said to have delivered quality coverage of the 2009 national elections. 

This however does not accurately address the questions about the quality of the content of 
coverage. Quality can be evaluated in terms of the depth and consideration that the material 
produced by media demonstrates, but equally, assessment of quality needs to consider what 
should ideally be covered in an election period and look to the absences of certain messages 
and content. 

As discussed earlier in this report, the relationship between election 
coverage and the citizen’s right of access to correct and coherent 
information is elaborated on, in detail, at various points in this report. 
Nonetheless, it is necessary at this stage to emphasise that the 
media’s role cannot simply be to report on events as they occur. 
News happens in a broader context and generally news stories do 
not lend themselves to providing in-depth background to an event 
or interrogating how it may impact, or be impacted upon, by some of 
the larger issues at stake. Failure to provide coverage with attention 
to issues of citizen education, human rights and topics salient to 
national debate is a failure to properly engage with the duty the 
media has in a democratic system. 
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8. QUALITY OF CONTENT

8.1 MEDIA AND THE OBLGATION TO THE VOTER AUDIENCE  
      TO DELIVER QUALITY CONTENT

6262
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By virtue of the weight carried by the news story, depth (as a primary criterion of coverage) 
has been evaluated in this study using the following characteristics:

•	 Context basic – Whether a story provides statistics or facts as the basis 
for reporting

•	 Context in-depth – Whether a story points out broader social 
consequences, patterns of events or implications for people involved

•	 Causes – Whether a story explores causes or reasons for an event that 
is being reported

•	 Consequences – Whether the story describes the consequences of 
the issue and how it impacts on society

•	 Solutions – Whether the story offers solutions, means for addressing the 
problem or recommendations for a course of action

•	 Relevant legislation – Whether the story ties the event to questions of 
legislation or policy 

•	 Citizen’s perspective – Whether the story attempts to provide a 
citizen’s perspective, where this entails the voter’s point of view over 
the politician’s. This can also include considering information the 
reader might need to make an informed vote. 

•	 Gender perspective – Refers to whether men and women are treated 
differently for a given item of news, and whether it takes into account 
the different effect an event or issue may have depending on 
gender. This is seen as a positive attribute of a story.

•	 Gender omission – Whether an item only takes into account the 
implications for one gender group and neglects how the other may 
be affected by the relevant issue discussed. This is seen as a negative 
attribute of a story.
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In the table below it is possible to see 
the average percentage of stories that 
demonstrated evidence of these different 
criteria for depth of coverage.

Table 30: Percentage of total 
number of items demonstrating 
characteristics of depth

While each story could possibly have several 
different qualities of depth present, and many 
do, the data shows that the clear majority 
of the items of election media coverage 
are dominated by a basic factual style of 
reporting. In comparison, only 49 percent of 
items went further to establish a context for 
the reporting and make explicit connections 
to broader social issues. 

In terms of analysis, a solid 60 percent of the 
items monitored explored the causes behind 
the topic being covered, but only around 
24 percent of the stories probed either the 
consequences or possible solutions that were 
involved in each case. 

Perhaps the most worrying figure in this section 
of data analysis is the poor level of information 
in coverage that deals with the citizen’s 
perspective, an area of consideration that is 
critical enough to warrant separate discussion 
later in the report.

The tables that follow offer a slightly more 
nuanced analysis of the type of coverage 
each topic received. Elsewhere in this report 
there is an analysis of the broad treatment 
of the various topics, while the table below 
interrogates how the depth and quality of 
coverage is quite different for different topics.

The range of topics in each group is telling. 
It suggests that there are certain areas that 
the media subjects to more scrutiny in terms 
of causality, consequence and potential 
solutions than others. The quality coverage 
of the topics listed in table 32 shows a topic 
with only a few items out of the total that 
demonstrate the criteria for depth and quality. 
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Characteristics of depth %
CB - Context basic 91.4
Y - Causes 49.0
CI - Context in-depth 60.2
O - Consequences 24.4
S - Solutions 19.0
CP - Citizen’s perspective 9.7
L - Relevant legislation 6.8
GP - Gender perspective 0.7
GO - Gender ommission 1.0

8.2 DEPTH AFFORDED TO DIFFERENT     
      STORIES
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This suggests that these topics are tackled 
in superficial ways and that the ideas and 
issues underpinning these topics are taken 
for granted by the media in general. This is 
problematic given that these topics alone 
accounted for nearly 35 percent of the total 
items monitored. 

Some of the topics in this section, such 
as sport, arts and culture and personality 
profiles, tend to lend themselves to more 
superficial discussion and a lack of attention 
to questions of causality, consequence and 
potential solutions does not necessarily make 
them poor in quality. However, other topics 
almost by definition demand a more critical 
engagement. 

This is particularly true of the topic of race and 
racism in a country like South Africa, where 
race is highly emotive, racism is apparent, 
and claims are made that the electorate is 
polarised along racial lines. For this topic to 
be one of those where the coverage tends 
to be reduced to a basic level is troubling. For 
similar reasons, it is problematic that crime is 
treated in an equally superficial manner. It is 
something that materially affects citizens. 

In addition, given the highly contested nature 
of the 2009 elections, the discussion of a 
potential two-thirds majority was not given 
the critical attention that it deserved, and 
despite making up over 12 percent of the total 
coverage, the topic of party politics seems 
to have been handled in a fairly simplistic 
manner. 

On the other hand, the group of topics 
showing a high proportion of items that meet 
the criteria for depth and quality should be 
acknowledged for their positive contribution 
to communicating to voters the complexity 
and nuanced nature of the topics being 
dealt with. 

The topics that are dealt with in this way 
tend to have been earmarked for special 
attention under a citizen’s agenda. They 
include gender and gender-based violence, 
HIV/Aids, land issues, health, and rates and 
services. However, as is discussed in the 
following section, the actual number of items 
of coverage dealing with these concerns is 
particularly low. What is positive to note is the 
fact that the critically important coverage of 
the IEC’s election logistics and the media’s 
voter education reporting shows that the 
quality in these areas was far above average.

The topics listed in Table 21 are some of the 
topics that are complex and form part of what 
is frequently contested terrain in the South 
African context, and so the consideration with 
which they are handled is very encouraging. It 
points towards a best practice that groups such 
as MMA encourage and confirms that within 
the South African media there are journalists 
and editors producing excellent material 
critical to the national debate. However, 
in contrast to the other grouping, the high-
quality coverage accounts for only about 11 
percent of the total coverage monitored. It 
would be a very positive outcome if more was 
done to improve this proportion.
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Table 31: Topics with the greatest number of items demonstrating depth criteria
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Science 100 100 50 100 50 0 0 50 0.01

Gender based violence 100 75 25 50 50 25 0 0 0.02

Gender 78 80 32 41 14 32 3 12 0.3

Development 67 80 49 43 35 3 1 9 0.6

HIV/Aids 64 73 36 55 23 5 0 9 0.1

Voter Education & registration 59 66 40 38 30 1 1 11 1.1

Poverty 56 65 41 12 47 0 9 5 0.5

Affirmative Action 58 50 33 25 0 0 0 67 0.1

Party manifesto outline or analysis 63 69 42 29 19 2 1 5 3.7

TRC 77 85 0 23 23 0 0 23 0.1

Health 61 64 46 29 25 0 0 4 0.2

Rates & Services 65 65 29 31 26 0 4 5 1.5

Land 66 66 37 18 24 0 0 13 0.2

Provincial and Local Govt 63 75 46 19 10 0 0 8 1.9

Human Rights 56 57 29 26 23 2 1 26 0.7

Percentage of total coverage demonstrating high levels of quality 11.1
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Table 32: Topics with fewest depth indicators Q
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Demonstrations 36 63 25 22 22 2 1 3 0.5

Coalitions and party co-operation 46 63 25 24 5 0 2 2 1.3

Crime 46 56 26 23 5 1 0 11 1.2

War on terror and terrorism 0 67 0 67 0 0 33 0 0.02

Economics 39 63 29 25 7 0 1 3 1.3

Party politics 53 63 15 15 6 1 0 3 12.2

Diplomacy 54 48 21 15 8 0 4 6 0.3

Two-thirds majority 44 57 26 12 2 1 5 8 0.9

Corruption 46 52 25 13 8 0 1 11 1.7

Race and racism 41 51 18 18 22 4 0 2 0.3

Political party campaigning 40 54 21 19 8 1 2 3 12.3

Arts/culture/entertainment/religion 40 61 17 13 11 0 4 1 0.6

Personalities and profiles 55 51 9 9 10 0 0 5 1.9

Sport 27 54 15 8 23 0 0 0 0.2

Children/child abuse 22 56 0 11 11 0 0 11 0.1

Percentage of total coverage demonstrating low levels of quality 34.9
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9. CITIZENS AGENDA

All election items were assessed in terms 
of whether they provided a “citizen 
perspective”. According to MMA’s  
monitoring methodology, a story that adopts 
a citizen perspective or agenda must clearly 
be in the interests of the voter, rather than 
passively reporting on the point of view of 
the politicians or political party without further 
analysis. The understanding of the citizen’s 
agenda is derived, in part, from an SAfm radio 
conference, held in conjunction with Media 
Monitoring Africa, which consulted leading 
media experts9 to deliberate on the expected 
role of the media during the 2009 elections 
(25/01/2009). Follow-up interviews were then 
conducted with these experts. Quotes from 
these interviews are used in support of the 
monitoring results. 

In the discussion, aired on SAfm, the 
participants agreed on the need for the media 
to be voter/citizen centric during the election 
period. This would require media to provide the 

9.     The experts were Paula Fray (Director of Inter Press Services), 
Kate Skinner (Co-ordinator of the “Save our SABC” Coalition), Guy 
Berger (Head of the Media School at Rhodes University), and Tawana 
Kupe (Dean of Humanities and former Head of Media Studies at Wits 
University)

voter with the essential information required 
to cast an informed vote. This entails moving 
beyond superficial event-based coverage. 
Follow-up interviews were conducted with 
the experts after the election period, in which 
the question was posed: “To what extent did 
the media fulfil their role in the elections, in 
particular adopting a “citizen’s agenda” (i.e. 
the citizen’s interest as supreme)?”. 

