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ABSTRACT

Adolescents and youth, ages 10 to 24, comprise up to half of the population of Sub-
Sahai‘an Africa. Such a large youthful population represents potential for development,
for youth represents vitality, enthusiasm and creativity. Bui this potential for
development is constrained by two significant factorsﬁ (i) the demographic weight and
momentum of this segment of the population strains the social and economic resources
of developing African countries; (ii) the present and future wellbeing of youth
themselves is threatened by a number of socio-economic and cultural obstacles. This
paper discusses three obstacles that threaten the optimal development of youth and their
potential contribution to Africa’s development. These are: (i) Reproductive and sexual
health, with emphasis on HIV/AIDS, (ii) Sexuality and Family Life Education, and (jii)
Gender Equity and Equality. The paper argues that mass media institutions in Africa
have a responsibility and the opportunity to address these issues. The paper urges
media profﬁisionals in Africa to take advantage of the newly positive global environment
that favours addressing issues affecting youth (as underlined at the International
Conference on Population and Development - ICPD), and harness modern media and
communications technologies to tackle the impediments to the development of youth
talent and energies. It proposes speciﬁc ways in which the media can help to overcome
each of the three obstacles identified in the paper.
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o Wedonotmhenttheeaﬂhﬁnmourparents

 We bon'ow it from ouir cluIdren.

The youth today are the inheritors of the earth tomorrow Therefore, it is
unportant for Afrlcan societies to prepare ‘them to assumie their role as protectors and
guardnans of thls mherltanee.‘ But safeguarding the earth is not the only reason to
address the needs of youth. Over half of the world’s populauon is aged under 25
years Developmg eountnes aecount for 85 percent of this populatlon. In many Alfrican
countrles under-25s account for up to three fifihs of the total populatlon. These =
numbers unply a demograplne welght and momentlun that African societies must
reeognlse and reckon thh. They also unpose a huge responsxblhty on. socrety to secure
the present health and wellbemg and the future secrmty of youth For the dlreetlon f'
whlchtodaysyouthtakesw:llhaveagreateruupactandsngmﬁeanceonthefuture
development of Afncan soeletles than at any other tune in Afrlea’s hrstory o

! The terms youth", “"adolescents” and "young people” are used frequently in this
paper. The paper adopts the: WHO definition of these ferms. "Youth" is defined- as the age
-group from 15 to 24. . "Adolescence” is-defined. as the second decade of life, from age 10 to
19, hence adolescents are those aged 10 to 19. The term "young people” is defined to cover
both- "adolescence” and "youth“ that is, ages 10 to-24: - The térm’ "teenager" or "teen"
describes individuals’ aged from thirteen to nineteen. . S

2 This paper is based largely on an earher paper titled The Media and Youth and
Sub-Saharan Africa; Towards a Partnersth for Development presented by the author at the
Ninth Annual Trammg Course for Mld Career Journalists orgamsed by the Umon of
~ African J ournahsts m Ca1ro Egypt m Apnl 1995
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Africa’s youthful population is a two-edged sword. On the one hand, it signals
opportunity and potential. To move into the next generation or two with a population
that is vigorous, enthusiastic and creative offers hope that Africa’s natural assets can
be harnessed through its own human resources. On the other hand, the size of the
youth population and its _i_oherent; momentum mezan that a disproportionate size of the
region’s resources must be devoted to cater to the needs a population that as yet does
not contribute as must as it consumes. The key development question then is: How can -
Africans tap the creativity and energy inherent in a large youthful population while
averting the social, economic and cultural upheavals which social scientists warn may
befall Afirica if this potentially valuable resource is not well managed?

The Internatlonal Conference on Populatlon aud Development (ICPI)) held in
Calro in September 1994 fully acknowledged the sngmfieance of adoleecents and youthh in
assuring a wefl-rounded de velopment of human societies. The ICPD Programme of |
Action offers specific. gmdelmes and proposes actnons that countrnes ean take to address
issues affectmg adoleseents and youth It encourages nahons to confront the nssue of
adolescent repro-duct;ve he‘llth It urges natlons to oﬂ'er opportumtles for edueanon o
and trammg to youth focussmg special attentlon on g:rls, and to prepare both boys
and girls | to develop in.an enmonment of mutual support and rmpect Th.e ICPD
Programme of Actlon ea!ls on all msntutlons that seek to advance lmman progress an;l
development to address the problems that affect young people. It duly recogmses the
role of the medla as a key pariner in mlplemenhng the Programme of Action®.

| In tlns paper we address some of the'key 1ssues affectmgthe development of .

_ _adolescents and youth in Afnca at the dawn of the mformatmn revolui:lon and assess the
role that joumalxsts and otiher medla professnonals in Afnca can play in addremng
them. We focus particular attention on issues raised by'the ICPD, swch as adoleseent
reproductive health, gender equity, and sexuality and family life education.

