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IN T R O D U C T I O N

The earliest rep o rted case of the A c q u i re d
I m mune Defi c i e n cy Syndrome was in the United
S t ates of A m e rica (USA) in 1981. Since then,
medical ex p e rts and re s e a rch e rs , social scien-
t i s t s , p s y ch o l ogi s t s , and re c e n t ly the media have
been ga l va n i zed in effo rts aimed at preve n t i n g
and managing the disease. For A f ri c a , this has
been termed as the gre atest medical ch a l l e n ge in
recent decades; while a cure remains elusive, t h e
d e l i c ate and fragile social, economic and politi-
cal context presents peculiar obstacles in the pre-
vention and management of HIV/AIDS. 

This is unlike in the developed countri e s ,
wh e re the new combination therap i e s , bu t-
t ressed by intensive mass educational cam-
p a i g n s , h ave succeeded considerably in offe r-
ing a window of hope for those suffe ring fro m
the disease and for those who are invo l ved in
its management and prevention (Piot, 1 9 9 7 ) .
For those invo l ved in HIV/AIDS preve n t i o n
and manage m e n t , the picture at times ap p e a rs
to be gloomy and disheart e n i n g.

The fi g u res on the spread and prevalence of
HIV/AIDS as well as on the number of people
who have died from the disease (see Intro d u c-
t i o n) may not mean mu ch to those who have
remained untouched in the sense of not know i n g
a nyone close who is either infected with the
AIDS viru s , or who has developed full bl ow n
A I D S. This is one of the most significant cat e-
go ries of people who should be the focus of pre-
vention strat egies because the incubation peri o d
of the HIV virus makes eve ryone vulnerabl e. 

One infected person who ap p e a rs healthy
and who has not been tested for the virus has the
ability to cause enormous potential damage in

c o m munities such as those in East and Southern
A f rica wh e re the message of prevention has not
become engra i n e d. This potential is best looke d
at when one pictures the infection pat t e rn of the
HIV virus as a ch a i n : it starts with two people,
but if either one of them is not careful in his/her
s exual behav i o u r, up to hundreds or thousands of
people can be infected over a period of time.
I n d e e d, some re s e a rch e rs have contended that
the wo rld is divided not into those suffe ring fro m
AIDS and those not suffe ring from A I D S, bu t
into those who know they have AIDS and those
who do not know (Berer and Sunanda, 1 9 9 3 ) .

The focus on HIV/AIDS is further justified
by the fact that most of those affected by it in
some countries of East and Southern Africa, are
aged between 15-45 years (Sessional paper No.
4 on AIDS in Ke nya , 1 9 9 7 , A I D S C A P, 1 9 9 6 ) .
I n d e e d, this should accelerate the effo rt s
towards HIV/AIDS prevention and management
as this is the most pro d u c t ive cadre of people
and their deaths affect their families (part i c u-
larly if they are the sole breadwinners) and the
economy as a whole.

In the bid to combat the epidemic and its
t h re at to the surv ival of the human ra c e,
re s e a rch e rs and progra m m e / p roject pers o n n e l
are intent on developing the most innovative and
c re at ive strat egies. The search for altern at ive s
has highlighted the crucial role of communica-
tion and media in the support of these effo rt s .
The mass media in particular have at t ra c t e d
gre at interest because of the perc eption of its
role as a powerful and influential tool. Towards
this end, s eve ral countries have initiated and
maintained mass media projects.

This ch apter examines the functions of the
media in HIV/AIDS prevention and manage-
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ment and includes the ge n e ral impact of
HIV/AIDS wh i ch presents an outlook on the
b a ck ground on the magnitude of the illness: a
brief discussion on the role and functions of the
media in development; examples of curre n t
approaches on media and HIV/AIDS; and pro-
poses some strategies that can be adopted.

THE IMPACT OF HIV/AIDS

S c eptics in the media may be tempted to ask
why there is so mu ch fuss about HIV/AIDS.
This necessitates a look at the impact and
f u t u re projections of the ep i d e m i c. Studies of
the ep i d e m i o l ogy of HIV/AIDS unders c o re
the statement that it is one of the most impor-
tant ch a l l e n ges that A f rica has fa c e d, e s p e-
c i a l ly in the post independence era. The fi g-
u res continue to escalate; the Wo rld Health
O rga n i z ation estimates that by the end of
1 9 9 9 , about 30-40 million people would have
been infected with HIV, and that the rate of
n ew infections is 8,500 daily. This raises the
issue of the potential negat ive consequences of
multiple infections part i c u l a rly in sub-Sahara n
A f rica wh e re the trend of testing for HIV has
not become deep ro o t e d. 