Overall, about 10 percent of 
the media’s election items 
provided a citizen perspective/
agenda. This low score speaks 
volumes about the media’s 
adoption of a “politician’s 
perspective” and thus its failure 
to hold the voter as supreme 
in the 2009 elections. This is in 
line with statements from the 
media experts. 
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9.1 ELECTION COVERAGE AND THE CITIZEN’S AGENDA

This section considers media experts’ views and MMA monitoring results in assessing the 
media’s adoption or delivery of a “citizen’s agenda” during the 2009 elections. This means 
keeping the citizen central in discussing election issues and using citizens as sources, which 
we can see from the earlier section was seldom done.
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There were pockets of good work that 
reflected a citizen’s agenda but the 
overwhelming impression is that the media 
continued to cover “statements” rather than 
examine substantive issues that indicate a 
citizen’s agenda. suggested Paula Fray in an 
interview with MMA in July 2009. 

Similarly, Tawana Kupe argued that the media 
adopted a citizen’s agenda, to a very limited 
extent and mostly “informed voters about 
what parties and candidates were saying or 
doing” (interview with MMA, July 2009).

The interviewees also expressed concern 
about the sensationalist nature of coverage, 
which further served to undermine information 
which was of importance for citizens. 

The media at times was very sensationalist, for 
instance in the inordinate amount of coverage  
given to the Julius Malema/Helen Zille spats, in 
the view of Kate Skinner (interview with MMA, 
July 2009). Similarly, Kupe argued that “there 
was a heavy focus on Julius Malema which 
became an obsession, and reduced the 
election to a circus of ‘Malemaism’” (interview 
with MMA, July 2009).

These opinions are supported by both 
the topics in the previous section and the 
monitoring findings about citizen’s perspective 
in Table 33 below, which presents the 
percentage of election items that adopted 
a citizen perspective/agenda per topic, as 
a percentage of the total election items. 
The scores indicate that the media generally 
failed to provide election coverage that 
adopted a citizen’s agenda. Please note that 
gender-based violence and science have a 
substantially higher score in comparison to 
the others because the numbers of election 
items dedicated to them were very low. 
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Topic Number of 
items

Items noted as 
demonstrating 

citizen’s 
perspective 

% of items 
with citizen’s 
perspective

Gender-based violence 4 3 75
Science 2 1 50
Poverty 40 17 43
Development 99 35 35
Poverty 51 17 33
War on terror & terrorism 3 1 33
Voter education & registration 181 54 30
Health 36 10 28
Rates & services 269 70 26
Land 39 10 26
Human rights 128 31 24
Demonstrations 93 22 24
TRC 13 3 23
Housing 52 12 23
Opinion polls 361 82 23
HIV/Aids 23 5 22
Race & racism 56 12 21
Sport 28 6 21
Labour, strikes, unemployment 193 38 20
Party manifesto outline or analysis 628 122 19
Disaster 27 5 19
Children/child abuse 11 2 18
Black economic empowerment 19 3 16
General 676 102 15
Gender 62 9 15
Election funding 74 9 12

Table 33: Election items that adopted a “citizen agenda/perspective”
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Topic Number of 
items

Items noted as 
demonstrating 

citizen’s 
perspective

% of items 
with citizen’s 
perspective

Provincial and local government 348 39 11
South Africa: national, including SA 
government & parliament 610 65 11

Personalities and profiles 337 35 10
Arts/culture/entertainment/religion 107 11 10
Refugees 10 1 10
Corruption government & party 213 21 9.9
Media 197 19 9.6
IEC/election logistics 3490 330 9.5
Corruption 299 26 8.7
International politics 62 5 8.1
Environment 25 2 8.0
Political party campaigning 
(last resort) 2146 167 7.8

Diplomacy 53 4 7.5
Economics 234 16 6.8
Education 112 7 6.3
Party politics 2142 133 6.2
Justice system 1297 77 5.9
Political violence & intimidation 868 50 5.8
Election fraud 127 7 5.5
Coalitions and party co-operation 241 12 5.0
Crime 204 10 4.9
Two-thirds majority 160 4 2.5
Affirmative action 12 0 0.0
Death penalty 4 0 0.0
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Election coverage regarding issues of concern 
to voters, such as crime (citizen’s perspective 
in 5 percent of items), education (citizen’s 
perspective in 6 percent of items) and 
children/child abuse (citizen’s perspective 
in 11 percent of items), seldom included a 
citizen perspective. The same can be said for 
poverty (citizen’s perspective in 35 percent 
of items), HIV/Aids (citizen’s perspective 
in 23 percent of items) and labour/strikes/
unemployment (citizen’s perspective in 17 
percent of items), despite the slightly higher 
scores. These issues are amongst the major 
problems facing South Africa. Fray reiterated 
this point in her comment: “Key issues such 
as gender and poverty [of concern to many 
citizens] were overlooked.”

The interviewees also felt that the media 
missed an opportunity to provide a significant 
platform for engagement between voters 
and politicians. 

“[Media failed to] provide 
significant spaces for citizens 
as potential voters to say what 
kind of issues they wanted 
parties and candidates to 
focus on” 

but rather appeared to conflate citizens as 
potential voters with party supporters who 
attend rallies, thus TV party supporters10 were 
given a voice and the media took this as 
adopting a citizen agenda. (Tawana Kupe)
10.       Party supporters present as audience in television debates

“[The media could have done more. There was 
a lack of] compelling round table discussions 
on key issues faced by voters.” (Kate Skinner) 

Despite this overall lack of citizen’s agenda 
and perspective, some coverage was 
commendable. For example, the Mail & 
Guardian (17-23/04/2009) provided a five-
page “Election Guide” offering valuable 
information to voters, such as:

•	 A tally of the ANC government’s 
big wins and losses since the 
promises made during the last 
election.

•	 Plans and promises of the main 
political parties i.e. ANC, DA, 
COPE, ACDP, IFP, ID and UDM, 
which were also assessed for 
validity and sustainability. 

•	 A profile of the main political 
parties as well as their leaders.

•	 A feature that explored what 
some of the smaller political 
parties are about, including 
Women Forward, New Vision 
Party, Kiss, Ximoko, APC and A 
Party. Information was provided 
on their respective membership 
size, origin, branches and issues 
they focus on.
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The election guide informed voters about 
political party manifestos, educated voters 
on the political parties (i.e. leaders, origin, 
history), and enabled voters to assess the 
validity of these plans and promises. In 
addition, it explored the ruling party’s delivery 
on previous manifestos and promises made. 
 
A good example of coverage that clearly 
included a citizen’s perspective was 
“Masiphumelele voters want ‘wealth and 
good living’” (Weekend Argus, 11/04/2009, 
p.10), about poverty in the area. The 
Weekend Argus dedicated a large amount 
of space to the article and accompanying 
picture, and interviewed or quoted residents 
of Masiphumelele and thus provided a 
platform for these residents to participate 
in democracy. The article effectively 
highlighted the extreme poverty and hardship 
the residents were experiencing, their 
expectations of government and their views 
on how government had failed them. 

Other media providers also gave significant 
space and a voice to citizens as potential 
voters. For example the Mail & Guardian 
(17/04/2009, p.16-20) dedicated five pages 
to a feature called “Mzansi Voters” which 
went into the homes and workplaces of eight 
ordinary South Africans from six provinces 
and asked the question “Who will you vote 
for and why?”. This coverage allowed these 
ordinary citizens substantial space to voice 
their reasons for voting for a particular party. 
The participants provided their views on 
various political parties’ performances in their 
respective specific fields of expertise. 

For example, the doctor interviewed spoke 
of government’s service delivery in the health 
system. Other citizens interviewed included a 
teacher, taxi driver, panel beater, activist, ex-
police officer, shopkeeper and pensioner. This 
feature provided a fascinating window into 
the lives of South African citizens who lead 
very different lives, and their views on which 
party could be the solution, so that they can 
lead better lives. 

The news media have tended, in this and 
previous elections, to allow politicians to 
speak to the party’s stated position relatively 
unchallenged. 

The problem with the media failing to 
incorporate a citizen’s agenda and 
citizen’s perspectives is that it means 
that for many voters there is no 
other way to obtain the information 
necessary to make informed voting 
decisions: journalists should become 
the voice of the voters in this period. 

Perhaps the chief concern when it comes to 
monitoring the quality of election coverage 
is not simply what the media includes or 
excludes, but how these inclusions and 
exclusions shape the discourse. On analysis, 
these elections were dealt with in such a 
way that, while they were balanced in terms 
of fairness to the political parties, they were 
shallow. This is to the detriment of the voters 
– the most significant stakeholders when it 
comes to election information.
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9.2  THE PUBLIC BROADCASTER’S “CITIZEN’S AGENDA”

The role of the SABC as the public service broadcaster is perhaps the 
most vital during an election period. As the biggest broadcaster in the 
country with the greatest audience, the SABC has immense power and 
potential. Higher expectations to deliver voter/citizen centric election 
coverage are placed on the SABC due to its unique public service 
mandate. Unfortunately, in keeping with other media, it did not meet this 
expectation. About 9 percent of the SABC’s election coverage provided 
a citizen perspective/agenda, which is below the media’s average of 10 
percent. 

Relevant coverage of the core issues facing the country is a key factor in 
the media providing a citizen agenda/perspective. The SABC’s coverage 
and engagement with most of South Africa’s key challenges was found 
wanting, as evident in Table 34 presented below. There was minimal 
coverage of poverty (0.5 percent),  HIV/Aids (0.1 percent), unemployment/
labour/strikes (1 percent), children/child abuse (0.05 percent), crime (1 percent) 
and education (0.7 percent), with most of the issues not even achieving 
a percentage point. 

The SABC’s low levels of attention to these issues are indicative of its failure 
to adequately deliver citizen-centric election coverage. This trend is 
largely similar to the rest of the media, but the SABC is obligated to offer 
a distinct service. 