3See ICPD Programme of Action, Chapter XL B, Paragraphs 1111 to 1126
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1 YOUTH, MEDIA AND DEVELOPMENT

IL1  Youth in Africa - A Potential for Development

_ It is fashionable to begin and end all discussion about youth with ar_reciltation of
problems - those afflicting youth as well as those that they supposedly inflict on. soclety
While this approach may: have some merit — for indeed the. problems facing. Afucan
youth are many — it fails to: recogmse the potential for development inherent.ina
youthful population. Whilst a young population no doubt imposes a. burden on the
fragile economies and socm—political systems of African countries, the very size and
inherent vitality of youth represents an asset. Africa’s natural resources and,];a_tent,
wealth require technology and manpowér'to exploit them. . Many of Africa’s current -
industries and key economic activities — agriculture, fishing, mining and mfrastmclm'al
deielop’ment — are labour intensive and require youthful manpower. Until modern
technology is developed sufficiently to reduce the labour intensiveness:of these
occupations, Africa’s youthful poplilaﬁon may- indeed be considered an asset.

A youthful population also represenis innate creativity, enthusiasm and
optlmlsm Throughout human history, young people have led the way as adventurers,
nsk—takers and ploneers who have energlsed change and progress. With increasing

““access to mformatlon and knowledge brought about by modern education and the
glohal:satmn of commumcahon, Africa’s youth -are now members of a global sub-
cultirre that is polsed to change the directions of development on a global scale.
Afrlcan youth have the same dreams as ‘their counterparts around the world. With the
proper dxrect:on, mohvauon, support and an enablmg envnronment, they can brmg

'aboutmgmﬁcantpmgressandchangemAfnca. o e

| But this mherent potentxal of African yonth remains just that - . potential. Tn
order for it to be fully realised conditions must be created for youth to overcome the’
many 'rea_l‘problems and obstacles they face right now.




IL.2 Obstacles to the Development of Youth

' Like their counterparts around the world African adolescents and youth face
psycho-social problems associated with the transition from childhood to adulthood. In

additior to thiese normal growing pains, young people in Afrrica-are confronted. with . .

specific problems and obstacles that merit special attention. ‘These problems require -
that all African institutions must form a partuership to help our youth to direct their..
energies to improve their;-piesent conditions and achieve personal satisfaction in order to
avert rpossiblé'catastrophe; 'E-T';he-mass-media,- as a major institution for education and .

" information, have a key role to play in this regard. - In this section we dlscuss three . .

specific problems and obstacles to youth development and propeose ways in which. ..

~African media professionals can assist in addressing them. Theseare: .~ . .

® Adolescent reproductive and sexual health. . -
Sexuality and family life education. ... . . .
e Gender inequity

1.2.1: . Adolescent Reproductive and Sexual Health .

-Some of the most serious health problems - faced by adolescents in Africa are those

- associated with reproduction. The onset. of pubserty brings sexual awareness and

maturation. This is a critical period.in the life of adolmoents, . 'l‘he chmus that they

make with regard to sexual behaviour at this time may have a long-lastmg mpact on

their heaith and futore family life. Whereas the root causes of adolescents’ athtudes :
and behaviour towards sexual activity are the same, appropnate educauonal and semce
interventions can lead many to avert seme of its potentially dlsastmus eonseqnenccs by

themselvos agamst pregnancy and dlsease

[P AR e R E




In' Africa, helping young people to-understand sexuality and educating them to
manage sexual activity and its consequences are critical in improving adolescent
veproductive health. Studies show that in various African countries from a third to two
thirds of all adolescents are sexually active. In many instances sexual activity begins
quite early. In traditional societies, and currently among some religious cultures, such
early sexual activity occurs within the context of culfurally-sanctioned early marriages.
However, in many African societies pre-marital sexual activity is widespread. Figure 1
below shows that in five out of 10 African countries surveyed by the. DHS, ynmarried
glr]s are as l!kely (or more hkely) to be sexually active as married girls. )

g [INSERT.FIGURE- 17

Despite popular aliegations to the contrary, pre-marital sexual activity is not a
recent occnrrence in Africa nor is it confined to African societies. An analysis of
Demmgraphlc and Health Surveys (DHS) data from several African countries concludes
that in vseveral of the: countries analysed here, premantal sexual mtercom-se among:
teenag'ers is not:a.new .phenomenon as is often believed, but rather a continuation of a
behavioral pattern that already existed in the past." As table 1 and Figure 2 clearly
indicate premarital sexual activity has increased only marginally across the three
different age cohorts studics. In the countries in which pre-marital sexual activity was
already the norm - Botswana, Ghana, Kexya and Liberia - younger age there have been
increases in snch actwnty | H’nwevér in Burundi and, to'a less extent, Zimbabwe, where
premarital sex was less wxdosp\read, there appears to be a decline premarltal Sex. among

the younger genemt.\ons :
' [ANSERT TABLE_ I AND FIG 2]

Premarltal sexual activity is also not confined to Africa. Figures 3 and 4 show

extent of sexual exinerience and sexual activity among 15 to 19 year-old girls in 12 South
[

4 Clted from Gage-Brandon Anastasm and Dommlque Meekers Sexual Activity
Beéfore Marriage in Sub-Saharan Africa. Paper persented at the 1992 Annual Meet:mg of
1he Population Assocxatxon of America, Denver, Colorado, April 30—May 21992,
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and Central American countries and ten major cities in that reglon. It is clear that pre-
marital sexual activity occurs in all countries in the rcglon, althongh the mcldence
__ appears to be somewhat lower than in the African countries studl_ed_._