Studies indicate that the highest pro p o rt i o n
of AIDS cases are between 14-39 years and that
adolescents are becoming sex u a l ly active at a
younger age, meaning that the risk of AIDS is
higher among this group. Further, there is con-
cern about the fact that the reported cases do not
rep resent the real picture of the magnitude of
infection as some people are unable or unwilling
to seek medical care or to go for testing. It is
important that accurate documentation is carried
out as this underlines the need to intensify
e ffo rts on HIV/AIDS prevention and manage-
ment by presenting a true picture.

For the media to present a clear and rep re-
s e n t at ive picture of the disease, it is necessary
that all facets of its impact be well understood
and studied. On the economic fro n t , p u bl i c
ex p e n d i t u re on health and we l fa re will be
d evoted to the control and management of
H I V / A I D S. In Ke nya , for instance, it is esti-
m ated that expenses re l ated to HIV/AIDS is

about Kshs 3,800 million. In 1992, as much as
15 per cent of all hospital beds were occupied
by AIDS patients.

One of the most severe consequences of the
disease is the loss of young adults in their most
productive years, which translates into the loss
of the most well educated and professional cat-
egory of the population. Conversely, this affects
human re s o u rce deve l o p m e n t , the size of the
l abour fo rc e, p ro d u c t ivity and it negates huge
i nvestments in education and pro fe s s i o n a l
d evelopment. Pro d u c t ivity is affected by time
spent on medical care as sick leave, higher med-
ical expenses and the care of those affected by
HIV/AIDS, as well as attendance of funerals. It
is estimated that about 6,000 funerals are taking
place daily in A f rica as a result of AIDS (Th e
Sunday Nation, Sunday June 13, 1999). At the
community and household levels,AIDS at times
claims the lives of productive people who have
been contri buting to the household bu d get or
who have been breadwinners, which propels the
households into poverty.

The effects of HIV/AIDS on the social fabric
of African society, though difficult to quantify,
a re no less ex p l o s ive than the economic ones.
The stigma attached to the disease has led to dis-
c ri m i n ation and even violence against some
women when they disclose their HIV status to
their husbands. In add i t i o n , s t ru c t u res estab-
lished for the care of the sick are over-stretched
and women are incre a s i n g ly bu rdened as they
a re tra d i t i o n a l ly ch a rged with the care of the
sick and ailing. For the girl-child, their future is
j e o p a rd i zed as they are sometimes withdraw n
f rom school to help care for those who have
AIDS and are at home. This is besides the fact
that the number of orphans has increased and is
set to increase if the epidemic is not arrested and
managed effectively.

The media frat e rnity is not immune to
HIV/AIDS as people who are potentially vul-
nerable to infection and as relatives and friends
of those who become infe c t e d. Th u s , t h ey
should be well advised like all sectors of society,
to use existing tools (such as commu n i c at i o n
channels) to support efforts to prevent and man-
age the illness.

38



CO M M U N I C AT I O N A N D H I V / A I D S

The absence of a cure or vaccine for HIV/AIDS
and the urgent need to re a ch people on the impact
of the disease as well as the need to prevent it have
resulted in the emphasis on mass education of
p o p u l ations. This inev i t ably means that effe c t ive
c o m mu n i c ation ap p ro a ches and strat egies should
be identified and applied to re a ch people in a way
t h at affects them emotionally and motivates them
to ch a n ge their behav i o u r. Changing human
b e h aviour is a concept and goal that has long
eluded re s e a rch e rs and progra m m e / p roject offi-
c e rs , since human beings are indiv i d u a l ly affe c t e d
by diffe rent fa c t o rs in terms of ch a n ging at t i t u d e
and their behav i o u r. 

It is crucial for the media and for those
i nvo l ved in media and HIV/AIDS prevention to
u n d e rstand the re l ationship between commu n i-
c ation and HIV/AIDS. Va rious orga n i z at i o n s
h ave developed diffe rent commu n i c ation models
wh i ch they have used in training medical and
social wo rke rs , p rogra m m e / p roject offi c e rs , o u t-
re a ch and community wo rke rs , peer educat o rs
and counselors. In the AIDSCAP/FHI ex p e ri-
ence (1997), an effe c t ive commu n i c ation model
wh i ch affects behaviour ch a n ge invo l ves five
s t ep s : awa reness of the pro blem; gat h e ring of
k n ow l e d ge and skills by the target audience;
m o t ivation to take action; prep a ration for trial of
the new behaviour; and the sustenance of the
n ew behav i o u r. 