Please note in Table 34 below, the percentage value in the corruption 
and justice system codes largely comprises the issue of Jacob Zuma and 
charges laid by the NPA, as opposed to the workings of the justice system 
for citizens in general. On the other hand, the corruption government & 
party code refers to corruption in government such as within Home Affairs, 
as well as corruption within political parties. 
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Topic Ave %

IEC/election logistics 24

Party politics 14

Political party campaigning (last resort only) 11

Justice system 8

Political violence & intimidation 6

Party manifesto 5

General 3

South Africa – national, including SA government & parliament 3

Provincial and local government 2

Opinion polls 2

Rates & services 2

Personalities and profiles 2

Coalitions and party co-operation 1

Corruption 1

Economics 1

Voter education & registration 1

Corruption government & party 1

Crime 1

Table 34: SABC’s topic coverage breakdown >1%
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The following topics do not appear in the 
table above because the level of attention 
afforded them by the public broadcaster 
was so low that it did not rate a percentage 
at all:

•	 Labour, strikes, unemployment;
•	 Human rights;
•	 Two-thirds majority;
•	 Election fraud;
•	 Demonstrations;
•	 Education;
•	 Development;
•	 Poverty;
•	 Arts/culture/entertainment/religion;
•	 Housing;
•	 Gender;
•	 Land;
•	 Election funding;
•	 Race & racism;
•	 Diplomacy;
•	 Health;
•	 Sport;
•	 Disaster;
•	 Environment;
•	 HIV/Aids;
•	 Black economic empowerment;
•	 Refugees;
•	 Children/child abuse;
•	 Affirmative action;
•	 Death penalty; and
•	 Science.

The high levels of attention the SABC gave to 
political party conflicts (14 percent), event-
based coverage of political campaigning 
(11 percent), and Jacob Zuma’s corruption 
charges (8 percent) in comparison to issues of 
concern to South Africans (as shown in Table 
34 above) is indicative of its deficient citizen 
agenda/perspective. 

For example, Lesedi FM and Motsweding 
FM afforded little coverage to citizen issues, 
such as employment, HIV/Aids and gender. 
SABC 2’s Elections 2009 programme (Mon-Thurs 
6 pm) failed to tackle specific issues, such as 
the implications of global warming and what 
needs to be done to tackle the issue. 

Another case in point was SABC 1 and SABC 3’s 
news reports, which largely concerned what 
parties would do once they were elected 
into power. The question that could have 
been asked and interrogated more is “how”. 
The failure to do this resulted in the voter 
merely obtaining a vague idea of the parties’ 
policies, which is not sufficient to make an 
informed choice. 

It should be noted however that some of the 
SABC’s election coverage was reported from 
a citizen’s agenda/perspective, and this was 
particularly evident in its current affairs and 
election debate programmes. There were 
examples of this across the SABC’s services. 

For example, Lotus FM had several community 
blitzes and public debates that reflected 
the ordinary community’s expectations and 
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understandings. SAfm was very informative 
in certain aspects of its coverage. Issues 
including HIV/Aids, crime, corruption,  
unemployment, service delivery, and to a 
lesser extent gender-based violence were 
covered in enough depth to inform the voter 
on the actual issue. Ikwekwezi FM was very 
practical and attentive to the needs and 
opinions of citizens, in the sense that it zoomed 
in on the issues that the voters raised, and 
threw them back to the relevant authorities, 
creating a platform for both. 

Another example is Munghana Lonene FM’s 
current affairs reporting on challenging issues 
and stipulating how, or whether they fit in with 
parties’ manifestos and policies. It reported, 
for example, on research on the importance 
of early childhood learning, and thereafter 
linked it to different parties’ interests on the 
issue, with particular reference to their policies. 

Both Lesedi FM and Motsweding FM had 
live election debate broadcasts from 
the community which gave citizens the 
opportunity to interact with the politicians 
by posing questions to them, such as how 
their political party would improve on service 
delivery. Some of the common issues included 
service delivery and analysis of political 
parties’ manifestos. 

Similarly, Phalaphala FM and Thobela 
FM each had elections debates with the 
smallest and largest political parties, when 
the community was able to speak directly to 
party leaders, asking penetrating questions. 

Issues addressed included corruption, service 
delivery and what political parties would do 
for the people should they be elected. 
These two stations educated citizens about the 
political parties and leaders and contributed 
to their casting an informed vote. 

Some of SABC 2’s coverage provided voters 
with valuable voter education. Its special 
Elections 2009 programme (Mon-Thurs, 6:30 
pm) tackled issues that parties needed to 
address in their manifestos, ranging from 
the economic crisis to global warming. This 
programme hosted experts in the specified 
fields that advised on what parties should 
be saying on the issue. Further, SABC 2’s 
Election Debate (8 pm) tackled one issue 
a day, as political parties unpacked their 
manifestos and audiences were permitted 
to ask questions. In SABC 2’s Morning Live 
(6 am) Vuyo Mbuli’s interrogation of party 
representatives was impressive and very 
much in the citizen’s interest, as he asked 
critical questions especially on promises made 
by political parties.
 
It must  be  stressed  however  that these “citizen-
driven” elements of the SABC’s election 
coverage constituted a small amount of its 
overall election coverage, thus there were 
insufficient levels of this quality coverage. 
Therefore, the public broadcaster’s election 
coverage lacked in some of the fundamentals 
tenets of citizen-centric coverage required for 
citizens to caste an informed vote.  
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As already discussed, 
coverage of the key election 
issues was all but non-existent 
despite these being the most 
pressing responsibilities that the 
newly elected government 
would have to deal with. 

This is indicative of the media’s failure to 
fulfil its mandate and to act as the voice of 
the voters when it comes to issues that are 
high on the national agenda like poverty, 
service delivery, HIV/Aids and crime. MMA 
highlighted the media’s failure to deal with 
election issues during the pre-election period 
through its daily reports and final analysis. 

MMA argues in its Election Report (30/04/2009) 
that “the media, in particular TV and radio, is 
showing a tendency to focus on event-based 
coverage, that is, the electioneering activities 
of parties, as well as on the personalities of 
party representatives and conflict between 
and within parties, primarily the ANC and 
COPE. This is to the detriment of reporting 
on the proposed policies of the parties, and 
what actions they are proposing to achieve 
their goals in response to the needs of South 
Africans.” 

As argued earlier in this report, this distribution 
of coverage in relation to election-centred 
topics reveals a major failure across much of 
the election coverage. It is, however, more 
difficult to uncover the reasons why the media 
have allowed issues like poverty, service 
delivery and HIV to be sidelined in favour of 
media messages that focus on personalities, 
party politics and conflict. During election 
times, to speak only of events, conflicts and 
high-profile personalities is to fail to function 
as the voice of the voter. By concentrating 
on these aspects the media misses an 
opportunity to make the connections 
between the lived reality of the people voting 
parties into power and the pageantry of the 
campaign dramas. 

It is encouraging to note that while levels of 
quality and depth were problematic, some 
of the best examples of election coverage 
were found in the areas pertaining to social 
justice and citizen concerns and these stand 
as examples of excellence and cases of best 
practice. In the examples of best practice 
cited below, MMA looked for items of 
coverage that met the criteria regarding the 
quality of the information; these criteria are 
listed in full in the quality section of the report 
above but included causes, consequences 
and solutions with an emphasis on a citizen’s 
perspective and an awareness of gender 
implicit in the treatment of the topic. 

9.3 BEST PRACTICE: KEY ELECTION ISSUES
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Of the possible 50 topics, only 14 topics are 
dealt with in this sample group of excellent 
items. These topics include: crime, education, 
gender and gender-based violence, 
refugees, race and racism, land, poverty, 
HIV/Aids, human rights, poverty, rates and 
services, voter education, election logistics 
and party manifestos. The range of topics 
is heartening since it suggests once again 
that while the quantity of coverage of these 
issues is lacking, there are some outstanding 
examples of quality.

Furthermore, the most frequent contributors 
to this list of best practice were the radio 
broadcasters, including Munghana Lonene 
FM, Ikwekwezi FM, Phalaphala FM, SAfm 
and Thobela FM. Also noteworthy for a good 
selection of stories meeting the best practice 
criteria are SABC 2 in the television category 
and, in print, The Star, the Weekend Argus, 
the Cape Times, the Mail & Guardian and the 
Sunday Times. 

9.3.1. HIV/Aids
HIV/Aids was dealt with both as an aspect of the political party manifestos and as 
a stand-alone topic. Some of the best-quality coverage of the issues related to HIV/
Aids came from SAfm’s After 8 Debate (16/03/2009), where political parties were 
asked to explicitly speak about their approaches to the 
disease and the attendant socio-economic concerns. 
SABC 2 added to this much-needed discussion with 
their 15 April 2009 programme focusing on the state of 
HIV/Aids in South Africa, the dynamics at play and how 
political parties were planning to engage with these. 

On the issue of HIV/Aids, it is disappointing to note that 
Zackie Achmat (formerly Chair of the Treatment Action 
Campaign) writes for The Star (p. 12) on 21 April 2009: 
“Why I endorse the ANC in the 2009 elections”. While the 
article is noted as a best case example in the category 
of commentary on party manifestos, it is perhaps also 
a missed opportunity as it does not address the ANC’s 
position on HIV/Aids in the piece by a person especially 
qualified for comment and analysis. 
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9.3.2 Human rights
The majority of the articles under the human rights category related to the Freedom 
Front Plus’ appeal to the Constitutional Court to allow South Africans living abroad to 
vote in the national elections. 

A very small number dealt directly with the question of how human rights featured 
within the different party manifestos. One example of this best practice was a debate 
on SABC 2 (22/03/2009) focusing on human rights and asking to what extent political 
parties protect and promote human rights. Likewise, the After 8 Debate on SAfm 
on the morning of 23 March prioritised human rights in the context of political party 
manifestos. Both these broadcasts were characterised by MMA’s criteria for depth 
and quality of information. 

The remaining items (originating predominantly with radio broadcasters) dealt with 
human rights in the context of the upcoming Human Rights Day national holiday 
(Munghana Lonene FM) and in the light of labour disputes around employers 
threatening not to allow workers the day off to vote (Ikwekwezi FM).

9.3.3 IEC / election logistics
The IEC and the media can be proud of the quality displayed by many of the stories 
dealing with voting day logistics and the IEC’s role in general. This topic proved to 
have the most number of high quality items by quite a substantial margin. This would 
suggest that the IEC communication team had a good strategy in place and that 
the journalists reporting on this aspect of the elections were well trained and mindful 
of delivering well-rounded stories. 

There was a selection of issues that were repeated across the various media, but 
irrespective of the medium, the quality was high and the messages seem to have 
been effectively communicated. The frequently occurring messages included: 
information about how to cast special votes; the IEC’s reaction to the Constitutional 
Court Case into expatriate voting eligibility; election day reporting on ballot paper 
shortages; long queues; and declarations of the elections as free and fair. 
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9.3.5 Health
There were some exemplary cases of issue-based interrogation of the manifestos in 
The Star (19/03/2009, p. 6), in Kerry Cullinan’s article titled, “Where the parties stand 
on health: Aids strategies and compulsory medical scheme top agenda” and in the 
Cape Times (12/03/2009, p. 9), in an article entitled “Party manifestos spell more of 
the same on crime”. 