N [INSERT FIGURES 3AND 4] B

Irrespectwc of thc marital context, sexual activity among Afncan adolescents is
gcnera]ly unprotected. Again the DHS provides a picture. Although contraeeptlve -
knowledge is relatively high, use is abysmally low. Figure 2 shows the rate. of o -
contraeept]vc use among 15 to 19-year old girls in 11 African countrles As the chart
shows, contraceptive use among adolescent girls ranges from one percent in Burundi
and Senegal to 25 percent in Botswana,

| - [INSERT FIGURE 5]

. Unprotected sexual achv;ty often leads to two sets of neganve outcomes. (')
pregnancy and its consequences, and (if) sexually transnmtted dlseasw (STDs) Both
outcomes can have devastating conseguences, part]cularly for adolwcent glrls. o
Pregaancies lead to premature parenthoed or abortions. Indeed teenage pregnency is
one of the silent t:agedles in Africa.

_ . Pregnancy ameng adoleecent g:rls poses senous soclal and Iwalth problems B
- Young girls who become pregnant, especially out of wedlock, face stlgmatlsatlon m '
- many secieties. Schoolgirls face expulsmn, possible hostlhty from their parental home
and rejection by their peers and partners. In Kenya 20, 000 schoolgirls were eshmatcd
to have been expelled from school Between 1986 and 1987 due to pregnancy’ :

Kenya Ministry of Health, Department of Family Health: Schoolgirl Pregnancy.in
Kenya. Report of a Study of Discontinuation Rates. and Associated Factors. 1988, To their
‘credit, the Kenyan authorities. have since 1994 changed the pohcy that led to automatlc

dismissal of pregnant schoolgirls. -




Obvigusly, such gnrl.s face a. hleak future. To avoui such a fate many grls resort

to ahortlon Because ahortnon is iliegall in most Afncan countnee aml adolescent gn'!s
usually do not have the i‘imnenai means to. pay for hngh—pnced pnvate care, they | ”
undergo the procedure in dlangeroos and ol’ten hEe—threatemng eom'onments. Many an
adolescent girl has heen maimed for llfe or been rendered mfertlle as a result of :lincnt
abortions performed by qu:acks Some have given thelr llves. A study‘ m Kenya | "
reported that between January 1986 and August 1987 abortion complications
contributed 42 percent of maternal mortahty in Kenyatta Hospltal in Nalrob: On the "
average five women died ealeh month during the stndy penod Of the mortalrtlw, 13
percent were. {teenagers, Medical stat:stlcs and various studles from a number of Afr:can
countries are. consistent with these ﬁndmgs In all countrnes ahortlons occur mostly o
among 15 to 24—year~oid women. The majonty are unmarned. -

_ Pregnant teenagers, especxaliy lf unmarrned Who do not procure an ahortnom face
problems of their own. For teen motherhood comes wrth many problems Due to a
variety of medical and social factors, mortahty oi“ chlldren horn to teenoge mothers is
much higher than for children born to aduit mothers. Maternal mortahty and
morbidity rates are also hlg,her among | adoleeeents Even lf they survwe wrth thenr
child, adolescent mothers f.ace a hleaker future than then' counterparts who dld not
become, pregnant Premature motherhood usually means mterrupted schoohng aml |
Jimited employment opportumtles. In short girls who drop out of school to have a baby

have a greater chance of sludmg mto poverty thao thelr peers Who eontmue on to hrgher
| levels of educatlon.

o Sexually transmltted dlswses {(STDs), meludmg HIV/AIDS, constitute another
'danger for the adoloseent who engages in unprotected sex. Studles condueted across |
the contment show a very lngh meldence of SThs among adolmeents The prevaienee of
S’l‘])s and HIVIA]DS lS assoclated w:th the levels of sexuai aetmty and the !ow level of
cont'aceptweleondom use among adolescents. (See Flgurw 1 ami 5 above )

| 6Rogo K 0. Mortalny in Acute Gynecology A Developmg Countay Perspectzve .
Intemauonal Journal of Gynecology and. Obstetncs, 1989 Dec 30 (4) 343 7.




There is dlsturbmg ewdenee that the HIVIAIDS epldemlc that is sweepmg some
areas of the continent is makmg mroads into the youth populatmn. Flgur&s 6 to 9 show
the age and sex distribution of HIV and AIDS cases in three relatively high infection
countnm Kenya, Ugandan and Zimbabwe’. The data indicate a s:gmﬁcant rate of
infection among the 15 to 19 and 20 to 24 age groups. Amiong these age groups, a
dlspropomonate number of gnrls as opposed to boys i 1s lnfected In both Kenya and
Uganda about twu:e as mamy glrls as hoys in these age groups are infected. Tn all three
countnw, the mfechon rates for men peak much later then women, ‘from agas 30 to 39"
for both Uganda and Zlmbabwe and from age 25 to 34 in Kenya. ' Some comimentators
have suggwted that adolescent glrls in some h:gh-mfectmn counmui may be at mcreased
rlskasoldermenseekout:yonnger glrlsassexpartnersmthebehefthattheymay not
be infected as yet. Although the actual numbers of infected 15 to 19 year-olds is
relatlvely small in all thme countries, the incidence among 20 to 30-year-old women is
high. In vnew of the long 1atency penod before HIV converts to full-blewn AIDS, it is
llkely that many women in then' early 20s dmgnosed WIth A]DS may have been mfecteﬂ
with the v:rus durmg thelr adoMnce. - ' ' ' ' R