In spite of the lack of consensus on how com-
mu n i c ation affects behav i o u r, a discussion on the
subject is import a n t , given the seve rity of the
impact of HIV/AIDS and the centrality of the
mass media as part of the commu n i c ation pro c e s s
( Pa rri s h - S p row l , 1998). This discussion of neces-
sity must lay emphasis on the fact that most com-
mu n i c ation effo rts in development have not been
as effe c t ive as desired because commu n i c at i o n
has not been integrated as a pri m a ry process at the
l evel of concep t u a l i z ation as noted by Pa rri s h -
S p rowl. The reality has been that commu n i c at i o n
is re fe rred to as a last re s o rt and it is fra n t i c a l ly
applied in the fo rm of mass media campaigns
without due rega rd to proper planning, i m p l e m e n-
t at i o n , m o n i t o ring and eva l u at i o n , and in total dis-

rega rd of the need to make part i c i p ation integral to
the whole process. The existence of high awa re-
ness levels of HIV/AIDS in the absence of behav-
iour ch a n ge indicates that effe c t ive commu n i c a-
tion ap p ro a ches and strat egies have not been
d eveloped and applied to support progra m m e s
and projects on attitude and behaviour ch a n ge.

Attention in the planning and implementa-
tion of commu n i c ation ap p ro a ches and strat e-
gies is cri t i c a l , given the sensitive nat u re of
HIV/AIDS education, which requires that refer-
ence be made to sexuality. This complicates the
p rocess of education on HIV/AIDS ge n e ra l ly
and commu n i c ation on the same in part i c u l a r,
because it demands an understanding of the rea-
sons and motivation for specific sexual behav-
iour and relationships of different groups of peo-
ple. For the mass media, the issue is even more
delicate given the fact that the channels used are
open to the public and the need to refer to cul-
t u ral fa c t o rs and good taste, e s p e c i a l ly with
regard to adolescents and youth. 

BA C K G R O U N D O F T H E M A S S M E D I A I N E A S T

A N D S O U T H E R N AF R I C A

Va rious orga n i z ations in A f rica have launch e d
media programmes and projects using diffe re n t
ch a n n e l s , i n cluding the mass media and altern a-
t ive media. It is important to study the history
and context within wh i ch the mass media have
o p e rated to understand their perfo rmance so fa r.
The mass media have at t racted the attention of
m a ny pra c t i t i o n e rs of development because of
their wide reach and in the case of broadcasting,
their immediate re a ch. The fi rst radio stat i o n
was established in Ke nya in 1924 in wire l e s s
s e rvice fo rm and in 1953, the A f rican Bro a d-
casting Service was started with programmes in
K i swa h i l i , A rabic and local languages. Bro a d-
casting served the interests of the settlers and
was an extension of what was happening in the
“mother” countries. 

The situation was different with regard to the
p rint media wh e re publ i c ations in English,
Kiswahili and local languages proliferated in the
1 9 3 0 s , bu t t ressing the nationalistic spirit and
activities. In 1959, the East African newspaper

39



was launched by his highness the A ga Khan,
while The Kenya Times newspaper was started
in 1983 by the Ke nya National A f rican Union
(KANU). The East African Standard had been
established by the settler community in 1902. 

Historically, most African governments took
the opinion and model that the media were too
i m p o rtant a re s o u rce and tool to be left in the
hands of private investors. Thus, the media were
v i ewed as being important to national integra-
tion and development as exemplified by Kwame
Nkrumah’s statement:

“It is part of our revo l u t i o n a ry credo that
within the competitive system of cap i t a-
l i s m , the press cannot function in accor-
dance with a strict regard for the sacredness
of the facts and that the pre s s , t h e re fo re
should not remain in private hands.”
(Gadzekpo, 1997 ).

Although this goal is commendable, it has led to
the shackling of the media through direct and
indirect control by governments in most African
countries. Until recently, most of the broadcast
media in Africa were under the complete control
of governments and the pr ivate press has had to
deal with threats of de-registration, sedition and
defamation cases and the destruction of equip-
ment like cameras and printing presses. It has
been noted that journalists have had to undergo
arrests, detention, beatings, and confiscation of
their publications. The legal and political envi-
ronment under wh i ch the media operate has
often been hostile, l a cking in fre e d o m , a n d
t h o rny wh i ch further constrains their wo rk
(Mwagiru, 1998).

The prevailing scenario wh e re the mass
media are still under the control of the govern-
ment is pathetic given the potential reach of the
media. In Ke nya , the highest selling daily the
N at i o n , has a circ u l ation fi g u re of 180,000-
200,000 with a reach of about 2 million readers
(it is estimated that 10 people read one newspa-
per). Estimates of radio listeners in Kenya have
been put at about 21 million making the radio an
ideal medium for mass education and communi-
cation ( Kiai, 1999). 