Once again, the radio stations took the 
lead in a demonstration of consistent best 
practice in this area. Ikwekwezi FM, Lesedi 
FM, Munghana Lonene FM, Ukhozi FM, 
Umhlobo Wenene FM and Phalaphala 
FM are noteworthy for repeatedly having 
their coverage identified by monitors as 
outstanding. SABC 2 received notice as 
the one television broadcaster to have 
performed very well in this area. It must 
be noted however that these results are 
influenced by the broadcasters’ ability to file 
stories throughout the day of (and running 
up to) elections while print media would be 
restricted to the far less frequent publishing 
schedule. 

9.3.4 Party manifestos
On the whole, quality coverage of the political parties’ manifestos tended to be 
generalist rather than focusing on specific areas. That being said, there were numerous 
cases of manifesto-based items that met the criteria for depth by including discussion 
of causes, consequences and solutions to problems while emphasising a citizen’s 
agenda. 
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9.3.8 Service delivery
Service delivery remained highly contested in the media, 
both as a stand-alone topic and as a segment of the 
media attention given to manifesto discussions. There 
were several items that used the key message of voters 
withholding votes as a response to poor service delivery, 
such as “Why we refuse to vote: No houses, no land, so no 
vote, say residents of Delft pavement community” (Cape 
Argus, (21/04/2009, p. 1). In a similar vein, the Sunday Argus’ 
article (29/03/2009, p. 16) reads “In Mitchell’s Plein you 
have to deliver”. “Why I decided not to cast my vote for 
anyone” (The Star, 23/04/2009, p. 15) offers an individual 
statement in contrast to the earlier community assertions, 
but the sentiment remains the same. Citizens’ refusal to vote 
in response to a lack of service delivery by the government 
has been positioned as a recurrent theme by the media. 

9.3.7 Land
Within the broader category of high-quality party manifesto coverage there were a 
few items that touched on issues such as land and provided context for this sensitive 
topic. The Cape Times’ article (30/03/2009, p. 11) is titled “Shoddy land reform has left 
poor dependent on grants instead of tilling soil”.
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9.3.6 Youth
SABC 2’s pre-election debate series on 1 March 2009 looked at the manifestos 
specifically in the light of youth concerns such as education, unemployment and 
HIV/Aids. This theme is echoed by The Star’s in-depth report from 17 April 2009 (p. 15), 
“Nation’s youth must be served”. Most coverage; however, was notable by virtue of 
the lack of discussions of youth issues.
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As the key source of information, particularly during elections, the media ought 
to cover the key priorities of both genders11 from a broad range of perspectives. 
During the 2009 elections, MMA paid particular attention to how, when and where 
gender issues were raised in the media. Sadly, the principal findings confirmed a 
consistent under-representation of gender issues.

This section examines the way gender issues were covered by the South African 
media during the 2009 elections. In exploring media coverage, the section 
provides gender rankings based on the media’s performance. The examination of 
sources follows, after which comes an examination of the media’s perpetuation 
of negative gender imagery and stereotypes to the detriment of informing the
electorate about gender issues 
bedevilling the country. The section 
also discusses opportunities the 
media could have used to cover 
“bread-and-butter” issues from a 
gender perspective. The section 
concludes with examples of good 
vgender coverage and areas 
where the media could improve.

11.     Gender refers to the roles, duties and responsibilities which are culturally or socially ascribed to males and females.
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10. GENDER IN THE 2009 ELECTIONS
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10.1 T-SCORES AND GENDER RANKINGS

MMA developed specific criteria for monitoring issues that relate to gender such as gender 
parity, gender-based violence (GBV), poverty, unemployment, education, health, HIV/
Aids, service delivery and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and inter-sex (LGBTI). Unique 
to the 2009 elections is the inclusion of gender perspective and gender omission in MMA’s 
monitoring methodology. 

A gender perspective rating was awarded when a news item discussed how a particular 
issue or event affected men and women differently in terms of political, legal, social, cultural 
and economic factors. A gender omission rating was given when a news item ignored the 
different impact an event or issue had on men and women respectively. If a news item was 
given a gender perspective rating, it counted positively towards that medium’s election 
coverage. Conversely, if a news item was given a gender omission rating, it counted against 
that medium’s election coverage.
  
Using the criteria outlined above and a specially developed rating system of T-scores, MMA 
ranked the different media on the basis of their gender coverage. They allow for media to 
be placed on the same scale, with a rating of 50 being average.

THE FOLLOWING RATING GUIDELINES CAN BE USED:

Average and below 
 +/- 50: Indicates that a medium’s rating is similar to the average. 
 40 – 50: Indicates that a medium has performed below the average. 
 Below 39: Indicates that a medium has performed well below average. 

Average and above
 50 – 60: Indicates that a medium’s rating is above average. 
 61 – 70: Indicates that a medium has performed well above average. 
 Above 70: Indicates that a medium has performed exceptionally well above
                               average.
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10.2 GENDER? WHAT GENDER?

During the monitoring period, topics directly or indirectly relating to gender were extremely 
scarce. Gender as a topic received less than 1 percent of election coverage attention, and 
topics related to gender issues such as poverty and human rights received just over 1 percent.12 
Health, HIV/Aids, and housing all received little attention in that they were apportioned less 
than 1 percent.13  Gender-focused programmes on radio and television and a thematic focus 
on gender issues in the media coverage could not be discerned. When gender featured in 
news stories, television and radio debates, more often than not, there was lack of depth and 
issue coverage.

On many accounts these results are disturbing. It could be strongly argued that media on 
the whole are not only complicit in the non-action on gender equality and women’s social, 
economic and political emancipation, but are also a part of the system that maintains the status 
quo on gender inequality and women’s disempowerment.14  It is also extremely unfortunate 
that the media has neglected these subjects, almost as much as women’s issues have been 
neglected by political parties who appear to believe it sufficient to say that women’s issues 
and equality are important, and not have policies and action plans to back this up and for 
citizens to assess.15  

This does not bode well for the current and future generations of South African women. Those 
who are the most affected and rely on government policy and service delivery continue to 
be marginalised, without channels to have their voices and concerns heard.16  Not only is 
this at odds with the ideals of democracy, accountable government, and the South African 
Constitution, but it is also inconsistent with one of the key roles for a free and plural media.17

12.     See Appendix II 
13.     Ibid 
14.     Media Monitoring Africa. 2009. Weekly Report: Women? What Women?!  – Media Contributes to the Disempowerment Of Women. 
Johannesburg: Media Monitoring Africa.  
15.     Ibid 
16.     Ibid 
17.     Ibid 
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It again appears that the media has 
allowed campaigning political parties and 
representatives to set the media agenda, 
rather than pro-actively keeping women and 
gender issues high up on the agenda both in 
coverage and in the media’s engagement 
with political parties themselves.18 While the 
media generally neglects women’s issues 
and seldom offers a gender perspective in 
stories or moves beyond the objectification of 
women, the bar should be raised for election 
coverage.19

Considering that women form over half of 
South Africa’s population and bear the brunt of 
a variety of social, health and service delivery 
ills, the fact that gender issues were not taken 
seriously either by the media or by political 
parties is of great concern.20 However, there 
were exceptions.21 For example, SABC 2 
dedicated one of its election debates to 
gender issues, particularly gender equality 
and women’s emancipation (05/04/2009, 
8 pm). The debate involved a panel of 
representatives from the ANC, COPE, DA 
and IFP as well as one representative of 
the Commission for Gender Equality (CGE) 
and one academic from the University of 
Johannesburg (UJ).

18.     Media Monitoring Africa. 2009. Weekly Report: Women? What 
Women?!  – Media Contributes to the Disempowerment Of Women. 
Johannesburg: Media Monitoring Africa
19.     Ibid 
20.     Ibid 
21.     More good gender coverage examples are provided in the 
Good Coverage section 

The CGE representative stated that while 
there had been great progress over the past 
15 years in gender equality and women’s 
emancipation, not much of that progress 
had been made over the past four years. 
The markers of progress where we would 
expect to see positive change were absent. 
The representative further indicated that 
political parties were only paying lip-service 
to gender equality, and not truly addressing 
the issues. While the CGE tried to put gender 
issues into perspective, the debate turned 
into a “political football” with political parties 
lambasting the ANC representative for not 
being aware of forced marriages of girls 
as young as 11 years in Lusikisiki, Eastern 
Cape. The debate was also dominated by a 
discussion of the length of women’s skirts, thus 
feeding into the media’s non-engagement 
with political parties on policy issues.   

10.3 SOURCES
One of the aspects of MMA’s monitoring 
of the 2009 elections was sources22 in 
news items. Sources in news items give an 
important indication of who is speaking, 
who is asked for quotes and whose issues 
are covered. They also reflect whose views 
and voices are excluded. They are of 
critical importance to judge the media’s 
performance since the media should reflect 
and be representative of South Africa’s 
demographics. 

22     For the purposes of monitoring the 2009 elections, MMA defined a 
source as a person who is directly or indirectly accessed or quoted in a 
news item. 
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Graph 9 below shows a breakdown of sources by sex for the 2009 elections.

As shown in Graph 9, of the sources 
whose gender could be established, 
women accounted for 23 percent. 
Interestingly, these figures are similar to 
the ones recorded for the 2004 elections. 
However, there was a big leap from 
10 percent for the 1999 elections to 23 
percent for the 2004 elections. Perhaps 
this was a result of more female citizen 
voter panels during the run up to the 2004 
elections than before the 2009 elections, 
ostensibly because of the effects of 
the global economic recession, which 
caused many organisations (media 
included) to cut their overheads.

Considering the big leap between 1999 and 
2004 one would have expected the media to 
perform better in terms of sources in the 2009 
elections. It may be argued that the 2009 
results on sources are a reflection of gender 
disparity in the workforce and in high-level or 
management positions, and the difficulty of 
finding female expert sources in certain fields, 
including politics. 