Clwrly, Afncan adw!escents and youth especlally the glrls amoeng them, need to
be protected from the conseqnenus of unwanted and unplanned pregnancy and STDs,

_mclndmg BIVIA]DS T]ns is the way to guarantee theln a healthy life today and ensuré

that they can fulfil then' mnate creative and productnve potentlai that will enable them
to contribute to the deve!opunent and progress of the continent. =~

7

These charts are extracted from the fo]lowmg documents Kenya National AIDS Control
Programme (NACP), Ministry of Health (MOH) and National Council on Population
and Development (NCPD) AIDS in Kenya: Background, Projections, Impact, Interventions,
Nairobi, 1994; Prof. John Rwomushana, The Role of The Organwed Sector in the Natzonal
Multi-Sectoral Strategy for AIDS Control: The Uganda Fxample, in The Role of the- '
Organised Sectorin Regro ductive. Health and AIDS Prevention, 1LO, .Geneva, 1995; and
Margaret Mwalo, AIDS in the Workplace in Zimbabwe: The Case of the Employers’
Confederation of Zimbabwe in The Role of the Organised Sector in Reproductive Health
and AIDS Prevention. ILO, Geneva, 1995. They are based on data obtained from: (i) the
National AIDS Control, Programme (NACP) of Kenya, (ii) The Uganda AIDS
Commission, and (iii) The National Public Health Laboratory of Zimbabwe.
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[1.2.2. - Sexuality and Famnly Life Education

Tradntmnal Affrican societies have always recegmsed the mportanee of sexuahty
and family life educatmn for adolescents. African societies had elaborate systems o
educate adolescents about sexuality and prepare boys ami girls for mpousnble -
parenthood and family life. These practices were woven into commumity fife and were
communify-sanctioned. Because sexuahty and family life. educatmn was compatlble wrth
community norms and values, there was no opposition to. them Indeed usually the

entire community was invelved in the process.

- Buat Africa’s socm-cmltural transntlon has changed a!l that In most Afrlcan o
societies the school has assamed greater reponsibility for eﬂncatmg chlldren and youth
than the family and the larger community. As the role of moderh _fe::_x__:_al education
increases it progressively undermines and erodes the influence of tradmﬂnal educatmnal
systems. The. problem.is compnunded by the fact that many youth (up to ttve thmls in
some countries) remain outsxde the formal education system, Thus in the field of ‘ |
sexuality and fam:ly life edaucatmn, while community-based tradmenal semahty -
education systens and strurtures are disintegrating the modern educatmnal system has
not been able to replace them. mth alternative systems acceptable to ali the eommumhes
and sub-cultures that constitute the modern nation state. This has led te a ventable
crisis: in many eounmes. A loud and, acmnomous debate opposes proponents ot‘ three
schools of thovght in this regard.

~ The first school, comprising what one may call "modernists", would leave the
task of educatmg Afrlcan children and adolescents about sexuality. and family life to
those mstltutmns mandated to teach them mathematncs, hmlogy, geography and fm‘eggn
languages. The adherents mfthls school fail to remgmse that matters of sex and
procreation touch on deeply held beliefs and values of all societies. They are t:ned m

with notmns ef k!llshlp andl clan, rel:gmn and mores. . Parents and communities will not
. easily rehnqwsh to any “tlurd party“ mst:tutmn matters that are se deeply mgramed in
their communal vnsmn ‘of existence and eontmmty - '




The second school of thought holds a diametrically opposed view. This group,
whom we may call "traditionalists", believe that sexuality and family life education
offered in schools or any other institutions not rooted in the tradition and culture of
Afrlcan socnetles is an intrusion and a threat. Proponents of this argument are also
motivated by fears that exposmg adolescents to forengn -inspired notions of sex and
procreation will lead to promiscuity and an erosion of moral values.: Some argue for a
prmervahon of traditional cultural practlces and rites of passage that imparted

sexuality and family life education fo' past generations. This school of thonght is
epitomised by the Sankofa® movement in Ghana, B S

The weakness of the "traditionalists™ argument is that it Fails to recognise that
tradltlonal systems and stmctures of sexnallty education have been ‘radically eroded in
most African societies. A return to the past is unrealistic and unattainabie because -
culture is dynamic, not stagnant or static. Meanwhile, preventing schools ‘and other :
modem ‘institutions from teachmg adolescents about sexuality and family life while
traditional dehvery mechanisms are disappearing condemus adolescents to lgnorance.
An mternatmnal, cross-cultural study of 19 in-school sex education programmes -
cnnducted by the World Health Orgamsatlon (WHO) concluded: "in no study was there
eﬁdence of sex edncaﬁon'leéding to either earlier or increased sexual activity in the s
" young people who were exposed to it".: Rather; i six of the 19 studies, "sex educatmn
ledtoentheradelaymmonsetofsexualactmty or to a decrease in overall sexual. -
activity“, and in 10 studies, "sex education increased adoption of safer practices by
sexually active youth".? | e -