The media also operate in the back gro u n d
wh e re commu n i c ation policies have not been

developed or even defined. This means that most
countries have not given thought to what priori-
ties they should have as regards communication
or wh at commu n i c ation agenda they should
e s t ablish. This has given rise to a situat i o n
where populations, especially those in the rural
a re a s , h ave limited access to media ch a n n e l s ,
and where most people are not conversant with
the way media operate and function. 

In Ke nya , political interfe rence has for long
haunted the media. While the re s t ri c t ive single-
pa rty env i ronment was reve rsed when Section
2 (A) of the Constitution was repealed in 1991,
f reedom of the press is yet to be fully ach i eve d.
The gove rnment still has re c o u rse to laws and
policies that enable it to thre aten the pre s s :
s u ch laws include high fines in the case of
d e fa m at i o n , and room to disable pri n t i n g
p resses. Human rights activists and media
p ra c t i t i o n e rs have over the last seven ye a rs
been pre s s u rizing the gove rnment to release its
s t ranglehold on the broadcasting media. To
some ex t e n t , some milestones have been
a ch i eved with the licensing of private radio and
t e l evision stations. It has been observe d, h ow-
eve r, t h at those who obtain licenses are usually
‘ p o l i t i c a l ly corre c t ’ .

G re at discontent has been ex p ressed at how
the media cover development issues and this
i n cludes cove rage of HIV/AIDS issues. Much
of this can be at t ri buted to a lack of awa re n e s s
and know l e d ge on how the media operate and
the constraints within their wo rking opera-
tions. Musa (1996) has discussed the need to
rev i ew and redesign the stru c t u re and ow n e r-
ship of the media. In his opinion, the stru c t u ra l
a reas of routine pro fessional pra c t i c e s , p ro f-
i t ability and surv ival have constrained major-
ity empowe rment by the media. These incl u d e
time constraints and strict adherence to dead-
l i n e s , as well as the notions of “ i m p a rt i a l i t y ”
and “ o b j e c t ivity”. Other obstacles include lack
of adequate training facilities and the curri c u l a
in operation as well as ow n e rship wh i ch set
s p e c i fic pri o rities and wh i ch demand a cert a i n
p ro fit margin. The latter factor has led to a
s kewed emphasis on politics on the part of the
media. 
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FUNCTIONS OF THE MEDIA IN HIV/AIDS
PREVENTION AND MANAGEMENT

The primary aim of current mass education on
HIV/AIDS is to reach those whose HIV status is
negative to encourage them to retain this status;
to support those whose status is positive to urge
them to be careful so as not to spread the virus
and to maintain hope through positive liv i n g ;
and generally to educate society as a whole to
d evelop sustainable stru c t u res that will con-
tribute to the prevention and effective manage-
ment of HIV/AIDS. In commu n i c at i o n , t h e
focus has been on identifying methods of com-
mu n i c ating messages on HIV/AIDS that will
m o t ivate individuals to ch a n ge their at t i t u d e s
and behav i o u r. Ways in wh i ch the media can
s u p p o rt educational effo rts on HIV/AIDS pre-
vention present a vital question in these educa-
tional efforts.

The media have been viewed as being influ-
ential in building awareness across different sec-
tors of society on HIV/AIDS and the importance
of being careful in sexual behaviour and prac-
tices. While the media have been termed as hav-
ing limited effects in attitude and behav i o u r
change, there are experiences which have shown
t h at their contri bution can be inva l u able and
indeed highly powerful in determining behav-
iour change. The main strength of the media has
been viewed as that of agenda setting, meaning
that the sustenance of a topic for long in the pub-
lic fo rum will lead to ex t e n s ive and hopefully
intensive discussions that spur some action on a
given topic. This strength has at t racted enor-
mous attention in Africa, partly given the need
to democratize authoritative structures and to re-
design society for effe c t ive deve l o p m e n t .
Besides the traditional role of the media, other
functions can be categorized as:

- Providing accurate, factual information on
HIV/AIDS on a regular basis:
Although research has shown that there are
high awa reness levels on the existence of
HIV/AIDS (over 90 per cent in some coun-
t ri e s ) , some misinfo rm ation exists on the
t ransmission pat t e rns (for ex a m p l e, t h at

mosquitoes can transmit the HIV viru s ) ,
and on prevention methods. In Africa, one
has to deal with myths and interpretation of
the disease as a curse. The media can assist
in correcting this by consistently re fe rri n g
to the transmission pat t e rns of HIV/AIDS
and the importance of going for testing and
proper care of those who are infected with
the virus. This is a method that has been
adopted by the Ke nyan press in the cove-
rage of road accidents, which are especially
high. Readers are always updated on how
high the figure is and that this issue has not
been dealt with effe c t ive ly. As a standard
p ro c e d u re, a rt i cles on HIV/AIDS preve n-
tion could contain essential information and
data as background, including information
on where to seek assistance such as testing
and counseling.