However, there is certainly no lack of experts 
in gender and women’s issues in South Africa. 
A number of civil society organisations, 
academics and statutory bodies such as 
the CGE and the Human Rights Commission 

(HRC) can be accessed for information and 
expert opinion.231 The Tshwaranang Legal 
Advocacy Centre and Gender Links, for 
example, have conducted an assessment of 
party manifestos with regard to considerations 
around gender that the media can draw 
upon.24  This is in addition to the millions of 
women in marginalised communities who 
can and should be accessed to present the 
opinions of the usually voiceless.25

23.     Media Monitoring Africa. 2009. Weekly Report: Women? What 
Women?!  – Media Contributes to the Disempowerment of Women. 
Johannesburg: Media Monitoring Africa. 
24.     Ibid 
25.     Ibid 

Graph 9: Breakdown of sources by sex

Female 
23 %

Male 
77%
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The 2009 elections results 
on sources reflect the 
unequal power relationships 
between men and women. 
The inescapable conclusion 
is that there is still a long 
way to go in reversing such 
persistent and systematic 
exclusion of women’s voices 
in the media.

10.3.2 Whose voices?

While there is a clear disparity between 
female and male sources in the 2009 elections 
coverage, it is important to recognise who 
received the most coverage. MMA looked at 
the composition of female and male sources 
in order to determine the dominant voices. 

a. Female voices

Of the female sources mentioned by the 
media in the 2009 elections, the most 
frequently mentioned sources differ from the 
2004 elections in that five years ago Patricia 
de Lille received the most coverage of all 
female sources, whereas in the 2009 elections, 
Helen Zille was quoted more than any other 
woman, at 19 percent of all female sources. 

De Lille could have been covered as much 
as Zille considering their positions as female 

leaders of political parties but De Lille 
received far less coverage than Zille. One 
of the reasons Zille received more coverage 
could be the ANC versus DA racist and 
sexist slurs – a dominant feature of the 2009 
elections.26 Pansy Tlakula and Brigalia Bam 
received coverage owing to their prominent 
positions within the IEC. 

Interestingly, “ordinary” unnamed women 
(citizens/residents) were mentioned less than 
Zille. This finding is regrettable considering that 
“ordinary” women are interested in politics 
and in being active citizens, as evidenced by 
their high voter turn-out. 

Another interesting finding is that in the 2004 
elections, the most-covered female sources 
constituted about half of the total number of 
female sources, whereas in the 2009 elections 
the figure rose significantly, suggesting an 
imbalance in the manner women actually 
made up the sources used by media, with 
a few women dominating. This is a cause for 
concern when the figure is contrasted with 
the one for most-covered male sources. 

b. Male voices

Unlike the very large proportion of frequently 
mentioned female sources making up 
the total number of female sources, the 
most frequently mentioned male sources 
constituted less than half of all male sources 
mentioned by the media.

26.     ANC versus DA racist and sexist slurs are discussed in depth in the 
Content section. 
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Male academics constituted nearly twice as many female academic sources. Ordinary 
unnamed men (citizens/residents) constituted a slightly higher percentage of all male sources 
versus ordinary unnamed women (citizens/residents) as female sources. 

Consistent with the 2004 elections monitoring results, these findings reflect a difference in 
the value attributed to female and male sources. Male sources are accessed from a broad 
spectrum while female sources are limited to a few prominent people and ordinary citizens.   

As with previous MMA elections monitoring, 
the 2009 elections had their own share of 
negative gender imagery and stereotypes, 
particularly in the media coverage.27  Perhaps 
the presence of more contesting parties led 
by women in the 2009 elections provoked 
a dramatic rise in negative gender imagery 
and stereotypes. 

10.4.1 The beauty contest

After admitting to botox injections to get rid 
of her frown lines, Helen Zille bore the brunt 
of negative stereotypes. Most media kept 
referring to Zille as Babezille and Botox Barbie. 
The Sunday Independent article “Botox 
Helen is on the way out” (08/03/2009, p.10) 
reported that “the Botox-engineered, almost 
Barbie dollish Zille is a sophisticated and savvy 
politician, but as Thabo Mbeki, the former 
president, proved, they are the ones out of 
touch with people who matter. 

27.     See Media Monitoring Project (2004) Making Their Mark: 
Coverage of the 2004 Elections. Johannesburg: Media Monitoring 
Project (p.42) and Media Monitoring Project (1999) So What’s News in 
the Elections? Events Not Issues: An Analysis of Media Coverage of the 
1999 Elections. Johannesburg: Media Monitoring Project (p.55) 

Zille was likeable before the transition from 
frumpy politician to high powered executive. 
Beauty does not win votes.” 

Detailing Zille’s campaign in the article “On 
campaign with super woman” (Saturday Star, 
18/04/2009, p.9), the report noted that “as 
for botox, facelifts and her new-found dress 
sense, I never got to asking her … although 
her hair did stay in place the entire day and 
she gets through a lot of red lipstick.”

10.4 THE CONTEST: GENDER STEREOTYPES
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De Lille also bore the brunt of gender 
stereotypes during the run up to the elections. 
In the article “Confused voter offers his ‘X’ in 
online auction”, The Times reported that an 
undecided voter tried to sell his vote to the 
highest bidder in an online auction because 
he had had a hard time figuring out which 
political party to support (22/04/2009, p.5). 
The reason the undecided voter could not 
support the ID was that “Patricia Delicious” is 
“like a pit bull terrier”. 

In contrast, women in the ANC were largely 
exempted from such teasing and name-
calling by the media. Two women who also 
enjoyed media coverage (Pansy Tlakula 
and Brigalia Bam) did not bear the brunt of 
negative stereotypes. 

Instead, the Sunday Times review section 
article “Lessons from an election that brought 
out our best and worst” put it clearly that 
“where there was bruising and fighting all 
around them [Tlakula and Bam], they were 
figures of dignity, just getting the job done” 
(26/04/2009, p.4).

Nevertheless, the teasing 
and name-calling of Zille 
and de Lille as part of the 
2009 elections coverage 
suggests deep-seated bias 
against women leadership. 

The effect of these nicknames was to 
stereotype women politicians who do not 
hew to dominant political ideology as 
aggressive rather than feisty, hysterical rather 
than rational.28  The teasing also confirms 
the outmoded notion that women have to 
appear far more “agentic” than men and 
at the same time maintain their feminine 
behaviour in order to demonstrate political 
competence.29

10.4.2 Husband of the nation

It is particularly interesting to compare the 
ways in which Jacob Zuma was covered 
by the media. With a cloud of worrisome 
statements on women’s rights in his rape trial 
hanging over his head and his polygamous 
marriages, the media chose to focus on which 
of Zuma’s wives would be the first lady and 
who would be the first lady’s friends. 

In the article “One, two, three kinds of first 
lady”, The Times noted that “South Africans are 
still in the dark about which of ANC President 
Jacob Zuma’s two wives will become the first 
lady” (20/04/2009, p.3). Similarly, the Saturday 
Star article “First lady do no harm” warned 
that whoever Zuma picked to be the first lady 
should steer clear of Grace Mugabe, who was 
internationally despised (11/04/2009, p.13).

28.      Hassim, S. 2009. “Godzille and the Witches: Gender and the 2009 
Elections”. In Zunami! The South African Elections of 2009. Southall, 
R., and Daniel, J. (eds) Johannesburg: Jacana Media (Pty) Ltd. 
(p.206) 
29.      Ibid (p.208) 
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Other than focusing on who would be the first 
lady, their age, the number of their children 
and when they got married to Zuma, the media 
could have provided further information on 
Zuma’s wives in their own capacities other than 
as wives. Further, the media could have used 
the opportunity to explore the implications of 
polygamous marriages from a customary as 
well as a women’s rights perspective. Such a 
failure on the part of the media entrenches 
the stereotype of women as adjuncts to their 
husbands. 

10.4.3 Racist and sexist slurs

The 2009 elections coverage was also marred 
by racist and sexist mudslinging rather than 
policy issues. The media recorded statements 
made by Julius Malema about Helen Zille, 
calling Zille a “racist, colonialist and imperialist” 
and Khume Ramulifho, the DA Youth leader 
a “garden boy” to Zille’s “madam”. They 
also recorded Zille’s response calling Julius 
Malema an “inkwenkwe” or “uncircumcised 
boy”. 

During the entire elections monitoring period, 
the media continued to record racist and sexist 
slurs uttered by politicians. Such statements 
include one issued by Zille defending her 
appointment of a predominantly white male 
cabinet in the Western Cape, pointing out 
that even Zuma could hardly be seen as a 
champion of women’s rights given his sexual 
behaviour, which put his wives at risk. To 
which the ANC Youth League responded by 
saying they were disgusted by the remarks of 

the “racist girl” [Zille] who “appointed an all-
male cabinet of useless people, the majority 
of whom are boyfriends and concubines so 
that she can continue to sleep around with 
them”.

Although it was perfectly reasonable for the 
media to record these statements, journalists 
could have asked legal experts or political 
analysts whether such comments amounted 
to hate speech and whether the behaviour 
of the political parties involved was in line with 
the Electoral Act. The political leaders’ racist 
and sexist statements needed to be analysed 
in detail within a gender equality/women’s 
rights framework. 

The media could have questioned the ability 
of these representatives to stand for and 
develop policy that supports gender equality 
and the advancement of women. The 
pertinent question could have been whether 
the nation can trust leaders to strive for gender 
equality and uphold women’s rights, when 
they do not appear to believe in them or see 
these issues as important.

The media should not 
have sensationalised the 
mudslinging to the extent 
that it overshadowed more 
important gender issues 
such as the ones discussed 
below. 
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While it is not the purpose of this report to provide an in-depth assessment of the status of 
women in South Africa, it is imperative to highlight some salient points in order to question the 
media’s lack of engagement with political parties on policy issues from a gender perspective. 
Gender issues are not just women’s issues and the media’s failure to deal with gender issues 
equitably is a failure for all citizens.

10.5.1 Poverty
Considering that poverty as a topic received 
less than 1 percent of the 2009 elections 
coverage, one would think that poverty 
was not an issue of utmost concern for the 
country. The figures on poverty in South Africa 
demonstrate that poverty, together with 
widening inequality, is a massive problem, 
with 48 percent of households living below 
the poverty line (income of less than R322 
per person per month, 2005).30  This result is 
more concerning for female South Africans, 
when it is taken into consideration that 
poverty and its effects are gendered.31

A 2008 Stats SA survey estimated that at 
least three-quarters (75.6 percent) of total 
household income was earned by male-
headed households.32  Thus female-headed 
households are more likely to be poor with 
little or no income. 

30.     Media Monitoring Africa. 2009. Weekly Report: Women? What 
Women?!  – Media Contributes to the Disempowerment of Women. 
Johannesburg: Media Monitoring Africa. 
31.     Ibid 
32.     Ibid 

These female-headed households account 
for a greater proportion of all South African 
households. The above statistics are starker 
when taking a spatial and racial perspective. 