8In Ghana, Séankofa (literally"Go back and get it" in-the Akan language) is.a -
powerful symbol of the strength and durability of culture and the lessons modemn somety
can learn from the past. It is symbolised by the mythlcal Sankofa bird whose head is
turned backwards that'is, towards lustory and tradition.. , L

9 Mariella Baldo, Peter Aggleton, Peter Slulkin: Does. Sex Education Lead to
Earlier or Increased Sexual Activity in Youth? World Health Organisation, Global
Programme on AIDS, Geneva. Poster presentation at the IXth International Conference
on AIDS, Berlin, 1993. e e . _ -
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Between tbase two, ‘somewhat 1deolog1cal posntlons, a third wave is emergmg

Proponents of thls sehool of thought approach the issue in a more pragmahc way. They
recognlse the beauty and eft'ectlven ; of aspects of the traditional sexuallty and family
life educatlon. But they also acknowledge that many aspects of it may be trretnevably
lost. They also understand the mhereut dangers of leavmg famlly hfe education to "

forelgn or t‘orelgn msplred mshtutlons Nevertheless, they reeogmse the role that formal |

edncatlon plays in preparmg Afncan cluldren and youth to cope with the world in
which they live. As such, the school provldes an appropriate formn and envlronment
for imparting knowledge and skills about sexuality and family life. To avert the
dysflmctlonal debates and argoments that threaten to leave African adolescents in the
turch i 1n many countnes, the "pragmansts" argue t'or ldenhfymg and retrlevmg posmve
aspects of tradxhonal sexuallty and t‘annly hfe educahon and mtroduemg them'into
modem t‘almly ht'e educatlon (FLE) programmes One key aspeet of the tradltlonal
system that can ‘enhance tbe quahty and aceeptablhty of nmdern FLE programmes is
commumty participahon and mvolvement especlally in decldmg the content and

messages of these programmes

The problems ot' sexuahty and famnly life education in Afrlca go heyond this
"asreat debate" which essentially concerns schoolgomg adolescents. Many FLE programs
do not even bcgm to address the needs of adolescents who are out of school the
majorxty m many couutnes._ 'Tlns tbe second 1mportant challenge of FLE programmes
in Afnca - to reach out~of-school youth with educahon and skills trauung that will help
them avold reproduct:ve health—related problems and prepare th to assume full and
responsible parenthoodmfuture African societmsneedtobegnnowtoestabhsh -
mechamsms and approaches to reach and educate these youth '

.23 . Gender Inequities
Gu‘ls and women make up Just over half of the population of At'rlca Yet

throughout the contment overt or xmphed dlscrumnatlon prevents thls s1gmt‘icant

segment of the populatlon from reahsmg 1ts full productlve and creatwe potentlal "This

1




hobbles Afrrca s development The roots of dlscrnmnatlon agalnst glrls and women are
rooted deep in the hlstory and culture of Afrlcan peoples. 1t mamfests ltself through |
unequal educatronal opportumtles for gn-i clnldren, poverty resultmg from lack ol‘ access
to fi nanclal and other economxc resources, poor partlcrpatnon m pohtrcal power, poor
_reproductlve health tlresome and endless household chores, vrolence agamst women,
sexual explo:tatlon, and in a myrlad other forms KWomen and glrls suffer from poor |
self-nnage and self-esteem due to therr upbrmgmg and. the roles assrgned to them by -

society. I

The battle to eradlcate dlscrnnmatron agalnst women and enhance therr status m
soc:ety needs to be fought on several fronts and wnth a varlety of weapons One of o
them is edueatlon of women as well as men about gender rssues. Many of the nnages
that men and women have of themselves and of each other are formed durmg chlldhood
and adolescence That is why 1t is nnportant to start such educatlon early m ht‘e erls
and boys should be tanght to recogmse, respect and value thelr dlfferences and -
similarities. Concepts of equality and equity between the two genders and the e
complement_arrty of gender roles should he inculcated into tomorrew’s men and women

,today,_, .

- Equal opportumtles should be provnded for both boys and gn’ls to demonstrate ‘
their ability and worth to themselves and to each other Above all else educatlonal o
opportumtles should be opened up to g1rls In every sxngle Afrrcan country school grrl
enrolment lags behmd that of boys. The s1tuatlon becomes Worse as one mounts the :
educational ladder. Young glrls are w1thdrawn from school to marry, have bables or
help at home as their brothers contlnne on to hlgher levels of educatlon. ‘Lower formal

education limits the economic and social opportunities of women _and perpetuates their

dependency status.

As stated earher on, 1t lS u'nportant to boost the status of women not only to
redress past and present. m;ustrces but also to ensure therr full partnc:patlon in, ‘and

contribution to, Africa’s development, Al Afrlcan societies stand to benefit from ‘this.