- Humanizing the statistics and demystifying
the epidemic:
As in most areas of specialized wri t i n g,
media pra c t i t i o n e rs have to deve l o p
methods of putting a picture to the statistics
that are being generated from epidemiolo-
gical and medical re s e a rch on HIV/AIDS.
The bland pre s e n t ation of the fi g u res most
of the time means nothing to the audience
and part i c u l a rly those who do not perc e ive
t h e m s e l ves to be at risk. A case in point is
t h at of a recent news art i cl e, wh i ch rep o rt e d
t h at out of 53 deaths in one para s t atal orga-
n i z at i o n , 40 have been from AIDS (Th e
D a i ly Nat i o n, June 9, 1999). A fo l l ow - u p
could be made on this kind of story by
i nve s t i gating how many orga n i z ations have
similar ex p e riences and placing this in holis-
tic context to include the social, e c o n o m i c
and cultural dimensions. 

For instance, discussing the global
fi g u re of those infected as more than 33
million people may be better imagined as
the population of a country, or a city or a
section of the population such as adoles-
cents. This helps the audience to have a bet-
ter picture of the magnitude and urge n cy of
the situation and possibly to begin ru m i n a-
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ting over wh at effect such statistics may
h ave. This is an ap p ro a ch that is being
adopted in the training of wri t e rs in are a s
such as economics and environment, where
the prevalence of statistical data has often
appeared to be bland, dull and technical to
journalists.

- Presenting the opinion of the public on the
disease:
Since the discove ry of the disease, m o s t
governments have attempted to put in place
programmes that will contribute to its pre-
vention and effe c t ive management. Th e s e
p rogrammes have been established under
the auspices of national AIDS and STD’s
control bodies and there has been tremen-
dous work aimed at improving the capaci-
ties of hospitals and clinics in testing for the
v i rus and in intensifying and deve l o p i n g
better educational projects. 

The media can promote these efforts by
f re q u e n t ly fo l l owing up on cases of
HIV/AIDS and on the experiences that indi-
viduals and communities have had in the
p rogrammes. As an ex a m p l e, t h e re have
been complaints raised in Kenya on the lack
of counseling for those about to undergo
testing and for those who are found to be
HIV positive. Such sentiments can be dis-
c o u raging to others who may unders t a n d
the need to be tested but who then use this
to justify their avoiding the test. 

Questions such as the levels of publ i c
i nvo l vement in the fo rmu l ation of publ i c
policies and the methods of implementation
need to be inve s t i gated as it is now cl e a r
t h at the beautiful policies that A f ri c a n
gove rnments have developed often have
only a cosmetic value. The need to translate
these policies into local languages and to
simplify the “officialese” is an issue that the
media can be involved in as this holds the
policies up for public scru t i ny. Such scru-
tiny can assist policy-makers to understand
the impact or effects of their policies as
well as the strengths and gaps in the per-
ception of the public.

- E d u c ating society on the need for commu-
nity-based stru c t u res in HIV/AIDS preve n-
tion and manage m e n t :
Most gove rnments in East and Southern
A f rica have medical care systems that have
been inadequate in the care of HIV/AIDS.
The medical communities have grappled fo r
long with the control of diseases such as
m a l a ria and with the reduction of child mor-
tality rates through immu n i z ation. The esca-
l ating fi g u res on HIV/AIDS necessitates that
other options be identifi e d, d eveloped and
sustained since the health care systems are
c u rre n t ly gro s s ly inadequate for the care of
HIV/AIDS pat i e n t s .

The community-based ap p ro a ch has
been viewed as a solid and sustainabl e
method of many development pro blems and
issues. Such an ap p ro a ch , in this part i c u l a r
c a s e, would seek to empower commu n i t i e s
to develop home-based care of HIV/AIDS
p atients. This ap p ro a ch is useful in that it
b rings the issue of HIV/AIDS closer and it
seeks to equip the community with the
requisite skills while ch a l l e n ging its mem-
b e rs to take the responsibility of the care of
p atients. In add i t i o n , the patients conva l e s c e
in an env i ronment in wh i ch they are fa m i l i a r
and wh e re there is some comfo rt. 