Gender inequality across the general 
population is greater in rural areas. Over 
the period 2002 to 2006, the percentage of 
children that went hungry was substantially 
higher in female-headed households than in 
male-headed households.33  Despite social 
grants being a major source of income for 
the poor and thus playing an important role 
in reducing inequality, black female-headed 
households obtained the lowest levels of 
welfare.34  Female-headed households 
have been shown to have a higher number 
of dependants, fewer assets and less access 
to credit and resources, including land. 
Added to that, poor households have 
greater difficulties in accessing education, 
health care and extension services. 

33.     Ibid. Figures obtained from Stats SA 
34.     Ibid 

10.5 THE KEY GENDER ISSUES 
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Given such statistics, the media could have 
engaged with the gendered nature of 
poverty and how political parties proposed 
to deal with it. Munghana Lonene FMM 
dedicated some time during a current affairs 
programme to discussing how democracy 
had benefited women, especially rural 
women (15/04/2009). The programme 
took a citizen perspective and issues 
such as job creation were raised. Another 
example is the Weekend Argus article 
“Masiphumelele voters want ‘wealth and 
good living’” (11/04/2009, p. 10). The article 
detailed the lives and aspirations of five 
residents of Masiphumelele, who, like many 
South Africans, bear the brunt of poverty. 
However, the article falls short of articulating 
the gendered nature of poverty.

10.5.2 Health and HIV/Aids

Like poverty, health and HIV/Aids as topics 
(combined) received less than 1 percent 
of the 2009 elections coverage yet health 
is a key issue for both men and women in 
South Africa. With regard to the HIV/Aids 
pandemic women are more affected, 
both physically and socially. Women’s 
increased susceptibility has many causes, 
including biological and sociological. 
Socially, women bear a greater burden of 
the pandemic through their role as primary 
care-givers of family members who are 
HIV-positive.

The other obvious health issue relates 
to maternal mortality. The World Health 
Organization (WHO), United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF), United Nations 
Population Fund (UNFPA) and the World 
Bank (WB) estimate that of the 536 000 
maternal deaths worldwide in 2005, 
developing countries accounted for 99 
percent (533 000).35  Slightly more than 
half of the maternal deaths (270 000) 
occurred in the sub-Saharan Africa region 
alone, followed by South Asia (188 000).36

35     World Health Organization. 2007. Maternal Mortality in 2005: 
Estimates Developed by WHO, UNICEF, UNFPA, and the World Bank. 
Geneva: WHO Press. (p.2)  
36    Ibid 
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Compared to developed regions, where 
the probability that a 15-year-old female 
will die eventually from a maternal cause is 
1 in 7 300, Africa has the highest probability 
at 1 in 26.37

A 2008 report published by a partnership for 
maternal, newborn and child health noted 
that the level of maternal mortality for South 
Africa was high, with 400 deaths per 100 
000 live births.38  Concerning childbirth and 
motherhood, 57 percent of child deaths 
were a result of HIV/Aids infection through 
mother-to-child transmission.39  Another 2006 
study by the Department of Health revealed 
that 29.1 percent of pregnant women were 
HIV-positive.40

Further, some of the causes of death 
or disability as a result of pregnancy or 
childbirth identified by the United Nations 
agencies include a delay in recognising 
complications, a delay in reaching a 
medical facility and a delay in receiving 
good quality health care.41  These issues 
could have been explored, particularly 
when there were reports of a baby who died 
while being carried on his grandmother’s 
back after they were turned away from three 
health centres in Cape Town. The media 
expressed outrage without interrogating 

37.     Ibid 
38.     Monitoring Africa. 2009. Weekly Report: Women? What 
Women?!  – Media Contributes to the Disempowerment of Women. 
Johannesburg: Media Monitoring Africa 
39.     Ibid 
40.     Ibid 
41.     van der Westhuizen, C. 2003. ‘The representation of gender 
issues in the media during election time’. Presented at a Workshop 
on Free and Fair Reporting. (p.1)

policy on women’s and children’s health 
and the adequacy of those policies. 

However, credit should be given to the Cape 
Argus for exposing the health centres in the 
article “A city’s shame” (19/03/2009, p. 1) 
and following up on the story until the 
conclusions of the investigations. In its 
extensive coverage of the story, the Cape 
Argus noted that “the baby’s death had 
raised serious questions about the quality of 
health care in the province and the quality 
of customer care” (20/03/2009, p.1). 

Although the health centres were cleared 
of any wrongdoing as highlighted in the 
article “Unabantu: Clinics cleared” (Cape 
Argus 30/04/2009, p.1), such investigative 
coverage is commended and encouraged. 
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10.5.3 Gender-based violence
Considering that South Africa has a high 
incidence of gender-based violence (GBV), 
one would think that the media would give 
it more coverage but it received 2 percent 
of the total elections reportage. Estimates 
indicate that one in two South African 
women might be raped in their lifetime, and 
one in four girls are sexually abused. While 
seen as insidious and almost impossible to 
combat as it mostly happens behind closed 
doors, GBV is a most effective form of social 
control.42  

GBV also includes psychological and 
emotional violence often associated 
with abusive relationships (one woman in 
four is estimated to experience domestic 
violence), which can also inhibit a female’s 
capacity to negotiate safe sex, seek HIV/
Aids testing and access treatment.43  In 
addition to the effects on physical health, 
GBV also has strong negative impacts on 
mental health and self esteem. This is aside 
from the number of women who lose their 
lives to GBV, including an estimated average 
of one woman a day being shot and killed 
by an intimate partner.44

For sexual assault, the Medical Research 
Council  estimates  that  only  one  in  nine

42.      van der Westhuizen, C. 2003. ‘The representation of gender issues 
in the media during election time’. Presented at a Workshop on Free and 
Fair Reporting. (p.3)
43.     Media Monitoring Africa. 2009. Weekly Report: Women? What 
Women?!  – Media Contributes to the Disempowerment of Women.. 
Johannesburg: Media Monitoring Africa. 
44      Ibid 

survivors makes a police report. Numerous 
reasons can be found for this, but the actions 
of the justice system and its representatives 
play a large part.45  

Survivors often face further trauma, if not 
outright abuse, at almost every step in the 
attempt to attain justice. Many survivors 
are discouraged from reporting by police 
and even denied the right to report. 
Report dockets are “lost”, and court trials 
are often delayed for extensive periods.46  
Unfortunately for the victims of GBV, the justice 
system inspires little confidence in survivors to 
report the abuse, and stay the course during 
any resulting court proceedings. As a result, 
the number of cases making it to court is a 
tiny fraction of those that get reported, and 
the low number of convictions reinforces the 
perception that justice is rarely served.47

Survivors are also given little protection from 
alleged perpetrators, facing intimidation 
outside and inside court, including having to 
recount their ordeals in front of perpetrators, 
and regularly derided by the defence and 
judges in their method of questioning and 
judgments.48 The media provides ongoing 
and numerous reports on these issues taking 
place. Sadly, the 2009 elections coverage 
seldom saw the media conceptualise these 
issues from a gender perspective.

45.      Ibid 
46.      Ibid 
47.      Ibid 
48.      Ibid 
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However, exceptions include SAfm, 
which took political parties to task on their 
approaches to GBV in one of its current affairs 
programmes (o7/04/2009). The programme 
raised a number of issues including how 
GBV feeds into women’s susceptibility to 

contracting HIV/Aids. Ikwekwezi FM also 
had a debate on dealing with victims of 
crime, largely women (07/04/2009). The 
debate took a gender perspective and 
issues relating to sexual harassment were 
also discussed. 

10.5.4 Gender parity
Like other gender issues, gender parity 
in positions of power did not receive 
media attention during the 2009 elections. 
Interestingly, internationally South Africa 
ranks number 5 and 14 in terms of women 
in ministerial and parliamentary positions, 
respectively.49  South Africa signed the 
Southern African Development Community 
(SADC) Protocol on Gender and 
Development in August 2008, committing 
itself to achieving gender parity in all areas of 
decision-making by 2015 . While South Africa 
boasts a high, though not equal, number of 
women in cabinet and parliament, this has 
largely been achieved as a result of the 
commitment by the ruling ANC alone to 
the 50/50 principle. It is good that the ANC 
carried through on its principle of gender 
parity, with equal representation of men 
and women on the party list. However, it is 
not pleasing to note how little the lists and 
explanations of parties were interrogated in 
media reports. 

49.      Hausmann, R., Tyson, L. D., and Zahidi, S. 2008. The Global 
Gender Gap Report 2008. World Economic Forum: Geneva.
(p.143) Accessed from http://www.weforum.org/pdf/gendergap/
report2008.pdf (20/07/09) 

The media may argue that it did engage 
on the gender equity issue, as reports 
addressed women’s representation on 
party lists. The peak of coverage for 
women’s issues does in fact appear to be 
around the release of party lists. That peak 
was very shallow and short-lived, and a 
focus on party lists alone is a simplistic and 
insubstantial interpretation of gender issues 
in South Africa, as evidenced by the Mail & 
Guardian’s Democracy 2009 supplement 
article “Making the list” (20-26/03/2009, p1). 
Other than noting the women on the ANC 
party list and the DA’s views on quotas, the 
article offers nothing more in relation to the 
importance of quotas.

The issue of quotas is an important debate 
that the media could have engaged with 
on a deeper level. One question could 
have been whether South Africa could or 
should be edging towards gender parity 
in decision-making positions, as required 
by the SADC Protocol on Gender and 
Development by 2015,50  on the back of 
one political party. Or should South Africa 
follow the route taken by other countries in 
the region to legislate on quotas?
50.      See SADC Protocol on Gender and Development. 
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10.5.5 Labour and unemployment

When it comes to labour and 
unemployment, yet again there is a distinct 
gender dimension which the media could 
not engage with on a deeper level. The 
unemployment rate for South African 
women in total is marginally higher than 
that for men. This differential grows for rural 
women, with an unemployment rate of 
more than 50 percent, while for men it is 
under 40 percent. South Africa ranks number 
93 in terms of economic participation and 
opportunity for women.51 Women’s labour 
force participation is only just over half that 
for men (49 percent vs. 82 percent, pre-
global economic slowdown).52

The participation rates are even lower for 
higher positions, with women making up 
only 19 percent of the total work force for 
these positions.53

51.     Hausmann, R., Tyson, L. D., and Zahidi, S. 2008. The Global 
Gender Gap Report 2008. World Economic Forum: Geneva.
(p.143) 
52.     Ibid 
53.     Ibid 

Coupled with these rates, widespread 
inequality exists in wages paid for similar 
work, with an average of less than half 
that paid to men.54 When women do find 
work it is more likely to be in the informal 
sector, in retail, and domestic work, where 
remuneration and conditions such as 
maternity leave are notoriously poor.55 For 
many reasons, women generally find it 
more difficult to procure loans and start 
their own businesses than men do.