12
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_entertannnent that suggest that rt is hlp to be sexually 1rresponsrble Most of this

.contrlbuted along w1th other soclal mstltutlons, m perpetuatmg the negatlve nnage of
‘women in Afrlcan socletles by remforcmg popular stereotypes. Wlth regard to sexuahty
_and tamlly llfe educanon many Afrlcan media have sensatlonahsed the debates that rage

thern. Slnce the media have contrlbuted to mamtammg popular stereotypes and

IL3 THE ROLE OF THE MEDIA

'The youth today are growing up in an era of lnstorlc change driven by the
nascent communxcatlon revolution. The conj unctlon of media, telecommunications and
computer technology to create an mformatlon lnghway is ushering humanity into a new
era in whlch the spread ot‘ information and l(nowledge respects no boundariés. Truly

the global vdlage is upon ws.” In this village, the role and responsnblllty of journalists

and other media prot‘essmnals Toonis large They are the new mterpreters For they

must ldentlfy, gather, ynthes;se and dlssermnate the information’ that will spread
knowledge and shape the beliéfs and actlons of men. and women in. every land. : Their
mlpact on chlldren and youth is partlcularly s1gmficant because they can meu!cate

values and norms in these formatlve years that will last a Jifetime.

Telev1smn, radlo, newspapers and other mass medla are nnportant instruments

;‘-for shaplng the attltudes towards sexual behavmur, reproductlve health and gender

1ssues in At‘nca annerable young boys and gnrls are today exposed to information and

mformatlon comes to them through the mass medta. The medla in Afrrca have

around the sub,]ect, e1ther exaggeratmg the alleged moral degeneratlon of youth or

dlstormg the content and mtent of 1n-school FLE programmes S

Just as the medla can create and remforce lmages, they can also rewse and edit

rmsunderstandmgs about adolescent and youth sexual and reproductwe health sexuahty

education and gender issues they should contribute to restormg the accurate plcture

The- media can help in the following specific ways:
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IL.3.1 What the Media Can Do
With regard 'to lfep‘rodiuct'fﬁeand sexual health:

‘¢ First, ‘the media should provule accarate and responsxble information about
e reproductlve and sexual heaith issues to young people, parents and policy
e makers Inaccurate reporting, half-tr_u_ths and sensationalism which ‘do not -
. offer practical suggestions or solutions only serve to confuse the public and -
ob"f‘uscate the debate abeut the need toinform and educate young pebplé;
Society tends to blame young people for the reproductive and sexual health - -

_ probiéms they face and often the media provide an echo for these complaints. -
For instance, one frequently sees in newspapers articles condemning pre-marital
preguancies and drug abuse among youth. The sweeping nature of these

. ¢condemnations and their self-righteous tone do-not sit: well with young people who

_ . feel victimised and misunderstood. - As the research cited on page 5 shows, young
. people today are_‘-no"_mo're "morally-degerinerate"-than earlier generations.. Also.
although some -y_ouxig may be engaging in these activities; the majority are not. -
For instance, an. a‘nelysis of DHS data from seven countries (Botswana, Burundi,
- " Ghana, Kenya, Liberia, Togo and Zimababwe). shows that the percentage of - -
“never married 15 to 24-year olds who are sexually experlenced is lower than those
. who are net sexually experienced in four of the seven countries.: In Burundi
. (3.7%); Ghana (45.2%);. Kenya (44. 7%) and. Zlmbabwe (23.1%) less than half of
unmarried youth are sexually actwe Although data on substance use 1s scant,
it can be safely said that the vast majority of youth do not abuse drugs.
‘.. Adolescent and: youth problems are.often:more complex than they appear on the
:surface Mis therefore mcumhent on media professionals | to probe deeper and be
. properly informed-about these issues beforfe they. Jom,m,‘_onilimbus con(lemnatlo_n

- .of youth.

® Gage-Brandon, Anastasia J and Domlmque Meekers Sexual Actzwty Before
Marriage in Sub-Saharan Africa, Paper presented at the 1992 Annual Meeting of the
Population Association of America, Session on Sexual Behavior Before Marriage Denver
- Colorado, April 30 to May 2, 1992.
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Secondly, the media should strive to make their reporting and coverage of
reproductive beaith issues interesting and creative. There can be little doubt

that commerclal media that w1ttmglv or unwnttlngly promote 1rrespons1ble sexnal

behav:our attract the attention of young people because they package their
mformatlon in ways that are mterestmg and attractxve to them. One cannot
compete with MTV for young people s attentlon with talkmg heads carrymg on
w1th statistics about global trends i m the HIV/AIDS pandermc or dull lectures on
) how today § youth have strayed from the path of traditional morahty In recent
years it has been shown that serious publlc health information can be presented
in mterestmg ways that get the attention of youth Responsxble African media

should adopt this "enter-educate" approach to present reproductive health. issues.