The media need to lobby for such
ap p ro a ches and to ch a l l e n ge societies to
t a ckle HIV/AIDS head-on, rather than let
people bu ry their heads in the sand. Th e re is
still a semblance of stigma at t a ched to
H I V / A I D S, and the media should be aggre s-
s ive in supporting effo rts to re m ove this
stigma and in developing in the public the
attitude that this is a disease like other
d i s e a s e.

- P resenting a holistic picture of HIV/AIDS:
Most of the info rm ation on HIV/AIDS in
the media is statistical and re l ated to publ i c
s t atements on the trends. This is based on
the current media stru c t u res and new s
values that tend to give prominence to
p u blic personalities. As such , most of the
s t o ries are gove rnment pronouncements on
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HIV/AIDS wh i ch are pri m a ri ly wa rn i n g s
and info rm ation on the extent of the spre a d. 

It is on ra re occasions that the mass
media cri t i c a l ly analy ze the impact of
HIV/AIDS on the socio-economic fro n t .
This contri butes to the invisibility of the
disease and the public lethargy in at t a ck i n g
the pro blem urge n t ly. Society should com-
p rehend well the consequences of ignori n g
the impact of the ep i d e m i c, s u ch as the
t h re ats to the socio-economic fab ric and
s t ru c t u res. The media are well placed to
u n d e rt a ke such a task, but this needs to be a
d e l i b e rate policy on the part of media orga-
n i z ations. 

- A dvo c ating for accountability and re s p o n s i-
bility in the HIV/AIDS prevention and
m a n agement sector:
The desperation on the part of HIV/AIDS
p atients in seeking tre atment for their infe c-
tion has given rise to a sharp increase in
“medical ex p e rt s ” who claim to have a cure
for the disease. These patients are vulne-
rable to unscrupulous ex p e rts who are out to
gain from their plight. Some of the medical
a s s o c i ations like the Ke nya Medical
A s s o c i ation (KMA) have been keen cautio-
ning the public on seeking tre atment that has
not stood the test of ri go rous ex a m i n ation by
the medical and scientific frat e rn i t y.

The vulnerability displayed by HIV/
AIDS patients indicates that a gap exists in
the provision of tre atment that society can
t rust or depend on. Th u s , it is easy for some
to exploit this gap. This raises the issue of
the lopsided nat u re of tre atment at the global
l eve l : those who are infected with the
HIV/AIDS virus in the developed wo rl d
h ave some hope and they live longe r
because of the new combination therap i e s .
Those in the developing wo rld have little
hope because of the expense and inaccessi-
bility of such tre atment. 

This highlights the issue of public health
c a re systems and their management as we l l
as the need to encourage local scientists to
d evelop tre atment that can be ava i l able to

local populations. At the global leve l , t h e
issue of lobbying for support for the prov i-
sion of new combination therapies should be
p u rsued in the media and sustained. Wh e n
some “ ex p e rt s ” announce that they have dis-
c ove red new tre at m e n t , t h ey should be held
up to public scru t i ny and their claims ve ri fi e d
t h o ro u g h ly. The media should analy ze cri t i-
c a l ly such trends and also bring into the
p u blic arena for public deb ate such issues.
For instance, it would be interesting to inve s-
t i gate whether pharmaceutical companies,
wh i ch import combination therapy tre at m e n t ,
can be exempt from taxation by gove rn m e n t s
to make them ch e aper for the publ i c. 

EXPERIENCES ON MEDIA AND HIV/AIDS
PREVENTION AND MANAGEMENT

Va rious orga n i z ations have established pro-
grammes and projects on media and HIV/AIDS
prevention and management; these experiences
d i ffer in terms of results and findings. In the
D e m o c ratic Rep u blic of Congo , for ex a m p l e,
Population Services International (PSI) initiated
a project in collab o ration with the Nat i o n a l
AIDS programme and funded by USAID Kin-
shasa ( PSI, 1992). The project targeted the
youth aged 12-19 and prospective parents who
we re 20 to 30 ye a rs of age. The project was
based on the country ’s ri ch tradition in music and
d rama and sought to commu n i c ate the message
of safer sexual practices. Th u s , media mat e ri a l s
we re developed and messages conveyed thro u g h
b roadcast announcements, mu s i c, v i d e o , t a l k
s h ow s , i n t e rv i ews and contests.

E va l u ation of the project indicated that posi-
t ive attitudes evo l ved and that there was intention
to practice safer sexual behav i o u r. Th e re was ev i-
dence of increased awa reness rega rding asymp-
t o m atic carri e rs; increased acceptance and
rep o rted practice of abstinence and mu t u a l
fidelity and increased know l e d ge and accep t e d
use of condoms for AIDS prevention. 