While the media did not generally engage 
on these issues, at least one article, “Burst 
the patriarchal bubble”, in the Democracy 
2009 supplement of the Mail & Guardian 
(20-26/03/2009, p.2) raised some of the 
issues. The report detailed that while South 
Africa’s Constitution entrenches equality, 
attitudes, beliefs, myths and traditional 
practices inhibit women’s full access to 
and control over productive resources to 
reduce poverty. 

54.     Media Monitoring Africa. 2009. Weekly Report: Women? What 
Women?!  – Media Contributes to the Disempowerment of Women. 
Johannesburg: Media Monitoring Africa. 
55.     Ibid 
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10.5.6 Education

Another issue that could have been 
reported widely from a gender perspective 
is education, yet again it received slightly 
over 1 percent of total elections coverage. 
Figures on South African education 
enrolments from The Global Gender 
Gap Report indicate that gender parity 
is excellent for primary and secondary 
education enrolments.56  Women’s 
representation at tertiary level is even 
stronger, where women account for almost 
a quarter more enrolments.57

56.     Hausmann, R., Tyson, L. D., and Zahidi, S. 2008. The Global 
Gender Gap Report 2008. World Economic Forum: Geneva.
(p.143) 
57.     Ibid 

However, these statistics should not be 
read as though all eligible children and 
teenagers were enrolling.58 In fact illiteracy 
for children under the age of 15 is higher 
for girls than for boys, and given the larger 
proportion of the population, a greater 
number of females than males should be 
enrolled in school.59 Further, a number of 
teenage girls drop out due to pregnancy, 
as one in five gives birth by the age of 18. 
This is clearly an election issue which the 
media could have engaged with from a 
gender perspective.

58.     Media Monitoring Africa. 2009. Weekly Report: Women? 
What Women?!  – Media Contributes to the Disempowerment of 
Women. Johannesburg: Media Monitoring Africa. 
59.     Ibid      
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10.5.7 LGBTI? Who cares?

Like the 2004 elections coverage, issues 
affecting lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans-
gendered and inter-sexed (LGBTI) people 
were virtually absent in the 2009 elections. 
The Bill of Rights enshrined in the South African 
Constitution clearly and unambiguously 
outlaws discrimination on the basis of sexual 
orientation, gender and marital status (Act 
108 of 1996, chapter 2, paragraph 9). Yet 
LGBTI people remain marginalised and 
stigmatised in South African society. Little is 
known about the challenges and concerns 
facing LGBTI people. The media could 
have used elections coverage to explore 
these issues. 

Previous research by MMA revealed that 
media coverage of LGBTI is received 
during Gay Pride Week, often limited to 
photographs taken at the march.60 The 
media’s coverage of the week tends to 
be reported as just another event and a 
source of entertainment to the public.61 It 
is common practice for newspaper and 
television reports to carry photographs of 
people dressed as drag queens, with a lot 
of emphasis on fashion.62 Such emphasis 
is a misrepresentation as “drag queens” 
represent only a segment of LGBTI people.63

60.      See Media Monitoring Africa.2002. The Representation of 
Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual and Trans-gendered People 
61.     Ibid 
62.     Ibid 
63.     Ibid 

In this regard the media, particularly during 
elections, needed to broaden its coverage 
of LGBTI people. Sadly, political parties did 
not address issues affecting LGBTI people 
in their manifestos and the media did not 
cover LGBTI people in the 2009 elections. 

This is confirmed by one Cape Argus article, 
“Activist gives ‘inclusive’ new party thumbs 
up on gay rights” (20/03/2009, p.12). The 
article quoted an activist saying that political 
parties had not openly or firmly included 
gays in their election manifestos perhaps 
because they were too afraid to lose votes 
from the country’s heterosexual population, 
among other things. The activist also argued 
that there are thousands of homosexuals in 
the Western Cape [alone], who do not hide 
their sexual orientation, and that is besides 
those who are scared to come out. The 
fact that political parties did not articulate 
LGBTI issues in their manifestos and that 
the media did not interrogate political 
parties on their policies on LGBTI issues gives 
credence to the activist’s assertion that 
although the right of homosexuals to equal 
treatment is enshrined in the Constitution, 
South African society (media included) 
remains homophobic. 
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10.6 Good coverage

Although the media performed poorly in 
covering gender issues during the 2009 
elections, there were exceptions.64 For 
instance, the Weekend Argus article “Women 
must seize this opportunity” (07/03/2009, 
p.25) stated that statistics on gender-based 
violence, women’s unemployment, growing 
insecurity and poverty testify to the politicians’ 
and the state’s failure to act in the best 
interests of women. The article also noted that 
the new forms of violence in which mothers 
turn their daughters into sex toys in order to put 
food on the table need to be documented 
and exposed in ways that enable the nation 
to take action.

Weekender was one other newspaper 
that did not follow a pattern of pedestrian 
engagement and reporting. Weekender and 
Wits University co-hosted a public debate, 
“Women on Top?” (25/02/2009). Reported on 
in the article “Politicians are failing women” (28-
29/02/2009, p.5),  the  debate is an example of 
media taking the lead in attempting to seek 
public engagement on the subject  of women 
during the election period. The debate 
grappled with the meaning of gender parity in 
party lists, women in ministerial positions, and 
women’s empowerment on party manifestos.

64.     It should be stressed however that for print media, most good 
gender articles were written by guest writers. Authorship is a good 
indicator of the level of commitment that newspapers feel towards an 
issue. Hence using their own journalists is evidence that newspapers 
feel that the issue is worth committing considerable resources into 
coverage of the issues. 

According to the report, an 
important point raised during 
the debate was that female 
representation in high seats of 
government, including head 
of state positions, does not 
necessarily translate to women’s 
issues being taken up more 
frequently, and better policies 
and law that positively contribute 
to gender equality and women’s 
emancipation. 

Two examples of female politicians highlighted 
in the report to illustrate this point are the 
former Health Minister who resisted providing 
nevirapine to pregnant women and their 
babies and the former Justice Minister whose 
tenure did not result in an improvement in 
South Africa’s rape conviction rate.

A similar conclusion was drawn by Business 
Day (03/03/2009, p. 13), which remarked in a 
report on the ANC party list that Aids denial 
existed under a cabinet including 12 women, 
and avoidable deaths of newborns occurred 
in hospitals under a female Premier and 
Health Minister. 

The Mail & Guardian also published good 
gender articles in addition to taking 
politicians to task through its Critical Thinking 
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10.7 Gender Conclusions 

From the discussion in this section, it is clear that although there were exceptions, the 2009 
elections coverage was characterised by poor media performance in covering gender issues 
within a gender equality framework. The section has also established a clear list of subjects that 
could have informed media engagement with election issues. In addition to the obvious subjects 
of women and gender equality in general, the subjects that both political parties and the media 
could address in the coming elections within a gender framework could be:

•	 Gender-based violence, including security, the justice system and treatment of 
survivors.

•	 Female poverty, particularly rural women as one of the most marginalised 
populations in South Africa.

•	 Education attainment and training.

•	 Public service delivery, in particular access to public utilities, welfare and appropriate 
health services including HIV/Aids testing, counselling and treatment.

•	 Access to land, housing and credit.

•	 Affirmative action and employment conditions, including wage inequity and lack 
of maternity leave for many forms of employment.

Forums. One of its articles in the Democracy 
2009 supplement contended that women 
emancipation goes beyond a right to vote in 
an election (20-26/04/2009, p. 2). It also noted 
that protocols do not change attitudes, but 
mobilising people to recognise the rights of 
women does make a difference. Similarly, the 
Sunday Times Review section article “There’s a 
global fight for women’s rights. You’re invited” 
(22/03/2009, p. 2) called on all South Africans to 
deal with issues affecting women with regard 
to political, social, economic and reproductive 
rights. 
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This report ends with some conclusions and recommendations. These 
conclusions, as well as the report as a whole, should be read with an awareness 
of the financial climate and the widely felt recession, which may have 
impacted coverage. While questions of the recession and its consequences 
for newsrooms and news production were not explicitly dealt with in the 
course of data gathering, there is a direct correlation between the quality 
of reporting and the ability of the media to fund the resource-demanding 
process of in-depth journalism. While this should never excuse poor media 
performance, it does provide one possible contributing factor for the lack of 
quality in reports over the period. 

•	 Coverage was mainly fair and free of overt bias.

The 2009 election coverage shows that a significant majority (84 percent) of items 
met the criteria established by MMA for fairness and are clear of overt bias. In 
the cases where bias was found against a particular party, this tended to be 
in relation to the ANC. MMA’s analysis judged this to be not so much a result of 
unfairness towards the ANC but rather a function of the attention by the media 
to coverage of allegations by political parties against the ANC, without allowing 
the ANC the opportunity to respond. 

•	 There was a lack of diversity in party coverage, but coverage 
was generally balanced.

Closely aligned to the issue of fairness is that of balance, a product of media 
attention to diversity of coverage relating to parties, the fairness of that coverage 
and whether there are discrepancies in treatment of various parties. By and large 
South Africa’s broadcast media (both radio and television) showed very good to 
excellent ratings in terms of balance. 

11. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
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The print media showed a much greater range of scores for issues of balance, 
primarily because of a tendency towards a lack of diversity in the party coverage. 
Nevertheless, the findings point to a suitable level of balance overall when looking 
at the coverage from the election period.

•	 Coverage was generally event-based at the expense of citizen 
interests and information.

There was an emphasis on topics that were event-based, particularly insofar as 
this related to moments of conflict between individuals or party representatives. 
This tends to be at the expense of items orientated towards citizen education and 
information. More citizen-orientated stories require more time and investigation 
by an experienced journalist with a grasp of the subtleties of the issues. The 
monitoring suggests that news that could be collected via press releases, press 
conferences and public statements tends to be more common. This sidelines 
topics such as crime, gender-based violence, poverty, education, child abuse, 
health, rates and services, and unemployment.