Provxde a forum for adolescents to ask lmportant queshons and receive
responsnble answers. Newspapers throughout the continent offer "advnce“ "

| columns allowmg readers to seek help from "Dear Abby" "Dear Dolly", ete. in
h solvmg all manner of personal problems ‘Most tend to deal with relationships,
’and many correspondents are young Unfortunately, the entertmnment ‘function

predonnnates over education or responsnble information’ giving. Therefore, the

- 7 'lssues dlscussed tend to be frlvolous Yet this is a tremendous opportumty for

” the medla to offer a real servnce to adolescents Call-m radio and televnsmn
shows also fall in thrs category They offer anonymxty and confidentlahty and
can become a vehicle for providing responsible information and counsellng to
“adolescents. A good example of how the med:a can ass1st in this way is provnded
by the Kenya Broadcastmg Corporatlon wlnch in March 1995 mitlated a‘radio
7 Programme in collaboratlon w1th a consortium of local youth-servmg
orgamsatlons orgamsed under the umbrella of the Kenya Association For the
Promotlon of Adoles.cent Health (KAPAH)11 to answer questions that adolescents

. phone in. Responses are provxded by professronal counselors and experts in

1 The KBC Prog’rannne. is part of "Fhe Kenya Youth Initidtives Project” initiated

by the National Council on Population and Development (NCPD) with technical
assistance from The Johns Hopkins Un1vers1ty Center for Commumcatlon Programs

(JHU/CCP).
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‘adolescent issues, thus ensuring that the information given is accurate and

- appropriate. -

Direct adolescents te souroe of appropnate mformatlon, counselmg aud _
services. The collaboration described above can be taken further. Medla |
organisations can collaborate with youth—serving oréanisations to direct |
adolescents to appropnate couuselmg and other serv:ces In the Kenyan exampie
cited above, teenagers who call in for 1nformatmn are referred to appropr:ate
sources of information and counselmg Llsteners can also wrlte m for

_.information leaflets : {rl_e_slgned‘ for. yout_}_t and parents.

Provide a forum for debate atld advocacy deslgned to iatproee accessto -
information and services. In many African countrles access to sexuahty
information and services is limited by "unfrlendly" or fuzzy pohctes An open
and responsnble debate on this issue is the flrst step to resolve thls 1ssue The
mass media can foster and moderate such a debate. As part of the same pro;ect
- _cited above, KAPAH has started a programme to encourage local medla, |

- particularly newspapers which have been at the forefront of the antn-FLE crusade
- to open their pages to all views on the i 1ssue At. the same tlme the assoctatlon has
: produced a series of fact sheets based on research conducted locally to gwe policy

makers and opinion leaders 111 Kenya the facts about adolescent sexnailty and

“related issues.

With: regard to sexuality and family l_ifej edu.cation}

. The media should offer an mformed and educated vnew of sexuallty and famtly
life education. In some countr;es the media have selzed on the term"SEX

;_EDUCATION". to imply that FLE [programmes will teach or at least lead,
children to have sex. Sensationalist headlines announcmg "SEX LESSONS IN

- SCHOOLS TO CONTINUE" or _"CONTRACEP‘I_‘IVES_FOR CI_I.IL_])I__{E]!\T‘”‘2 have

2 These are actual headlines that aﬁpeared in ‘the Kenya Standard in 1994.
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been used to insinuate that FLE pfogrammes distribute contraceptives to minors
and promote or justify sexual perversions and so-called al_temativ_é lifestyles.  In
other instances the media have been used by "traditionalists” to move ttle focus

.;-of debate from the content of FLE to the purveyors of the prograﬁxmes. Where
external agencles are perceived to be behind the FLE programmes lt becomes
easy to charactense them as foreign-inspired 1deas introduced to undermine the

moral values of African societies. . Journalists .have a moral and professional

- duty to*highligﬁt- the essential: the need to safeguard thé health an_d_- fottlre
~wellbeing of African youth -through effective _sgxoality and family life oducation -
--Qa--funotion that African societies have recognised and sanctioned for |

generations, .

o The ‘media shoul@ provide a forum for responsible and healthy debate. The
-issues involved in sexuality and family life _oqi:gqat_ioo are coniplex and often
‘emo_tior.n—lad__en. It is the duty of the media to ensure that all sides htwe a chance
to air their views. To.suppress or distort the yiéws of one side or th_e other isa

disservice to young people in Affrica .

® The medla should offer a voice fo youth themselvw to parhcxpate in tlle debate.
In Africa it seems that adults are always talking to young people or about them
but hardly ever with them. Yet this debate concerns youth prlmanly It is their
attltudes and behaviour that will make the difference between progress and
.. dlsaster The media. can. help to brmg young people into the debate To hear
thelr voices. and views may be educatlonal for some of those who seek to protect
- them. For instance A study conducted in Namibia by a group of hlgh school
- students found that the maJorlty of students supported and t’amﬂy hfe educatlon
.. -in schools and called for:the expansmn of its content to beyond physxology and

_.anatomy to cover social. and psychological aspects of gender and sexual relations.
s _ SO

3 \UNFPA, Technical and Evaluation Division (TED): Summiary of Study Report,
Namibign High School Students Research Knowledge and Attitudes about Teenage Health,
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. With regard to gender inequities:

® ° ' Highlight the inferior status of women and its negative impact on the economic |
" and social development of African societies. This is an important educational and
" advocacy function. The gender status qud is so ingrained in the African social
"mpsyche'that many policy miakers as well as ordinary men and women assume it to
be the norih, not seeing the discrimination inherent in it. ‘Even less do they
perceive its negative impact on society’s progress and development. Without
being sensationalist or controversial, the media can raise the issues gender equity

and discrimination and sustain a responsible debate around them.

e ' Promoté a positive image of girls and women in the media. Media stereotypes
" influerice perceptions of children and adolescents. African media institutions can
help to ihiproive the image of girls-and women by portraying women in positive
roles. A significant first step would be to admit more women into journalism and
other media professions. Women journalists should not be relegated to
"Women’s", "Fashion" and "Homemaking/Cookery" pages. Since jourmilism is
" itself a high profile profession having women in responsible and "power" |

‘positions ‘will raise the image of woren and erase some stereotypes.

®  Boost individuals and institutions that advance the cause and status of girls and
" womienr. The media can shape the attitudes and behaviour of men in subtle ways
by' boosting organisations and institutions that promote the social and economic
:enhancemeni of women and girls. Sometimes the media seem to swing between
- extremes of male chauvinism or a blanket condemnation of men, alternately
" angering and alienating women and men. Rather they can promote a new
- pof;siti‘v'e male stereotype by portraying‘i-n a good light men who demonstrate

caring and respect towards women.

New York, May 1995.
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° Foster dialogue between men and women. One outcome that Africa needs to
avold in the effort to boost the status of women is the ‘dysfunctional "baitle of the
sexes" that has dmded meu and women and created animosity and distrist

. among them in some Western soeletles Africa cannot afford the luxury of a
_gender war. Afrlcan medla can help to head this off. They can offer a ‘forum
for men and women to air thelr pomts of view and to share their frustrations and

appreelatlons, instead of screaming uncomphmentary eplthets at each other.
Il CONCLUSION: FORWARD IN PARTNERSHIP

The above proposals for medla mterventlon presuppose an organlsed and
strateglc approach on the part of the medra It also 1mphes a partnershrp with other
institutions devoted to the wellbemg of adolescents and youth To make the medla s

contribution meamngful the followmg key elements are reqmred

. Collaboratlon among peers: As a first step, Journahsts should form assocratlons
in their own countnes devoted to promote adolescent and youth issues. A good '
example of Journahsts umted and orgamsed te support a development cause is the
China Journahsts Associatlon of Populatlon estabhshed n 1993 as an NGO to

. publicise populatlon pohcy and prmcxples As adolescent health aud development
issues are fairly similar i in all African countrles 1t should be poss1ble to envxsage a
. regional association to foster the sharmg of 1deas An Afrlcan example of such
can mternatlonal network of Journahsts is provnded by the Bamako-based Centre
. de Recherche en Populatlon et Developpement (CERPOD) Wthh in 1992
established the CERPOD Media Network with the support of the Johns Hopkms
* University Center for Population Programmes The purpose of the Network was
10, promote the. dlssemmatlon of quahty populatron and famnly plannmg
‘information in the eight Sahelian countries covered by CERPOD The network
members prepared several articles for publicatien in speclal edltrons of the
CERPOD newsletter, POPSAHEL. They also published articles in several

newspapers in their own countries.
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Collaborat:on Wlth Youth Servmg Orgamsatlons. To be most eft‘ectlve, h
journalists should team up w1th youth—servmg orgamsatlons that are mvolved
with youth programmes. Such a partnershlp wﬂl ensure that the mformatron the
. :zmedla give is accurate and has the backlng and sanctnon of professmnals

Kenya, such a partnershlp has been forged betweeen the KAPAH and Journallsts

from several key.newspapers and KBC

Facing Up to the Gatekeepers Inevntably, any assocnatlon of media professmnals '
formed te promote adolescent reproductlve health w;ll elicit crltlclsm and I
SllSplCl(lll from varlous gatekeepers and moral guardlans of society. Journahsts
should antlclpate thlS and act to avert any obstacles by mformmg and involving -

- potential opponents, such as parents assoc:atuons, rellglous leaders and various
nraditionalists" i in tllEll“ actmtles Such a pre—emptnve strategy will minimise

potential attacks

| .Askmg t‘or He!p The ICPD provxdes a great opportumty for all those who wish-

to act to promote the health and wellbeing of adolescents and youth. Nearly all
governments and the entlre international development community have pledged to

| _ promote its goals Some countrles, such as Cameroon, Ghana, Kenya and

Zunbahwe have mxtlated the process of developmg comprehenswe adolescent or

youth reproductlve health programmes ) ' ' '

The Umted Natmns Populatnon Fund (UNFPA) and other UN agencies as well as

| 'bliateral aid agencles are also devrsmg or revasmg their funding and operational
pohcms and strategles to emphamse support for adolescent reproductive health.

| These orgamsatlons all count on the media as partners in advocacy and

“ educatlon Afrlcan Journallsts who orgamse themselves to promote the health

and development of youth can surely count on the ‘support of some of these

agencles. The challenge is for medla professmnals to make the approprxate moves

IIOW.
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