In Ta n z a n i a , the Wo rld Bank initiated a pro-
ject wh i ch focused on radio spots. The pro j e c t
i n cluded posters / c a l e n d a rs , c a rt o o n s , n ew s p ap e r
fl a s h e s , and counseling. Similar use of mass
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media is evident in Malawi and Zambia with an
emphasis on radio spots and use of radio pro-
grammes. In Ke nya , a project was initiated based
on a 1992 needs assessment by the Nat i o n a l
Council for Po p u l ation and Deve l o p m e n t
(NCPD) and the Fa m i ly Planning A s s o c i at i o n
of Ke nya (FPAK) with support from John Hop-
kins Unive rsity Po p u l ation Commu n i c at i o n
S e rvices (JHU/PCS), wh i ch targeted adoles-
cents. The pro j e c t , wh i ch was funded by
U S A I D, fe at u red media activities such as ra d i o
p rogra m m e s , p rint media and a letter answe ri n g
s e rv i c e. The radio programmes included a talk
and the provision of a fo rum for the youth to
question HIV/AIDS ex p e rts on the progra m m e.
The programme was designed as a va riety show
with the requisite musical back ground (Nduat i
& Kiai, 1 9 9 6 ) .

A media project that ori gi n ated in Uga n d a
and wh i ch has been adopted in Ke nya is that of
the S t raight Ta l k n ew s l e t t e r. This project wa s
l a u n ched by the Ministry of Info rm at i o n ,
U ganda AIDS Commission, the Save Yo u t h
f rom A I D S, and UNICEF. The new s l e t t e r,
wh i ch began in 1993 and wh i ch is issued once
eve ry month as an insert of The New Vi s i o n
n ew s p ap e r, i n i t i a l ly laid emphasis on sex u a l i t y.
Th i s , h oweve r, b roadened to encompass health
and psych o l ogical issues (Nduati & Kiai 1996).
The mu s h rooming of youth clubs in Uga n d a n
s chools has been at t ri buted to S t raight Ta l k. 

Some of the constraints cited in the use of
mass media include limited media cove rage of
radio programmes and stru c t u ral difficulties in
coping with issues raised by adolescents duri n g
radio programmes. This is because the pro-
gramme usually has a particular fo c u s , but the
adolescents at times call in on a diffe rent sub-
ject re q u i ring urgent assistance. Other needs
i d e n t i fied have been on the need to use local
l a n g u age s , and for gre ater collab o ration with
media houses to ensure gre ater commu n i c at i o n
on HIV/AIDS prevention and manage m e n t
issues. In add i t i o n , t h e re is a need for the incor-
p o ration of gre ater cre at ivity and dive rse stru c-
t u res in progra m m i n g, and more effe c t ive coop-
e ration with stake h o l d e rs such as pare n t s ,
health officials and education offi c i a l s .

PR O P O S E D S T R AT E G I E S F O R M O R E E F F E C T I V E

M E D I A E F F O RT S O N HIV/AIDS P R E V E N T I O N

A N D M A N A G E M E N T.

While the media have been faithful in the cov-
e rage of issues re l ated to HIV/AIDS preve n-
tion and manage m e n t , d e l i b e rate and we l l
designed effo rts aimed at promoting better
c o m mu n i c ation through the media have not
been adequat e. Th e re have been meetings
o rga n i zed in East and Southern A f rica aimed
at raising media pra c t i t i o n e rs ’ c o n s c i o u s n e s s
on the need to cover HIV/AIDS preve n t i o n
and management issues more intensive ly and
w i d e ly. A dditional wo rk could focus on the
fo l l owing strat egi e s :

Training media pra c t i t i o n e rs in the basic
c o n c epts of HIV/AIDS
Th e re is no doubt that there are high awa re-
ness levels of the need for gre ater and more
e ffe c t ive cove rage of HIV/AIDS on the part of
media pra c t i t i o n e rs. This situation is akin to
t h at of high public awa reness but minimal
b e h aviour ch a n ge for most countries in sub-
S a h a ran countries. Seminars and wo rk s h o p s
should be re-designed to ensure that the media
adopt a pro - a c t ive ap p ro a ch in the cove rage of
HIV/AIDS prevention and manage m e n t
i s s u e s .

A method that has been used re c e n t ly by
the Ke nyan Chapter of the A f rican Council fo r
C o m mu n i c ation Education has been to gro u n d
i n t e rested journalists in the basic concepts of
s p e c i a l i zed subjects. This has been applied in
re l ation to the env i ronment and there is ev i-
dence of gre ater interest among the journ a l i s t s .
This method is beneficial in that it demy s t i fi e s
c o n c epts that may appear to be difficult and
t e chnical to the journ a l i s t s , thus equipping
them with confidence and cre ating an intere s t
for further re s e a rch and re a d i n g. 