•	 Gender issues were neglected across all media.

As a part of MMA’s inquiry into the quality, fairness and depth of election coverage, 
the media treatment of gender was identified for specific consideration. The 
premise for this is that the media has the capacity to be complicit in the non-action 
on gender equality and women’s social, economic and political emancipation, 
as well as being a part of the system that maintains the status quo on gender 
inequality and women’s disempowerment. This research intended to bring to the 
surface some of the questions of gender, particularly at such a critical juncture 
of the democratic process. The findings suggest that the 2009 election coverage 
was characterised by poor media performance in covering gender issues within a 
gender equality framework. The report finds that the emphasis on political parties 
and their representatives meant that women and gender issues were neglected 
and that this was apparent, not only in the coverage of gender-related topics, 
but also in the ways that the media engaged with the political parties and their 
manifestos. 
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•	 Women sources constituted only 23 percent of all sources.

The results of the monitoring demonstrate the extent of the marginalisation of 
women in the finding that only 23 percent of the sources for election items in 
2009 were female in contrast to the 77 percent male voices that were sourced. 
Despite the significant improvement in gender representation from 1999 (13 
percent) to 2004 (23 percent), this has stagnated in the last five years. Within 
these results there is further cause for concern since a single female source 
(Helen Zille) was mentioned more often than the combined voices of “ordinary” 
women who were counted under the category of citizen or resident. The report 
finds that the coverage reflects a difference in the value attributed to female 
and male sources. Male sources are accessed from a broader spectrum while 
female sources are limited to a few prominent people and ordinary citizens. 

•	 Coverage was marked by instances of gender stereotyping 
and lack of real analysis of political engagements.
 
This report also finds the gendered stereotypes and representation of selected 
individuals highly problematic. The recommendation emerging from these 
observations is that, despite the sensationalised and conflict-driven news 
value of this type of mudslinging, the media should not allow it to overshadow 
more important issues with profound consequences for gender. The findings 
for the specific area of gender parallel many other results for the coverage 
when subjected to more generic analysis, particularly the depth and quality of 
the media coverage. While the items concerning the election demonstrates 
that the South African media is generally performing its mandated task with 
fairness and a lack of bias, the report suggests that there is still much that could 
be done to improve the articulation and engagement with the complexities 
around election issues, questions of human rights and citizen’s concerns, while 
maintaining the high level of professional practice in the gathering of news. 
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•	 Stories often failed to use multiple and diverse sources.

The report found that the industry best practices of multiple sources for stories 
with appropriate attribution and diversity were generally adhered to. There is a 
tendency towards a personality-driven emphasis with the greatest proportion 
of attention going to the handful of political players at the centre of the 
election conflicts. The result of this, however, is that the political parties (and 
individual voices within those parties) tend to dominate and drown out other 
stakeholders. This is, to some extent, an artifact of the elections race itself and 
not necessarily a failing of the media. 

•	 Coverage was marked by urban bias at the expense of 
broader coverage.

As with previous elections, MMA’s monitoring shows that there is a strong bias 
in coverage towards the provinces with major urban centres and the provision 
of access to the media. Gauteng, KwaZuluNatal and the Western Cape are 
clearly favoured over the other six provinces. This remains one of the challenges 
that the South African media should consider. Individual media demonstrate 
widely differing approaches to the regional diversity of their coverage: some 
(particularly the public broadcaster) emphasised a mix of items delivering news 
to their audiences from around the country, while others offered a niche and 
fairly narrow window on the process. 
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•	 In keeping with event-based coverage, most items were news 
stories rather than analytical pieces, and often lacked in-depth 
information.

One of the instances where there is easily observable scope for improvement is 
in the types of items associated with election coverage. The proportion of news 
items in comparison to those with a different approach suggests that there are 
opportunities here for election coverage to go beyond reportage of events, 
activities, conflicts and speeches. Points of view expressed through features, 
profiles, visual messaging and broad-based opinion pieces would certainly lend a 
desirable diversity and texture to the ways in which the media and their audiences 
speak to elections and the related issues. This observation is compounded by 
monitoring data that suggests that the content of the items of coverage, while 
generally providing facts and a basic context, is sometimes simplified such that 
it excludes examination of causes, consequences and potential solutions and 
minimises questions of gender and South Africa’s legislative framework. 

•	 Human rights issues were under-reported, but where they were 
dealt with, they were dealt with in a comprehensive manner.

That being said, there are cases where these critical and complex aspects of the 
topic are clearly present and dealt with in ways that help readers or audiences make 
meaning of what is at stake. There are numerous examples of excellent in-depth 
reporting, especially relating to topics such as gender, gender-based violence, HIV/
AIDS and voter education. 

•	 The media failed to adopt a citizen’s agenda.

While it is encouraging to note that these human rights issues that are central to the 
citizen’s agenda were covered well, when covered. It is somewhat disappointing 
to note how few items out of the total generated in the monitored period actually 
dealt with these topics. Perhaps our strongest recommendation would be that this 
notion of a citizen’s agenda (and all that this implies) should be given far more 
precedence.
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Appendix I
For each election item, the following information was captured:
Election items vs. other items: The number of election-related items and the number of non-
election-related items were counted. This enabled MMA to determine how much coverage 
was given to election-related issues in a news bulletin or publication.

•	 Type of programming: For television and radio, the different types of 
programming, for example, news bulletin, news special, current affairs and 
panel discussion, were distinguished. For print the different types of stories, for 
example, news story, in brief, editorial, opinion piece and feature, were also 
differentiated. 

•	 Item number: Each item was numbered in relation to where it occurred in a 
news bulletin or the page where it appeared in the newspaper.

•	 Summary: A brief summary of each item.

•	 Topic code: The overall topic or central subject of each item was captured 
using a set list to ensure accuracy and reliability. Monitors were obliged to 
choose the most specific and most appropriate code for the item being 
monitored. Only one topic code for each item was permitted.

The topic “political campaigning” was to be chosen only as a 
last resort. This ensures that where a political leader is shown to be 
speaking at a campaign event, for example, but is also shown to be 
engaged in discussion of health service issues in the area, this is not 
listed under the “campaigning” topic, but under “health” or “service 
delivery”, depending on the core focus. “Political campaigning” 
then only includes coverage of activities such as rallies, visits to 
townships, villages and workplaces, and handing out of gifts. 

The explanations of other topic codes include:
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•	 “Arts / culture/entertainment/religion” relates to cultural issues such 
as polygamy.

•	 “Party politics” includes politics and “smearing” within and between 
parties. 

•	 The “South Africa – national, including SA government & parliament” 
code refers to issues relating to the national government as well as 
the nation as a whole. 

•	 The “personalities and profile” code is indicated when the coverage 
is “party personality driven” as opposed to focusing on the party 
itself. 

•	 The “demonstrations” topic code includes demonstrations such 
as citizens protesting against the elections due to lack of service 
delivery and COPE members marching in protest against the NPA’s 
decision regarding Jacob Zuma. 

•	 “Voter education/registration” includes voting processes, voter 
registration, how to vote and so on. 

Please note that the majority of the stories under the “corruption” 
and “justice system” codes were about the issue of Jacob Zuma and 
charges laid by the NPA, as opposed to the workings of the justice 
system for citizens in general. On the other hand, the “corruption 
government & party” code refers to corruption in government such 
as within Home Affairs, as well as corruption within political parties. 

•	 Origin: The geographic area to which the stories applied was captured. For 
example, an item on the ANC’s policy on crime reduction would probably 
be national in focus, whereas an item on a DA rally in Cape Town would be 
captured as Western Cape specific.

•	 Author: The authorship of an item, for instance, a journalist, an agency, a 
combination of these, or a guest writer. 
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•	 Sources coverage: The names of people who were directly or indirectly 
accessed were captured using a set list. In addition, further information about 
the function, sex and (where clear) the person’s race was also categorised.

•	 Access code: To determine how sources were accessed, access codes 
were used. For example, accessed only, named only, photographed only or 
named and accessed.

•	 Quality of information: Ideally a good news story should give the facts of the 
event or a particular issue and also go beyond just event-based reporting. 
It should accurately set the context, show the implications of the course of 
events and how a particular issue or event might impact society at large. 
To determine the quality of information provided in the news items, monitors 
recorded whether items provided a basic context, an in-depth context, 
causes, consequences and solutions. Further, they recorded whether items 
discussed relevant legislation or policy, and provided a citizen’s perspective, 
a gender perspective and/or gender omission.

•	 Fairness: A critical function of the monitoring lay in determining the overall 
fairness of the reporting. Fairness is one of the most controversial areas for 
political parties and the media and it is also one of the most difficult to monitor. 
MMA’s method for monitoring fairness ensured that where there was any 
doubt it always favoured the broadcaster in terms of fairness. Where items 
were monitored as biased, MMA’s method ensured that the monitor provided 
clear reasons for monitoring it as such.
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Topic %
IEC/Election Logistics 14.74
Political party Campaigning (Last resort) 9.52
Party politics 9.16
Arts/Culture/Entertainment/Religion 6.94
Justice System 5.83
Political Violence & Intimidation 5.76
Crime 4.91
2/3 majority 4.19
South Africa - National, Including SA Govt & Parl 3.71
General 2.96
Party manifesto outline or anallysis 2.45
Coalitions and party co-operation 2.44
Labour, Strikes, Unemployment 2.00
Corruption 1.82
Gender Based Violence 1.76
Personalities and Profiles 1.74
Opinion Polls 1.52
Provincial and Local Govt 1.43
Human Rights 1.34
Rates & Services 1.15
Corruption Govt & party 1.15
Economics 1.04
Diplomacy 1.00
International Politics 0.94
Media 0.93

Appendix II: Topics
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Topic %
Race & Racism 0.71
Voter Education & registration 0.67
Education 0.63
Demonstrations 0.63
Black Economic Empowerment 0.63
Health 0.58
Poverty 0.56
Election Fraud 0.56
Children/Child Abuse 0.49
Election funding 0.47
Gender 0.46
Science 0.43
Development 0.39
TRC 0.38
Poverty 0.29
Refugees 0.24
Housing 0.23
Death Penalty 0.21
Land 0.20
HIV/Aids 0.19
Disaster 0.15
Environment 0.13
Affirmative Action 0.13
Sport 0.10
War on Terror & Terrorism 0.07
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