Despite this intere s t , c o n s t raints exist in the
use of this ap p ro a ch. A mu ch ignored but sig-
n i ficant cat ego ry of the media are the editors .
In the meetings with journ a l i s t s , t h ey have
ex p ressed their fru s t ration at fo l l owing up on
s p e c i a l i zed issues wh i ch are “ s p i ke d ” by edi-
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tors. Editors should be sensitized on the need to
have more effective coverage of HIV/AIDS pre-
vention and management issues. Innovat ive
ap p ro a ches are re q u i re d, h oweve r, b e c a u s e
logistically, it is difficult to get editors who are
often media managers at one sitting or meeting.

A dvo c a cy and lobbying for reg u l a r
a l l o c ation of space in the mass media
This strat egy has been well applied by human
rights and democrat i z ation activists. In the
Ke nyan pre s s , for instance, it is now common
to have specialized writing on human ri g h t s
and political issues, sometimes by ex p e rt s
f rom these areas. This trend has been re a l i ze d
by lobbying for space for the cove rage of such
i s s u e s , but more import a n t ly by commitment
on the part of these orga n i z ations in ensuri n g
t h at the space is used reg u l a rly. Most editors
a re willing to allocate space for columns, bu t
t h ey re q u i re full commitment that the space
will be used. 

Some of the columnists have taken up the
w riting as a part of their cru s a d e, while others
h ave been supported by donor agencies. Orga-
n i z ations invo l ved in HIV/AIDS preve n t i o n
and management can develop a pool of wri t e rs
or a syndicate wh e re there is shared re s p o n s i-
bility for the columns.

P u bl i c ation of re fe rence mat e rials 
for the media
Media pra c t i t i o n e rs often complain that there
is little re fe rence mat e rial developed for them
as an audience on specialized subjects such as
HIV/AIDS prevention and management. Th e
s t ru c t u ral constraints within media houses are
an obstacle for journalists who would like to
s p e c i a l i ze in technical areas as it is a lab o ri o u s
e ffo rt identifying and accessing re l evant and
essential back ground mat e rial. One effe c t ive
s t rat egy would be to develop mat e rials wh i ch
simplify basic concepts on HIV/AIDS preve n-
tion and manage m e n t , s u ch as the ep i d e m i o l-
ogy, socio-economic impact, and trends in sci-
e n t i fi c, medical and social science re s e a rch in
the area. Jo u rnalists then have a tex t , wh i ch

t h ey can re fer to as a quick re fe re n c e. Th e
Zambian Institute of Mass Commu n i c at i o n
(ZAMCOM) has developed a re s o u rce book
for the media on HIV/AIDS, and there are
plans to rep l i c ate this effo rt in other countri e s
in the East and Southern regi o n .

Another re q u i red publ i c ation would be an
i nve n t o ry of orga n i z ations and ex p e rt s
i nvo l ved in this area in each of the countries in
East and Southern A f rica. This is useful as a
p u bl i c ation that can be easily accessible to all
j o u rnalists who re q u i re specific info rm at i o n
and cre d i ble sources whom they can interv i ew
and seek opinion or cl a ri fi c ation fro m .

E s t ablishment of a netwo rk on media and
HIV/AIDS prevention and manage m e n t
N e t wo rking as a strat egy has fast gained cre d-
ibility in most development wo rk in East and
S o u t h e rn A f rica. The idea has proved to be
e ffe c t ive in that there is shared info rm ation on
e m e rging tre n d s , c o n s t raints and ch a l l e n ge s
and on strat egies to deal with these. Such a
n e t wo rk in this case would seek to sustain con-
tacts between the media and ex p e rts wo rk i n g
on HIV/AIDS prevention and management. 

Contact between the diffe rent groups of
specialists may serve to reduce or re m ove sus-
picion of each other and to cre ate unders t a n d-
ing of the wo rking env i ronment in wh i ch each
wo rks. The media have often been accused of
being casual; most of these accusations are
based on a lack of understanding of how the
media wo rk and the constraints they fa c e. Sim-
i l a rly there has been the public perc eption that
scientists are locked up in their lofty and ivo ry
t owe rs , i s o l ated from society, “ s p ew i n g ” t e ch-
nical jargon that cannot be understood by the
o rd i n a ry citizen. 

N e t wo rking would help the media to put a
face to these scientists and to explain to the
p u blic through cove rage, the emerging tre n d s
on HIV/AIDS prevention and info rm ation. A n
a dditional benefit of this would be the deve l-
opment and maintenance of sources for jour-
nalists for their art i cles and programmes on
HIV/AIDS prevention and management. 
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